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    Hey you. 
 
    Yeah, you. You should join my Patreon page. When you join, you will get preview chapters of my future books to both read and listen to. You’ll also be able to see cover art sketches and get copies of sexier, NSFW/Nude versions of my already super sexy covers. If you are into audiobooks, I have a tier where you get 3-4 every month included for a crazy low price. Woah. 
 
    Click here, or search for Logan Jacobs + Patreon on Google. 
 
     
 
    If Patreon isn’t your jam, you can always join my Facebook group to get updates there. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
    The heat radiating from the bricks caused sweat to drip down my spine and pool in the small of my back. I’d already shed the outer layers of my clothing and was left in nothing but my thin tunic and trousers, but even then I could hardly catch a reprieve from the overwhelming heat. 
 
    It had been two days since Mihany’s brutal attack on the Ardere, and the fiery kingdom was far from healed. Cinis had assured me it was alright if I didn’t help her rebuild, but I wasn’t going to let the mother of my child try to rebuild her kingdom alone.  
 
    “Watch out,” I grunted as I hefted one of the large, dark stones from the ground and onto the newly spread mortar. It landed with a loud thud.  
 
    The thick, stout fire being with a rather smushed face stepped to the side and out of my way as I laid another stone. His name was a series of sounds I couldn’t make with my human tongue, so he had insisted I call him Tim. He admired my handiwork with a discerning gaze before he nodded in approval.  
 
    “Good,” he said. His voice sounded like embers crackling over coals. “Only one thousand, two hundred and four more bricks to go.”  
 
    “What?” I sputtered and looked down at the small creature.  
 
    His face contorted, and he barked out what I thought was supposed to be a laugh.  
 
    “I am just joking,” he assured me and slapped one molten palm to my back. “We only have two more bricks. They are being forged now. Jekka and Zzillop will bring them when they are finished.” 
 
    I straightened up with another low groan. My muscles ached with the movement, and I longed for a cool drink as I looked around at the damage the angry wind goddess had wrought on Cinis’ kingdom.  
 
    While her primary attacks had centered on the palace itself, she had left quite a dent in the walls that surrounded the kingdom’s borders, and I couldn’t help but wonder how much worse off the Ardere would be if not for Nara’s magical protections. 
 
    The witch had aided Cinis as she bolstered the protections around her home. I did not know the exact magic the witch had used, but whatever it was, it had been strong enough to hold off some of the goddess’ more petty attacks.  
 
    The trees surrounding the Ardere at the edge of the Forest of Hud had been violently uprooted and used as projectiles at the kingdom’s walls. A few of them had gone so far as to puncture the smooth, dark stones like they were made of butter.  
 
    The forest itself hadn’t taken well to the assault. The last two trips I’d made through the enchanted tangle of trees had been… less than pleasant. I’d never tripped on so many roots in my entire life. I obviously knew the forest was a sentient thing, but I had never expected it to be so passive-aggressive. I’d already apologized three times. 
 
    And the trees were only the least of the damage the fucking goddess had quite literally thrown our way. After I continuously thwarted her attempts to kill the king of Ocadia, she lashed out at me and the women in my life and took her rage out on Cinis’ kingdom in an attempt to kill us all.  
 
    It was strange to think that less than a year ago, I had just been an assassin working under Master Abbot in the Assassins’ Estate, and now I was helping my fire descendant lover rebuild her kingdom after being assaulted by an angry wind goddess who had been raised from the almost-dead.  
 
    I supposed crazier things had happened, though.  
 
    “There you are!” Cinis exclaimed, and I turned from where I stood on the top of the battlements to see my lover flying toward me. 
 
    Her dark, velvety black wings blotted out the light from the sun as she hovered overhead, and I was grateful for the shade. 
 
    My eyes traced over her sumptuous curves that were barely hidden beneath the short leather skirt and bra she wore. Her long, pitch-black braids streaked against her chest like ash. There was a radiant glow about her that sent a warmth through my chest as I was once again reminded that she was carrying my child inside of her.  
 
    “Here I am.” I smirked as she dropped down lightly onto the battlements next to me.  
 
    She looked around to examine the handiwork of her people with a pleased smile on her face. She had spent most of the morning working with us until I insisted she go and get some rest. Even if she hadn’t been pregnant, I would have insisted the same thing. Cinis had so much on her plate after the attack that I had hardly seen her in the last two days. 
 
    “How did you finish this so quickly?” she asked, and the question was aimed at the stout fire being.  
 
    Tim stood up quickly and bowed in Cinis’ direction. His head dipped so low that his forehead nearly touched the stonework.  
 
    “It was not me, your majesty,” he said. “Master Morgan did most of the work.” 
 
    Cinis looked at me, and her eyes flashed in appreciation. “You did?”  
 
    “Magic,” I explained with a smirk.  
 
    “He used the most terrifying of elements,” Tim continued and raised his hands to make a little waving gesture. “Water.” 
 
    “Oh, did he?” Cinis clearly fought a laugh.  
 
    “Yes.” Tim nodded eagerly. “And his muscles. He is very strong for a human. He could be a Caolin. Strong like me.”  
 
    From the base of the wall, another of the Caolins made a series of grunts and clicks that drew Tim’s attention. The creature looked over the wall and responded in kind before he looked back at Cinis. 
 
    “I must go, your majesty,” he said. “The last two stones have been forged.”  
 
    He did not say anything else before he simply jumped off of the wall and landed on the charred ground below in a small puff of smoke. 
 
    “It seems you’ve made a friend,” Cinis purred as she reached out to press a hand to my chest where the aquamarine mark marred my skin under my tunic.  
 
    “He’s a very talkative guy,” I chuckled and lifted Cinis’ hand from my chest to press a kiss to her palm.  
 
    “He is also the calmest of my people that I have seen since the goddess’ appearance,” Cinis sighed. “The rest of my people are all… on edge.”  
 
    On edge felt like an understatement. The fiery kingdom had been almost unbearable for me in the last few days. It seemed that the notion of a fight had set all of Cinis’ citizens ablaze.  
 
    That morning alone I had already witnessed three separate fights that I’d had to stop by dousing them with my water magic. None of them had been pleased about the interruption, but everyone in the Ardere knew who I was to Cinis, and they most certainly knew better than to lash out in my direction.  
 
    “They will calm down soon,” I assured my lover and pressed another kiss to her hand. “Is everything alright at the palace?”  
 
    “Other than it barely being a palace thanks to that wind goddess’ actions?” Cinis asked, and I saw anger flicker behind her red-amber eyes.  
 
    “We will repair it,” I promised. “And I will have Nara come here soon to reestablish the magic on the wall. Mihany will not be able to get into your kingdom again.”  
 
    Cinis sighed and nodded. “Where is Nara? I expected her to be here today. You know how picky she is about anyone touching her handiwork.”  
 
    “She’s working on a special favor for me back at the Assassins’ Estate,” I explained. “I’m sure she will throw a spectacular fit when she gets here.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure,” Cinis laughed. “You clearly placed that stone wrong.” 
 
    “Which stone?” I played along and looked down the long line of the wall I had helped build.  
 
    “All of them,” the fire descendant laughed and squeezed my hand. “Come, let’s ignore your shoddy workmanship and return to the palace.”  
 
    I laughed at her ribbing as I followed her down the steps of the wall.  
 
    The Ardere was beautiful in the same way that my fiery lover was beautiful, and I found myself enthralled by the both of them as we walked. They were both dangerous and volatile, but there was an elegance and beauty in their deadly curves and planes.  
 
    I kept my hand in Cinis’ as the two of us walked through the Ember Fields toward the palace, because my senses were on high alert despite the safety of the wall.  
 
    I had a hard time not being suspicious that I hadn’t seen hide nor hair of Mihany since she had launched an attack on the duchess of Ocadia at the castle.  
 
    Once the goddess had realized she was bested in the Ardere, she had escaped to attack a more vulnerable target. The memory of Maggie’s frightened face still lit a fire in my chest. I did not know what Mihany’s next step was, but I knew I wasn’t going to let her get that close to any of my women again. 
 
    “We have made some progress,” Cinis said as we came to a halt outside the palace. “But there is still much more that needs to be done.”  
 
    That was a complete understatement.  
 
    The palace looked as if it had been the center for every sort of natural disaster known to man. I still hadn’t gotten completely used to the sight of Cinis’ usually beautiful palace in shambles, but it made my chest ache. I was just glad no one had been seriously hurt in the battle. 
 
    The large stained-glass windows that faced the Ember Fields were completely shattered. Only small sections remained intact, but the pictures they once formed were no longer discernible. They were just random streaks of color that stuck out in sharp, deadly points.  
 
    Fire beings of all shapes and sizes had volunteered to help in the clean up and rebuilding process, but sharp, colorful shards of glass littered the charred ground outside the palace and reflected light up toward the many suns that hung overhead.  
 
    “Gods,” I said with a shake of my head. The windows were the least of the damage. 
 
    The palace usually stood tall and proud in the six suns’ light. But as Cinis and I stared up at the palace now, I looked at a half-formed castle. It was missing chunks of stone from the walls, and a few turrets were completely gone like they had never actually existed at all.  
 
    Cinis let out a low, mournful sigh as she seemed to read my thoughts.  
 
    “In all of my time, I have never seen the palace so broken.” She shook her head. “This goddess made a mockery of my crown, and she will pay dearly for that.” 
 
    “Cin,” I warned. 
 
    The tips of my lover’s braids had begun to smoke and smolder like the wicks of candles, and fire flickered in her eyes. If I had not known her so well, I might have been afraid. But instead I was just aroused. 
 
    There was something so sexy about seeing my Ember Priestess in her element.  
 
    I gave her rapidly heating palm a squeeze.  
 
    Cinis sighed, and the flames flickered out from her eyes as she dropped her shoulders down. “I am fine. I am in control.” 
 
    “Come on, how about we go inside,” I urged. “I’m sure I can think of something to take your mind off of your kingdom.” 
 
    “Oh, could you?” Cinis turned to me and gave her eyebrows a sultry raise. She licked her plump lower lip, and I felt a familiar stirring in my gut. She was still running hot, but there was plenty I could do with those feelings. 
 
    She took a step closer to me, and I reached out to rest my hands on her luscious hips. Her skin was as smooth as velvet under my fingertips.  
 
    “I suppose you’ll have to be spending more time at the Assassins’ Estate now that your palace is in shambles,” I teased as she pressed her chest flush to mine. “What a disappointment. I’m sure you’ll hate that.”  
 
    “Mhmm,” Cinis agreed. Her eyes had gone dark with lust, and I was impressed with how quickly her mood had switched. Since she had told me she was pregnant, I had noticed just how easy it was to get her going. “I’m so upset. You will have to comfort me.”  
 
    Before things could escalate further, and I could find an oh so creative way to comfort my lover, I sensed someone approaching and quickly turned. 
 
    Sure enough, a thin, wispy fire being the color of straw rushed toward the two of us. He was wearing the uniform of the palace heralds, and he stopped in front of us and dropped into a bow with a heavy wheeze. Then he planted his hands on his knees and continued to try and catch his breath. 
 
    “What is it?” Cinis asked in annoyance as she took a step away from me and looked down at him. 
 
    “Th-the…” he wheezed. “The Szizzonk.” 
 
    My brow furrowed. “The what?”  
 
    “The Szizzonk,” he repeated with another breathless gasp as he straightened up. “The Szizzonk is acting up, my queen.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Cinis muttered.  
 
    “Someone tell me what the fuck a Szizzonk is,” I demanded, and both Cinis and her subject looked at me. 
 
    Cinis sighed. “The Szizzonk is a fire being who lives in the Nether here in the Ardere.” 
 
    I quickly skimmed through my knowledge of Cinis’ kingdom before I nodded. The Nether was quite a few miles from the palace, and it was one of the least hospitable places in the Ardere, even for fire beings. I had never visited the region because I’d never had a reason to. 
 
    It looked like that was about to change, however.  
 
    “He is causing problems,” the herald explained with another gasp.  
 
    I fought the urge to smack the being on the back and tell him to get on with it. 
 
    “No one has been able to calm him, my queen,” he continued finally. “We need you.” 
 
    Cinis pinched the furrow between her brows. “Go fetch the royal guard and dispatch them to the Nether. I will make my way there to deal with this.”  
 
    The herald slapped one of his hands to his forehead in a dramatic salute before he started to slog off across the charred ground in the direction of the palace once again.  
 
    I looked at Cinis and raised my eyebrows. “What exactly is a Szizzonk, and why don’t you seem surprised by this?”  
 
    “I will tell you on the way,” she said. “This will get very bad, very quickly. I’m glad you are here to help me.”  
 
    “Can we make it there on foot?” I asked and glanced off in the direction of the Nether. 
 
    “It will be quicker to fly,” Cinis informed me and reached out to grab my arms.  
 
    “Wait,” I said and quickly reached into one of the pockets of my trousers. 
 
    Then I popped one of the small pellets Nara had given me into my mouth and chewed. The concoction was something the witch had come up with to aid Cinis later in her pregnancy. They made whoever consumed them effectively weightless for a short period of time, which meant they were also handy for flights.  
 
    The Queen of the Ardere didn’t waste any more time before she scooped me under my arms and took off into the sky like a smudge of ink across a page.  
 
    The breeze that whipped across my face felt heavenly compared to the heat that radiated closer to the ground, and I let out a sigh of relief.  
 
    “Tell me more about the Szizzonk,” I requested as I scanned the rapidly passing scenery of Cinis’ kingdom below us.  
 
    “He is one of the ancient creatures of the Ardere,” she shouted. “There are a few creatures here within the kingdom who have been here before even Ignis took control, and that gives them a sense of superiority over the rest of the beings here.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked.  
 
    “He thinks that because he is ancient, he should be exempt from our rules and laws, and he likes to disobey my commands,” Cinis growled, and I didn’t need to look at my lover’s face to know her eyes were alight with flames.  
 
    “So, he’s a dick,” I surmised with a snort. 
 
    Cinis huffed. “That is an understatement, love. He slumbers much of the time, but after the business with the wind goddess, he has been whipped up into a frenzy. I’ve been afraid something like this might happen.” 
 
    I wasn’t surprised by her words. Despite Cinis’ belief that the fire beings were more than just the most deadly part of their element, they were still volatile in nature, and it wasn’t something that could be so easily overlooked. 
 
    The fight with Mihany at the border and the palace had given the beings a taste of combat that they had been sorely missing, and now we were left to pick up the pieces. I actually had a feeling this was why the entire Ardere seemed to be substantially hotter than usual. Too many tempers were running high.  
 
    “I have had a few of my calmest men keeping an eye on him, but it’s only a matter of time before he starts to sway the rest of my subjects into an inferno,” she explained and dropped us lower in the sky.  
 
    We skimmed the tops of barren trees, and all around us, the scenery began to grow darker and darker. It was like the light of the suns overhead couldn’t even reach us here. The ground was as black as pitch, and I knew if I stepped in the wrong place, I would be trapped in the tar-like substance until I either starved to death or boiled from the inside out. 
 
    The Ardere was a dangerous place.  
 
    “Hang on,” Cinis warned before she flapped her wings back against her back and dropped us in a sharp dive toward the ground.  
 
    I let out a whoop of surprise as my lover made a quick turn through two rocky cliff faces that would have flattened anyone less adept. 
 
    We landed on solid ground with a dull thud, and I let out a large breath.  
 
    “You are the most impressive woman I have ever met,” I laughed as I straightened up and dusted off my trousers from the dusty landing.  
 
    “I know,” Cinis said with a confident smirk. “Come on, we have to hurry before the Szizzonk can breach the valley.”  
 
    I glanced around the valley as I trotted after Cinis in wonderment and awe. Sometimes it was easy to forget the sort of insane elemental magic that resided just beyond Ocadia’s borders.  
 
    The valley looked like it had been carved out by the hands of the gods themselves. The cliff faces on either side of us appeared black at first sight, but the longer I looked, the more I was able to see the shimmering colors that combined to make the dark stone.  
 
    It was hotter in the Nether than it had been even in the Ember Fields, and my tunic stuck to my back along with a coat of sweat. My white hair plastered itself to my forehead, and I pushed it back from my face.  
 
    Cinis stepped easily across the smoldering, dark rocks. The heat emanating from the ground’s surface wavered and shifted in front of my eyes, and I sent a cooling blast of water down the back of my neck from my palm.  
 
    I heard the Szizzonk before I saw him.  
 
    A low, rumbling sound shook the ground around us, and I reached out a hand to steady Cinis.  
 
    My lover shot me a grateful look. “We are close.” 
 
    “I had a feeling,” I murmured, and the two of us continued on our way.  
 
    Another rumble shook the ground, but I was ready for it and kept my balance.  
 
    Then a chorus of cheers broke out over the hill just in front of us, and suddenly the air became so hot it was hard to breathe. 
 
    I exchanged a look with Cinis, and the two of us began to sprint. We crested the hill, and I let out a sharp gasp of surprise at what I saw down below. 
 
    A large crater sat in the middle of the valley. The edges were jagged and looked as sharp as the shattered glass from the stained-glass windows of the palace. A small horde of fire beings lined the crater like it was some sort of arena, and they were of all shapes and sizes. Some were squat and appeared made of coal like Tim, whereas others were pearlescent and radiated some sort of white heat. 
 
    The one thing the beings all had in common however was the fact that each and every one of them was on fire. The different colors of their flames intermingled and created a vortex of heat that swirled around them and made my skin go hot like I had stepped too close to a fireplace.  
 
    In the center of the crater was what I knew had to be the Szizzonk. At first glance, he looked like nothing more than a pile of primordial ooze that seeped from the jagged crack in the base of his crater. But slowly, I was able to discern a body amongst the magma.  
 
    The outer crust of his skin was pitch black and flecked. Where the skin broke, I could see the white-orange color of magma pumping through him. He spanned the ground of the crater like a rug, but I had a feeling if the Szizzonk managed to stand on its lava legs, it would be taller than most of the buildings in Ocadia.  
 
    An ancient energy radiated off of the being, too, and it filled the pit of my stomach with a strange combination of excitement and rage.  
 
    “Fuck,” Cinis said. “He’s more awake than I expected. That herald did not get to us fast enough.” 
 
    “How does he usually look?” I asked and looked between Cinis and the creature.  
 
    “Much less active,” she said. “Come on, we have to put a stop to this before they burn the entire kingdom to the ground.”  
 
    I didn’t have to be told twice and followed Cinis down the hill.  
 
    “Szizzonk,” she bellowed. The authority in her tone made the chatter from the fire beings around the crater stop as they all turned to stare at her. 
 
    In that moment, Cinis truly looked like the First Ember Priestess and the Queen of the Ardere as she stood with her wings open behind her in front of her eager subjects.  
 
    “Yessssssss,” the creature in the pit oozed. “I seeeeeee the falsssse ruler has returned.”  
 
    I felt rage tighten and coil in my gut. “Watch your fucking tone.”  
 
    The Szizzonk did not seem to have eyes, but somehow, I knew the creature had turned to look at me.  
 
    “And who are you?” His voice sounded like two large boulders grinding against one another. “To sssssspeak to me.”  
 
    “The consort to the queen,” Cinis snapped. “And he is correct. Watch your tone, Szizzonk. This ends now.”  
 
    “The embersssss are lit, your majesssssssty,” he drawled, and despite the lack if inflection in his tone, it was obvious he was mocking Cinis. “We cannot be dampened now.”  
 
    I wasn’t going to fucking tolerate that. I closed my eyes and held both of my hands out in front of me. My chest lit up in a shocking aquamarine from under my tunic, and I knew the subjects gathered around the Szizzonk’s pit could see the glow.  
 
    When I opened my eyes, a large ball of magical water levitated between my palms. Then I launched it at the Szizzonk without mercy. 
 
    It splashed against his charred black skin and let out a satisfying hiss as the creature bellowed a roar.  
 
    “I think I said to watch your fucking mouth,” I repeated coolly.  
 
    The fire beings around the pit looked amongst each other, and the flames they’d been spitting out toward the sky lowered like the flickering of a candle.  
 
    “We want to fight!” one of the beings shouted.  
 
    “It’s been so long since we’ve had a battle,” another cried out.  
 
    “The Szizzonk tells us that the embers of war have been stoked!” a third creature cheered.  
 
    The rest of the fire beings broke out into a chorus of cheers and jeers.  
 
    “The fire burnsssssss,” the Szizzonk ground out. “And we shhalllll devour. We shhhalllll feed the flamessssss of our soulssssssssss.”  
 
    “No,” Cinis snapped. “We have fought the battle against the goddess. There is no need to fight and endanger the kingdom. You forget your place, Szizzonk. I will put you back into it.”  
 
    The Szizzonk’s words whipped the creatures around him into a frenzy despite Cinis’ orders. 
 
    I raised my palm to retaliate once more, but the queen grabbed my wrist swiftly.  
 
    “Do not extinguish him,” Cinis warned me, and fire flashed behind her red eyes. “He is connected to the heat source that fuels the Ardere. It is the only reason I allow him to remain, and the only reason Ignis did the same. But this cannot go on. They are so hungry for a battle that they will destroy each other in the process.”  
 
    “You deal with your subjects,” I nodded. “I’ll deal with the dick in the crater.”  
 
    Cinis and I shared a nod before the two of us launched ourselves toward the crater.  
 
    The heat was almost more than I could tolerate, but I was stronger than a few upstart fire beings and the sentient lava in that pit. I focused my water powers for a moment, and seconds later, I was wrapped in a bubble made of the goddesses’ water that flowed through my veins.  
 
    Cinis launched herself into the air and swooped toward the first line of fire beings with a righteous cry. She blasted a ball of fire from her hands that knocked the nearest beings off of their feet. They hit the ground with a thud as their fire extinguished.  
 
    I leapt down into the crater with a grunt, and the water around my body sloshed. It was doing a good job of protecting me from the majority of the heat that the Szizzonk radiated.  
 
    The primordial creature moved in the pit. His motions were slow and reminded me of honey. It became clear that the creature was not fast, but the sheer level of power I felt flowing from his body was enough to nearly knock me off my feet.  
 
    Then it whipped a lash of magma toward me in a surprisingly quick flick. I jumped out of the way and into a roll before I hopped up on my feet a few feet away.  
 
    The Szizzonk’s magma whip sizzled where it had made contact with my protective bubble.  
 
    I knew I couldn’t extinguish the creature, but I figured the best way to lull it back into its usual slumber was by cooling it down. I would have to be careful about just how much water I sent his way, but I was always careful. 
 
    “Are you alright?” I called up to Cinis as I sent another wave of water toward the Szizzonk.  
 
    “Better than alright!” Cinis yelled back, and I looked up just in time to see my lover streak across the mouth of the crater in another controlled dive.  
 
    The subjects who had been all too ready for a fight moments before leapt away in terror as their queen lobbed fireballs at them. They collided with the beings’ chests and sent them toppling back onto their asses with small puffs of smoke. The farther she pushed them from the Szizzonk, the cooler the creatures seemed to get.  
 
    I smirked and cut my focus back down to the creature. He let out another rumbling roar, and slowly the magma in the pit started to roil and roll over onto itself. 
 
    I realized he was trying to form a body. 
 
    Fuck.  
 
    “Oh, no you don’t,” I muttered as I focused my powers once again.  
 
    I felt the water from my bubble move as I dropped the protective shield and let it rush down my arm like a river until I formed a long whip. It was one of the moves I had learned when I’d fought Idali the sorcerer, and I had a feeling it was going to come in handy here. 
 
    I swung my arm, and the whip followed like it was my own flesh and blood. It swung in a wide arc and sent a rain of water down on the Szizzonk before it lashed him across his slowly forming torso. 
 
    The Szizzonk bellowed a rumbling cry as he rapidly lost the form he’d been trying to build.  
 
    I leapt out of the way as a pile of his oozing sludge splashed toward my feet. I could feel the heat radiating from the magma through the soles of my boots, but I moved too quickly for it to burn through.  
 
    Then I whipped my water lash again and again. Each time the Szizzonk made any progress in forming a substantial body, my water sliced through him like butter. And beneath the charred black of his skin, I saw that the orange magma was growing dull. 
 
    My plan was working. 
 
    I smirked.  
 
    “What was that about being unable to extinguish the flames?” I asked the Szizzonk. 
 
    The creature let out a growl, but his movements were much slower now. I realized that not only was I cooling him off, but he was beginning to harden into some sort of stone.  
 
    “Curssssssse you,” he snarled, but before he could say anything else, I sent another blast of water his way.  
 
    A large puff of steam exploded from his body and then… nothing. 
 
    I panted as I took in the silence around me. “Cinis, are you alright?” 
 
    “I could use some help,” she shouted.  
 
    “Shit,” I hissed. I glanced around the crater and realized it had been much easier to get into than it would be to get out of. But then an idea struck me. 
 
    I ran over toward where the Szizzonk had cemented into stone. There was a low bellowing coming from the pile of rock, and I hesitated. Then it hit me. 
 
    The creature was snoring.  
 
    I snorted and quickly planted my foot on one of the tar-black alcoves of his semi-formed body, and then another. I climbed up the creature and out of the pit with ease before I tumbled to my feet next to Cinis. 
 
    She had managed to get all of her subjects away from the edge of the pit and stunned, but they still sputtered with flames. Any second now, they could ignite, and we would be in the same position as before. 
 
    I didn’t need to be told what to do as I quickly sprayed down all of the beings with a burst of water from my palms.  
 
    They sizzled, and when the steam cleared, I was left staring at a pile of dazed and confused fire beings.  
 
    “Thank you.” Cinis looked over at me with a grateful smile. “I am not sure how I would have been able to do this without you.”  
 
    “I’m sure you would have been fine,” I said and leaned over to press a kiss to my lover’s temple. “I am just glad we were able to take care of it.” 
 
    “It’s only the beginning,” she said as she looked back toward her exhausted subjects. “I fear I am going to be stuck here for some time cleaning up this mess.” 
 
    “I’ll stay and do what I can,” I began, but Cinis shook her beautiful head. 
 
    “You have so much that you need to do,” she said. “I love you, but I can’t keep you from the rest of your business. I will be fine here.” 
 
    As if on cue, the royal guards Cinis had ordered crested the hill of the Nether. They all seemed out of breath as they tumbled into low bows at Cinis’ feet. 
 
    “My queen,” the guard in the front gasped. “What may I do to aid you?” 
 
    “Take these beings back to their homes,” she ordered. “And station more guards here to keep an eye on the Szizzonk. I do not need him stirring chaos again.”  
 
    “Yes, my queen,” the guards all chorused in unison before they dashed off to complete their new tasks.  
 
    “You do seem to have a handle on things,” I admitted with a laugh as I watched one of the stout guards trying to yank a much larger fire being up to his feet. “Even if they don’t.”  
 
    Cinis smirked. “What can I say, I have learned from the best.”  
 
    I chuckled and leaned in to catch my lover’s lips in a soft kiss. One of my hands drifted down to rest on her bare abdomen.  
 
    “I love the both of you,” I murmured before I pulled out of the kiss. 
 
    “Go,” Cinis urged with another smirk. “You have another kingdom to protect.”  
 
    I grimaced at the words, but she was right. 
 
    My duties as a Master Assassin had only quadrupled lately. 
 
    And the fate of Ocadia was practically in my hands.

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    The walk back to the Assassins’ Estate was a much needed break from the heat that had overwhelmed me in the Ardere. But the walk wasn’t entirely peaceful. The Forest of Hud didn’t give me any problems as I easily wove through the trees and plant growth that cluttered a narrow path, but I couldn’t let the tension in my shoulders relax. 
 
    Mihany hadn’t shown her face in two days, sure, but that didn’t mean the goddess had backed off. Far from it. She had to be planning her next attack, and until I knew her exact next move, I would have to focus on the steps I knew I could implement to take the Wayward Wind Goddess down.  
 
    While the other two Wayward Wind Goddesses were still in their shadow forms, they posed much less of an immediate threat until Mihany figured out how to break them free. But after everything I had learned about the golden-eyed goddess in our encounters, I knew she would be getting desperate to do so after my women and I foiled her last plan.  
 
    So I would need to figure out how to take out the shadowy sisters on my own. I had a lingering feeling Elis was going to be key to dealing with the two shadow selves, but his powers were still so hard for him to control. Which was issue number one on my list of things to tackle. 
 
    Then that left the goddess herself to deal with. She was not only a fully reformed sky goddess, but if I managed to destroy that part of her, there would then be a shadow self remaining of her for me to tackle, too. 
 
    I almost groaned at the thought. 
 
    Then I thought back to the information Gozis the Darkmaster had given me about destroying a shadow self, and one phrase in particular stood out to me.  
 
    When I had asked him if anyone else had done what I intended to do, he told me no one had survived it in a thousand years. I would need to delve into that a little further. Clearly someone had survived it, and I would need all the help I could get to make sure I didn’t fall prey to Mihany’s shadow. 
 
    My mind was buzzing so much with everything I had to set out and accomplish in regards to the goddess that it would have been easy to let the rest of my duties slip through the cracks. But that was not how I operated. Any other man might have struggled under the weight of all my responsibilities, but I found some amount of pleasure in them.  
 
    I enjoyed having so many things to do, and even when my life grew hectic, I wouldn’t have traded it for anything else. How many other men could say that they were not only master assassins, blessed with the stolen water from the Water Goddesses’ shrine, and the king’s go-to guy in the most magical city in the world? 
 
    For a man who’d lived his life in anonymity, I was sure as hell accomplishing a lot of rarefied feats these days.  
 
    I smiled as the shimmering magical blue dome around my estate finally came into view. The forcefield had been one of the best things my former master had left me before his untimely demise. It served as a final reminder of the shoes I’d filled and the sort of Master Assassin I aspired to be.  
 
    “Home sweet home,” I chuckled to myself as I stepped through the forcefield and the gate to the Assassins’ Estate.  
 
    There was a moment of peace before things promptly returned to normal. 
 
    “Dex!” Mazne, the receptionist of the estate, called out. She made her way toward me in some strange combination of running and speed walking that made her dark curls bounce wildly.  
 
    The two of us had known each other since we were children, and I considered her my sister, which is why I wasn’t surprised that she nearly plowed into me. She’d always had poor depth perception, even with her glasses.  
 
    I took a small step back to steady her and help her back onto her feet.  
 
    “Oh, gods, you’re so sweaty,” she mumbled with a scrunch of her nose. “And you smell like soot.”  
 
    “I just stopped a primordial being from leading an uprising in the Ardere,” I explained and glanced down at my sweat-stained tunic. She had a point about the soot.  
 
    Mazne blinked. “Of course you did. What else would you be doing with your time if not stopping a primordial being from starting a war.” 
 
    “What’s so important that you came running out here, Maz?” I asked with a snort.  
 
    I noticed one of her curls was substantially shorter than all of the rest, and I had a feeling Nimith, my pet nipitar, had started chewing on the poor woman’s hair again.  
 
    “Have you made any headway on the Delucan assassination?” she asked.  
 
    I frowned. Mazne was far from one to ask about my assassinations. For a receptionist of an Assassins’ Estate, she tended to steer very clear of the nitty-gritty.  
 
    “Why, what’s going on?” I asked.  
 
    “Yorrick came here a few hours ago to demand a progress update,” Mazne huffed. “I told him we don’t provide progress updates, but then he told me that with the amount he’s paying, he should be getting progress updates, and I told him he’s paying the standard rate and that doesn’t get him special treatment, what is he, the king? And then he said--” 
 
    I held up my hand before Mazne could act out the entire conversation with the uptight prick who’d paid for the assassination. Yorrick was an asshole, sure, but the reasoning for the kill was all that mattered.  
 
    Delucan Timbro was a fucking predator. He’d been sniffing around Yorrick’s young daughter and wouldn’t take no for an answer. It was a pattern of behavior that clearly wasn’t reserved just for Yorrick’s teenage daughter, either.  
 
    “I haven’t had a chance to do all of my usual reconnaissance,” I explained. “If Yorrick knew what he was talking about, he’d know that Delucan isn’t even within the kingdom’s walls at the moment. He’s visiting his sister up north and won’t return for two days. It works out because I’ve been busy helping Cinis repair the Ardere after Mihany’s attack on the kingdom’s wall and the palace. I intend to get to it later this week.”  
 
    Mazne let out a breath and nodded. “Right, right. If he shows up again, I’ll tell him as much.” 
 
    “You can also tell him to get out,” I reminded her with a smirk. “We gave him a timeline for the kill, and he has let his fear make him forget that. His daughter is safe, I wouldn’t have left things as they are if she wasn’t. And as soon as Delucan is back within city limits, he’ll be dead within a matter of hours.”  
 
    “It’s creeps like him that make me wish I assassinated people,” the receptionist said with a wistful sigh. “You’ll have to give me the details once it’s done.”  
 
    “If you insist,” I chuckled and slung an arm over Maz’s shoulder as the two of us walked back toward the large front doors of the estate. “Though I doubt you’ll like it.”  
 
    “Ugh, you’re so sweaty,” Maz groaned and shoved my arm off as we stepped inside. 
 
    I laughed and threw my hands up in my own defense. “I’m going to go clean myself up.”  
 
    “Good,” the receptionist said as she made herself comfortable at her desk.  
 
    Nimith zipped around her head before landing on her shoulder. The nipitar made herself quite comfortable and began to chew at Mazne’s curly hair.  
 
    “Uh…” I pointed to my own hair, and Maz just sighed. 
 
    “She likes it,” she said. “And every time I swat her away, she looks sad. It’s better for everyone if I just let her eat my hair.” 
 
    “Right, well… Who am I to argue with that?” I conceded with a snort.  
 
    I left Mazne to her spur-of-the-moment haircut with the nipitar and started toward my chambers. All the things I needed to do swirled in the forefront of my mind now that I wasn’t wrapped up in conversation.  
 
    The assassination wouldn’t be pressing for at least another handful of days, and in the meantime, I could work with Elis on his conjuring abilities. At least, I would work with him to the best of my abilities. Both of us were mages, but our powers were far from similar.  
 
    I was a mirror mage and could borrow someone’s physical form, but Elis could conjure up shadows and spirits from across the veil. I had a feeling I would have to outsource some of my research.  
 
    The Conjurers’ Estate would be the best place to look, but I would have to be careful. Elis was powerful at just eleven years old, and I wouldn’t put it past the estate to try and claim him as one of their own. But Master Abbot had brought him to this estate under his best judgment, and I fully intended to keep my young ward safe from the power-hungry of this city. 
 
    Before I could focus on putting a plan further into action, though, I nearly collided with a solid wall of muscle.  
 
    I took a surprised step back and looked up at Pamphrus’ back. It wasn’t like the large man to be so unobservant. I opened my mouth to say something, but then I realized why Pamphrus was so preoccupied.  
 
    “… a sorry excuse for an assassin if you ask me!” Incrassatum shouted. Her ruddy face was flushed even darker, and her eyes flashed with malice. She kept her callused hands on her hips as she glowered up at the other assassin.  
 
    “At least I don’t make a show out of things!” Pamphrus snapped. “Some of us can get our jobs done without having to pat ourselves on the back about it. I know you couldn’t relate.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s really nice coming from you,” the peasant-looking woman fired back. “You just say that because you’re a giant lump of meat and couldn’t manage to pat yourself on the back even if you tried!”  
 
    “Spodium does all of your work,” the larger assassin accused. “Ever since she was brought on, you’ve just been coasting.”  
 
    “Hey!” I stepped around Pamphrus to insert myself into the middle of their fight. The two assassins were nearly nose to nose, and I pushed them both back with a shove to the chest. “What is going on here?” 
 
    It was like some sort of spell had been broken. Both of the assassins blinked and looked at me in shock.  
 
    “I… I’m not sure,” Pamphrus said slowly. He reached up to scratch his head, and I saw that the man really did look confused.  
 
    Incrassatum frowned. “I wanted to tell Pamphrus about a job I’d just finished, but then we just started arguing.”  
 
    “I’m not sure what came over us,” the large man said. “It just feels like there’s something in the air. We never argue like this… sorry, Master.” 
 
    “Won’t happen again,” Incrassatum grumbled with a rough clearing of her throat.  
 
    I sighed. “I’m fairly certain that I know what’s going on.”  
 
    The two assassins looked between each other and then back at me in confusion. 
 
    “Just steer clear of my office for a while,” I said in lieu of an actual answer. “It’s for your own good.” 
 
    “Sure thing, Dex,” Pamphrus said. The confused look was still written across his face, but he didn’t question it.  
 
    I watched as my two assassins both stalked down the hallway together and murmured awkward apologies.  
 
    Then I quickly walked the last few feet toward my office doors and took a breath. I braced myself for what I was going to find on the other side before I pulled them open.  
 
    I had never seen my office in such a state of disarray. The wall of weapons looked like it had been blasted with fire, and my desk had a large crack running up the side that I was certain hadn’t been there before. Papers and vials were spread all over the floor and leaked suspicious contents onto the ground. And the fountain in the corner of the room spewed hot pink water that sparkled in the light.  
 
    I was sure the Water Goddesses would love that. 
 
    But I supposed it was my own fault for telling Nara she could use my office.  
 
    The witch in question looked up at me with wild eyes as the doors swung shut behind me.  
 
    For the Headmistress of the Witches’ Estate, she looked far less put together than I might have assumed had I not known her at all.  
 
    Instead, the petite witch looked like she’d lost a fairly serious fight with a bush that had left her hair wild and her tights tattered beyond repair. But I knew for a fact that this was all just how she liked it.  
 
    More than that, though, her green eyes were wide, bloodshot, and rimmed with such heavy dark circles that I nearly thought it was makeup.  
 
    She had clearly shed the outer corset she usually wore with her short dresses some while ago, but the waspie taper of her waist was still apparent in the flouncing dark skirts. The lacing on the front of her gown plunged down toward her navel, and I had to force myself not to stare. 
 
    Because Nara was not alone. 
 
    With the Headmistress were two other witches from her coven. I hadn’t met either of them before in anything but passing, but it was clear that they were cut from the same cloth as Nara.  
 
    The first was a willowy blonde with short-cropped hair and a fine dusting of freckles over her face. Her gray eyes were lined with thick, dark kohl that made her look a bit like a startled raccoon, and her lips were painted a deep, plummy red. She wore a strange assortment of garments draped over each other without any apparent pattern, so she looked like a pile of gauzy scarves and skirts come to life.  
 
    The second woman was just slightly taller than Nara. Her feet were bare and covered in strange, reddish-brown tattoos that spiraled up from the tops of her feet all the way up her calves and shins. They disappeared on her thighs under the pale blue material of her dress and reappeared on her shoulders and down to the tips of her fingers. Her inky-black hair fell down her back in a smooth sheet as she hunched over something on the ground. 
 
    “Dex!” Nara exclaimed and bounced to her feet. Her breasts followed her motion, and I forced myself not to get distracted. In her hand, she brandished the staff I had taken from the sorcerer Idali after his assassination.  
 
    It was carved from dragon bone and radiated raw, powerful energy. The staff was taller than Nara, which really wasn’t that impressive, and etched in the bone were thousands of carvings. They were so small and fine that they were nearly impossible to decipher, and that was before the carvings began to overlap over one another. 
 
    “Have you made any progress on the staff?” I asked.  
 
    The other two witches in the room looked up at me as if they had just registered my appearance in my own office. Both of them looked like they had been completely absorbed in the thick and dusty tomes spread out on the floor.  
 
    Nara scurried toward me. “Sort of. Well. Not sort of. A little. This thing is insane. Do you know how insane this staff is? The power that comes off of this staff is more than anything else I’ve ever seen. It’s no wonder Idali was so protective of it, or that he managed to stay alive for so long. If I had something this powerful, I would be the most powerful woman in all of Ocadia, I wouldn’t hide away in some cabin in the woods alone. The--” 
 
    “Nara.” I held up my hand to stop her babbling and fought a laugh at her excitement. I couldn’t remember the last time I had seen the witch get so eager about anything. 
 
    After the fight with Mihany in Cinis’ palace, I had realized that I didn’t actually know what all the staff could do. I had taken it from Idali just before his death by mirroring his form to bypass some sort of security spell he’d laid in place. The staff obeyed me while I wore his face, but after his death, it seemed like the magical item was ready for a new owner.  
 
    The strangest part about the staff, however, was the fact that it seemed… almost alive. I wasn’t a sorcerer, so I had never tried to wield a staff before, but I had a feeling having a living staff wasn’t exactly common.  
 
    I’d asked Nara to look into the staff and see if she could make sense of it, or at the very least, translate some of the carvings into something comprehensible.  
 
    The powers the staff could harness seemed limitless, but I knew that couldn’t be the case. Even someone as powerful as Idali had limits, and I intended to find out exactly what those limits were. It would do me no good if I tried to wield a magical item with no idea what it actually could or couldn’t do. 
 
    I didn’t rush into anything headlong or without proper research, and that included the weapons I used.  
 
    I just hadn’t expected the proper research to include turning my fountain hot pink, but I supposed that was to be expected when I invited three witches to make themselves at home. I was just glad they hadn’t seemed to do any structural damage to my furnishings.  
 
    “Right,” Nara said. She exhaled a slow breath and closed her eyes as if to ground herself. “Right. I’m good now.” 
 
    “Have you slept?” I asked, but her dark circles made it apparent that I already knew the answer.  
 
    “How could I possibly sleep?” she asked, as if it was obvious. Her hand was still curled so tightly around the staff that her black-painted nails were digging sharp little crescents into her own palms. “There is so much to learn about this staff. The power… it’s unlike anything I have ever seen before, and I’m going to get to the bottom of it.”  
 
    I gently reached out and uncurled my lover’s hand from the staff. Then I pulled the magical weapon from her grasp, and her shoulders unclenched. I thought it would probably be for the best to limit her contact with the item for the time being.  
 
    “What all have you figured out so far,” I tried again and leaned the staff up against the wall. It had been hot beneath my touch, and I wondered if that was Nara’s doing or something the staff had done all on its own. 
 
    “It’s bonded to you,” Nara said.  
 
    My brow furrowed. “Bonded to me? What does that mean?” 
 
    “The staff recognizes you as its owner,” the blonde witch spoke up.  
 
    “Cialina is right.” Nara nodded. “You said before that when you used the staff against Idali, it only worked after you used the potion I gave you, right?” 
 
    Nara’s eyes bored into mine, and I picked up what she was saying. She obviously hadn’t told her coven about my mage abilities and had made up some lie about potions instead.  
 
    “Yeah,” I confirmed slowly. “The potion let me take on his face, and I was able to wield it, but it seemed to be fighting me. I’m not sure exactly how the spell worked, or if it was even a spell at all, that made it only to respond to him.” 
 
    “It’s not any spell that I’ve ever seen,” the witch with the tattoos spoke up. She shifted, and her curtain of black hair half-fell in her face as she looked at me. Her eyes were nearly black.  
 
    “Did we decide it’s a spell, or was it an incantation, Lumariel?” Cialina asked the black-haired witch. “Or even an enchantment.” 
 
    Lumariel shrugged.  
 
    “I think it has something to do with the material,” Nara cut in and looked between her witches and me. “I think that because the staff is carved from dragon bone, there is some sort of… connection.”  
 
    “Like, between the staff and the owner,” I surmised.  
 
    “Exactly,” Nara said. “When you used the staff, what did it feel like?”  
 
    I didn’t hesitate. “Like the staff was alive. It only did what I wanted after I asked it nicely.” 
 
    Nara scrunched her nose and looked back at the witches. The three of them began some sort of silent communication that seemed to rely on raising and lowering their eyebrows and making half-hearted gestures with their hands.  
 
    I snapped my fingers to get their attention after a few moments of whatever the fuck that was. “Ladies.” 
 
    “Right,” the Headmistress of the Witches’ Estate said quickly, as if she had been brought back into reality. “That makes sense. I think Idali killed the dragon this staff is carved from.”  
 
    “How did you make that jump?” I furrowed my brow.  
 
    “There wasn’t very much text we could find about dragon bone staffs,” Nara explained. “But the little information we did find about staffs carved from bone veer into some pretty… dark territory. A lot of stuff about sacrifice and bonding.” 
 
    “That seems to be a recurring theme in my life lately,” I muttered as I thought about the information Gozis had given me about destroying shadow selves.  
 
    “So, I think Idali killed a dragon and carved a staff from its bone, but he somehow managed to keep some of the dragon’s life force within the staff,” Nara continued. “I think the staff has to have a bone-level bond with its owner, but with Idali, it was a forced bond. It wasn’t natural. He killed a creature to make it happen instead of scavenging a bone from one that had passed from natural causes. That left the staff…” 
 
    “Rightfully pissed off,” I finished with a snort. “Idali really did seem to have that effect on most people. And apparently dragons. So, what? When I took the staff from Idali, I managed to forge a bone-level bond with it?” 
 
    “That’s what I think, yes,” my lover said. “Only you can use the staff.” 
 
    My eyes narrowed. “And how would you know that only I can use the staff? I told you not to try and use it.” 
 
    Nara waved her hand to brush away my statement. “It was part of a magical inquiry. Besides, it didn’t work. Do you think if it worked we would be having this conversation? This thing is awesome, I would have made myself the queen of all of Ocadia and then some if I could use this.” 
 
    She was grinning, and I found myself grinning, too. It was hard to stay mad at her, especially when she was doing me such a favor.  
 
    “All hail Queen Nara,” Cialina giggled and flopped over onto her back. She landed on a pile of loose papers and sent them floating up into the air.  
 
    “Forever may she reign,” Lumariel joked as she brushed her black hair away from her face. “Or at least until she gets bored.”  
 
    Nara smirked over her shoulder at the members of her coven before she folded her arms across her chest and looked back up at me.  
 
    “It’s powerful, the staff,” she said. “But you need to be careful with it, Dex. Just because you have forged a bond with it doesn’t mean it trusts you completely. There was dark magic used to make it, and I think it’s best if you treat the staff like some sort of wild animal.” 
 
    “Don’t stick my fingers directly into its mouth,” I summarized.  
 
    “And don’t try casting random spells until we can get a better idea as to how the magic Idali imbued inside of it works.”  
 
    “I can do that,” I assured her and then glanced over her shoulder. “Are you going to tell me how the fountain turned pink? Or what happened to my wall of weapons?” 
 
    Nara blanched so quickly I thought I might have imagined it before she smiled smoothly and slotted her arm through mine.  
 
    “Come on, let’s see if we can test out some of the spells that we did figure out the staff could do,” she said quickly and gave me a tug toward the door. “Cia, Luma, you stay here.” 
 
    I fought a laugh as I watched Nara mouth the words “fix this” to the witches in her coven with wide, frantic eyes.  
 
    Then I let myself be steered out of my office as I snatched my staff from its place against the wall. Nara practically manhandled me as she dragged me outside and into the courtyard of the Assassins’ Estate. It was impressive that a woman so small was able to move me with such force while wearing platform heels. 
 
    It probably helped that I wasn’t putting up much of a fight. 
 
    I shifted the staff in my grasp and felt it humming beneath my palm. The magical weapon sent warmth radiating up my arm and down my fingers, and I felt power buzzing just under my skin.  
 
    Before Nara could begin to elaborate on what she had discovered earlier in the day, however, my spine tensed. 
 
    The hair on the back of my neck rose to attention, and my eyes quickly darted around the estate. I felt a prickle of… something run down my back.  
 
    “Get back inside,” I said to Nara. “Now.” 
 
    The witch looked up at me with her mouth clearly open to protest, but as soon as she saw the look on my face, her jaw snapped closed.  
 
    “Be careful,” she said before she hopped up to kiss my cheek. And then she was gone.  
 
    I spun in a slow circle and watched as just outside the forcefield, the wind began to pick up. Even from the safety of my estate, I knew something was off about it. It wasn’t anything more than a breeze, but there seemed to be a weight to it that normal wind didn’t carry.  
 
    Wind like that could only mean one thing. 
 
    Mihany had decided to pay me a visit.

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    The wind picked up and began to howl. I knew Mihany couldn’t have breached my forcefield, but that didn’t make my nerves lessen as I began the slow walk around the perimeter of my estate. 
 
    I was glad for the staff in my hand. Even if I didn’t know everything the weapon did, it had still helped me defeat the goddess before. I was more than certain that I could do it again if I had to. 
 
    But would I have to? 
 
    Despite the howling roar of the wind, the wind itself didn’t seem that strong on the outside of the forcefield. This didn’t seem like the type of wind the goddess would use if she was trying to tear my estate down to the ground. 
 
    In fact, the wind all seemed to be coming from somewhere.  
 
    I followed along the perimeter of the estate until I found what I was looking for. 
 
    Just outside the shimmering, soft blue light of the water magic force field that protected my grounds, a small tornado spun. It tossed up dirt, grass, and some plant matter, but it was nothing to write home about.  
 
    As I approached the edge of the forcefield, the tornado stopped, and the wind ceased.  
 
    Mihany, the Goddess of the Prevailing Winds, materialized in front of me. 
 
    There was something feral about the wind goddess’ beauty. She wore a thin, nearly sheer white gown that hugged her tan-brown, luminous skin. It hugged every curve, and her dark nipples pressed against the fabric to leave nothing to the imagination.  
 
    Her long, pale yellow hair fell down to nearly her feet. It reminded me of some sort of massive cloud as the strands seemed to float in the air weightlessly around her like they each had a mind of their own. Her bare feet did not touch the ground as she hovered in front of me. 
 
    The most stunning thing about the goddess, however, were her eyes. 
 
    They looked as if they were made of molten gold, and they burned right through me. It was as if they could see everything all at once and liked none of it. There was a shrewdness to her features that fought their beauty.  
 
    I didn’t know if I wanted to fight Mihany or if I wanted to fuck her, and that was a dangerous line to straddle.  
 
    “Dex Morgan,” the goddess greeted in a breezy tone. She sounded far too casual for my liking.  
 
    I made no moves to step out from the forcefield. The only thing that separated me from the malevolent wind goddess that had tried to kill me just a few days before was some shimmering water. 
 
    With so little distance between us, the ripples in the water of the forcefield distorted the goddess’ appearance and made it look like she wasn’t all there. But I knew she was. 
 
    Any chance I had of getting rid of Mihany before she was fully formed once again had gone up in smoke around the same time she had launched her attack on Cinis’ palace. She was fully realized, and she was dangerous.  
 
    “What do you want?” I kept my tone clipped as I stared down the goddess. I tightened my grasp on the staff. 
 
    The strangest part about all of this was the fact that she wasn’t attacking. In all my previous encounters with the goddess, she had never shown anything remotely resembling restraint.  
 
    It set me on edge, but I supposed it was better than an active attempt on my life.  
 
    Mihany’s lips curled, and it took me a few moments to realize it was her attempt at a smile. It looked strange across her stark features, like it was something she wasn’t used to doing. 
 
    “I have just come here to talk, Dex Morgan,” she said. Her hair floated around her face, and a few stray tendrils curled in the air of their own volition. “Can we talk?” 
 
    Her golden gaze bored into my two-toned eyes like she was trying to see directly into my mind.  
 
    I shifted uncomfortably on my feet, but I did not break her stare. 
 
    “What could you possibly want to talk about?” I countered. My mind was already flipping through every potential option for what the goddess might want to discuss. I refused to let her get the upper hand in this conversation.  
 
    I would just have to be one step ahead.  
 
    “I was very impressed with how you fought against me,” Mihany said. “I have never met a world-dweller who was able to keep up with me like that.”  
 
    I narrowed my eyes. “What about it?”  
 
    She shifted her stance, which was strange because her feet weren’t even touching the ground. It didn’t take a genius to tell that she was trying to make her already sheer dress seem somehow more insubstantial.  
 
    My eyes flicked downward toward her chest before they made their way back up to her face.  
 
    “Can I not just be impressed with your behavior?” She tilted her head to the side to study me like some sort of strange bird. “Because it was very impressive. You’re far more talented than I originally anticipated. I find myself curious about you and the other sorts of things you could do.” 
 
    “I’m flattered,” I said flatly. “But that still doesn’t tell me what you want from me.”  
 
    “It has been a very long time since I have faced that sort of fight,” she continued as if I hadn’t said anything. “It was refreshing to have such a worthy opponent.” 
 
    I realized then that Mihany wasn’t going to acknowledge the fact that I had bested her. She hadn’t been able to take the Ardere, and I hadn’t let her hurt Maggie. She had lost on both counts. 
 
    I leaned up against the staff as I stared at the goddess. “I won that fight. But you aren’t going to say that, are you? You don’t want to admit that a simple world-dweller managed to beat you so badly that you fled. Twice.”  
 
    I smirked as I watched a series of emotions flicker across the goddess’ face in rapid succession. For a centuries-old goddess, she wasn’t that great at hiding her emotions. Despite her attempts at putting up a mask, I was clearly able to see the rage flash across her face as I pointed out that I had won.  
 
    And not only had I won the fight, but Cinis had injured her.  
 
    I was sure those sorts of things didn’t exactly make the goddess feel all warm and fuzzy on the inside.  
 
    “It was a… difficult fight,” Mihany said through gritted teeth. It wasn’t an agreement, but the concession was probably as much as I would be able to milk from the goddess.  
 
    If she was anything like any of the other deities I’d met, she probably had a hard time admitting when she had been bested.  
 
    “But everyone has rough days,” Mihany continued and waved away my hard-won victory like it was nothing, like I hadn’t sent her away with her tail slinking between her legs for two days. “But I am not here to discuss that little fluke.” 
 
    “Then why are you here?” I asked again as I stared down the goddess.  
 
    “I would like to work with you,” she said, and the words sent a shock through my body. She said them so casually, like it wasn’t a complete turnaround from the way things had been working. She said it like she hadn’t tried to kill me numerous times. 
 
    “What?” was the only word I managed. I choked back a surprised laugh as I stared at the feral goddess and looked for any signs of dishonesty, but there was nothing written across her face that suggested it. 
 
    In fact, the goddess seemed to be completely, earnestly serious.  
 
    “You want to work with me,” I repeated each word slowly to give her a chance to deny any single one of them, but instead, Mihany nodded.  
 
    “Yes,” she said. “I would like to work with you. As I said before, it has been a very long time since I found someone who was… as intriguing as I have found you to be. World-dwellers and your affairs bore me. They are so small scale, so petty and frail, but there is something about you that fascinates me.” 
 
    I was at a loss for words for a moment, and that wasn’t something that happened often.  
 
    “No.” The word came out of my mouth quickly enough. I gave a shocked laugh as I continued to stare at the chaotic wind goddess. “Why in the world would I want to work with you after the things you’ve done?”  
 
    Mihany frowned and took a step closer to the forcefield. “What do you mean? We were just having some fun, weren’t we?”  
 
    “Fun?” I repeated. “We were just having some fun? You tried to kill the women I love, tried to destroy Cinis’ entire kingdom, attempted to assassinate the heir to the throne and the king, and you tried to kill me.”  
 
    “I wasn’t serious!” Mihany’s voice was still as light and airy as it had been during the rest of the conversation, but I could have sworn I picked up some sort of strain in her tone. “We could be unstoppable if we joined forces, Dex Morgan. Imagine it. The two of us together, nothing would stand in our way.”  
 
    I stared at the goddess in a combination of shock and horror. “What do you want from me, Mihany? What do you want to come from working with me?”  
 
    I wanted a straightforward answer from the goddess, but it was clear she was going to continue to dance around and dodge the question as easily as a breeze.  
 
    My mind was already turning over with thousands of possibilities as I tried to find the most likely answer. I might not have known the goddess on any sort of personal level, but I had studied her enough to have a feeling her end goal wasn’t going to be peace across all the kingdoms.  
 
    “I simply think that together… the two of us could do wonderful things,” Mihany said again, and she looked at me with an eager ferocity behind her gaze. It was unsettling. She stepped closer to the forcefield still and rested her hand up against the magical water.  
 
    I knew she couldn’t break through, but there was something disconcerting about the way she seemed to be pushing on the forcefield.  
 
    “Mihany…” I began again, but she continued to speak. 
 
    “You are so powerful, Dex Morgan,” she said. “And you are too powerful to be some minion, some pawn for an elderly king. He’s going to die eventually. You world-dwellers have such… short lifespans. They start and end in the blink of an eye. He will be nothing but a dot in the history books one day, but you, well, why are you serving him?”  
 
    “I know where this is going, and your plan is flawed from the start,” I cut her off and held up my hand. “I do not want to be king, I do not want that sort of power, especially not from the likes of you.” 
 
    “So you will allow yourself to be a minion?” she suggested and tilted her head to the side owlishly.  
 
    Something flared in my chest, but I didn’t lose my head. “I am no minion. I am a master of my own estate. I am not going to destroy my home and the kingdom for you.”  
 
    She continued to smile, but something dangerous flickered behind her golden eyes. Her fingers danced along the edge of the forcefield, and while I knew she couldn’t get through, it still felt like a threat.  
 
    “Admit it,” I pressed. “Your plan has failed. There is nothing you can do here in Ocadia, and now you’re grasping at straws to come up with something else. You’ve lost.”  
 
    Her eyes flared even brighter before they died back down to their usual gold.  
 
    “I have done no such thing,” she snapped and broke the cool she had been so dearly holding onto. “My plan is still in action, and it is going to work, with or without you, Dex Morgan. I am going to raise my sisters, and then the three of us will finally, finally be together again.”  
 
    I sighed. “Mihany, your plan is intrinsically flawed. With the king still alive and managing all of the estates in Ocadia to keep the magic in check, there is no way you can force the necromancers to help you. And I am not going to let you kill the king. Besides, what do you think will happen if you raise them? Truly, do you think anyone in this kingdom would allow it? Do you think the other deities would allow it? Destruction isn’t the answer.”  
 
    “It does not matter what anyone else would do,” she snapped, and her thinning patience clearly grew even thinner. “Because it is not about them. It is about me and my sisters, and together the three of us will be more powerful than anyone in this tiny kingdom can even understand. I had hoped you would understand, Dex Morgan.” 
 
    She stepped back from the forcefield that worked as a barrier between the two of us and shook her head at me as if in disappointment.  
 
    I stared at the goddess, and that’s when it really clicked in my mind. She clearly knew she had lost this fight. It’s why she’d come to me for help. There was nothing else she could do on her own with me guarding the throne, and so she’d come crawling to me for help.  
 
    I had already won this battle.  
 
    The thought was jarring. I had bested a goddess without having to kill her.  
 
    And I would continue to best her. I wasn’t going to back down from my protection of the king and Ocadia, which meant there wasn’t a thing in the world that Mihany could do to act out the rest of her unhinged plan.  
 
    “Goodbye, Dex Morgan,” Mihany sighed. She didn’t say anything else before she raised her hand and gave a flick of one of her wrists. The wind whipped up into a frenzy around the goddess’ feet and sent the material of her dress wildly fluttering.  
 
    I squinted to try and see through the miniature windstorm she created, but by the time I was able to make anything out, she was gone.  
 
    I had won.  
 
    The thought struck me again, and I felt a bit dizzy at the realization. I knew I was damn good at what I did, but this felt like a whole new level entirely. I had beaten a goddess. 
 
    But that didn’t mean the world was safe from Mihany.  
 
    I needed to destroy her sisters once and for all before she tried to leave Ocadia and find someone else to help her.  
 
    It was going to be difficult, perhaps more difficult than anything else I’d ever done before, but I had the information I needed to start that journey. 
 
    I cast one last look through the forcefield at where the goddess had stood, and I could have sworn I saw some sort of mark where her palm had rested against the magical water. And then I turned and started back toward my estate with my mind full of the things I needed to accomplish.  
 
    The first thing I needed to do was get more information on the shadow selves. I had learned plenty from Gozis the Darkmaster, the Master of the Necromancers’ Estate, but I still felt like there was more he could give me.  
 
    The last time I’d met with the necromancer, my questions had been focused on how to destroy the shadows, but I realized now that I needed information on something else as well. 
 
    I needed to know who destroyed them.  
 
    Gozis had told me that no one in a thousand years had managed the task, but that meant someone had done it, and I needed to know as much about whoever that was as possible if I wanted to recreate their achievement.  
 
    I made my way back into the estate while my conversations with Gozis and Mihany both spiraled through my mind at the same time. There was so much on my mind that it felt like my head might burst. I was far from unused to having a lot of things on my plate at one time, and this wasn’t even the first time that everything on my to-do list involved keeping an entire kingdom alive, but I could still feel the weight of my tasks pressing down on the back of my neck. 
 
    There was no time to waste.  
 
    I briskly made my way back into my office and braced myself for the sight. I had no idea how much worse the witches could have made the space in only a few minutes, but I wouldn’t put anything past them.  
 
    I held my breath as I pushed open the door. Then I was pleasantly surprised to see that my office had actually been fixed. Sure, there were still a few scorch marks on the wall of weapons, and the fountain had a very, very faint pink tinge, but it was certainly better than it had been before.  
 
    The witches also seemed to have made themselves scarce. Well. Two of the witches had made themselves scarce. Nara still sat on the floor in the center of the office bent over a few papers with hectic scribblings and drawings of the staff covering them. 
 
    She was leaning so far forward that her nose practically touched the paper. It took me a moment to realize that she was reading the inscriptions copied over from the staff, or at the very least, she was attempting to read the inscriptions.  
 
    For a moment, I thought she’d fallen asleep sitting up. I wouldn’t have been surprised considering it was clear she hadn’t slept in days. 
 
    She didn’t look up as I stepped into the office and shut the door behind me. 
 
    I chuckled and walked over to my lover before crouching down in front of her. I gently reached out to take the papers out of her hands. 
 
    Only then did the Headmistress of the Witches’ Estate look up. She had on a strange pair of goggles that made her eyes seem about a hundred times larger. She blinked in a comical display, and I swallowed back a laugh. 
 
    “What did that bitch want?” Nara asked.  
 
    I couldn’t take her seriously with the goggles.  
 
    I reached out to carefully push the goggles up from her face to rest on her mess of curls.  
 
    Nara blinked a few times like she needed to readjust to the light in the room.  
 
    “She’s realized her plan won’t work,” I explained. “And is grasping at straws.” 
 
    “What did you tell her?” she asked and stared up at me. Nara had a particular grudge against Mihany for an incident involving birds that had occurred a few weeks before.  
 
    “To get lost.” I shrugged. It wasn’t that far off from what I’d actually told the goddess when I really thought about it.  
 
    “So we can go outside and test the staff now?” Nara asked in excitement. Her eyes fell to the staff still in my hands. She started stumbling up to her feet, but I reached out to still her by placing a hand on her shoulder.  
 
    “Not quite,” I sighed. “I have to conduct some more research on shadow selves. I need to learn about the person who managed to destroy a shadow self before to see how he did it. Gozis’ information was so vague. If I had some more information, I might stand a better chance. We can’t waste any more time. Mihany’s sisters have to be destroyed before she realizes that I won’t help her and moves on to another kingdom.”  
 
    “That makes sense,” Nara agreed, but there was a disappointed pout to her lip when I turned down her offer of playing with the staff. 
 
    “And you need to go get some sleep,” I added with a soft chuckle.  
 
    Up close, her dark circles seemed that much darker. I had no idea how long the witch had kept herself awake, or even how she’d kept herself awake, but I had a feeling she was rapidly nearing a breaking point. 
 
    “I’m fine, Dex,” she said with a wave of her hand as she moved to knock her goggles back down onto her face. “Honestly, do you think this is the longest I’ve gone without sleep? I’m a century old, I’ve had wild times you’ve never even dreamed about.”  
 
    I snorted and caught her hand before she could pull her ridiculous goggles back down her face.  
 
    “Nara, you’re clearly exhausted,” I said and kept a firm grasp on her delicate wrist. “I would feel better if you at least took a nap. I need you in your best condition to handle this staff. You told me yourself that it was dangerous. Should you really be fucking around with it on no sleep?” 
 
    Nara scowled. “I hate when you’re right.” 
 
    “Then you must hate me all of the time.” I grinned and threw in a wink for good measure. 
 
    “Not for the reasons you think,” she teased and slowly started to push herself up to her feet.  
 
    I rose up and extended my free hand down to help the tiny witch.  
 
    She dusted off her tattered tights and dress once she was securely on her feet. She seemed a bit unsteady, so I reached out to plant my hand on her shoulder to keep her upright. She was clearly more exhausted than she wanted to tell me. 
 
    “I appreciate the work you’re doing for me,” I said a little softer than I’d spoken before. “But I can’t have you burning yourself out. Promise me that you’ll actually rest while I’m gone, Nara.”  
 
    The witch let out a long, heavy sigh. “I promise I will actually rest. Honestly, Dex. It’s like you have no faith in my self-preservation instincts.”  
 
    “You wear platform boots everywhere,” I said. “I don’t think you have a self-preservation instinct.”  
 
    She grinned wickedly and rose up onto her tiptoes to press a kiss to my cheek. “Be careful if you’re going back to see the necromancers again. I don’t trust them.”  
 
    “I’m always careful,” I reminded her with a grin. “Believe me, I wish I wasn’t going back there, either. It’s creepy as fucking shit.”  
 
    “Gozis is… certainly something,” Nara agreed as she dropped back down onto her feet. “But I am going to go lay down, something that was absolutely my idea and no one else’s.”  
 
    I let out a loud laugh as Nara sauntered out of the office and disappeared down the hallway. I didn’t think I would ever get a handle on that witch, no matter how often I tried. But then again, I didn’t think I wanted to. She was a spitfire, and that was one of the many reasons I loved her. 
 
    I’d never met anyone as unpredictable as Nara.  
 
    Well. I hadn’t met anyone as unpredictable as Nara until Mihany showed up in my life. 
 
    I pushed the witch from my mind, however, and focused on the things at hand. I needed to get to the Necromancers’ Estate so I could ask Gozis a few more questions. Luckily, I had the location of the man I had mirrored memorized, so it wouldn’t be too difficult to run into him again to borrow his form.  
 
    Gozis the Darkmaster didn’t know me as Dex Morgan, the Master of the Assassins’ Estate. That would have been too dangerous. Instead, he knew me as Yeven Grangor, a cutthroat who specialized in the darker side of magic and the unsavory jobs most estates wouldn’t dream of touching.  
 
    I hadn’t had any issues the two times I’d been to see Gozis before, but that didn’t mean I was willing to walk into the Necromancers’ Estate entirely unarmed.  
 
    I looked at the dragon bone staff in my hand, but then thought better of it.  While it was a powerful weapon, even without having practiced it with Nara’s suggestions, it was far from inconspicuous. This was the sort of job where inconspicuousness was the key, and I’d already lied to Gozis’ face and told him I burned the damn thing up anyway. 
 
    Still, leaving it in my office was just a recipe for trouble. 
 
    I glanced back around my mostly fixed office and chuckled before I slipped out the door. The door to my chambers was ever so slightly ajar, and when I quietly stepped inside, I saw that Nara had fallen asleep as soon as she’d hit the bed. She hadn’t even taken her shoes off.  
 
    A smile worked across my face as I made my way over to the witch and gently removed her platform boots before I turned to my wall of weapons. 
 
    Unlike the weapons wall in my office, this wall was protected by enchanted vines. They withdrew only for me and would defend my weapons if anyone else attempted to touch them.  
 
    When I moved to stand in front of the wall, all of the vines slowly crept away. I made my way over to the array of weaponry as I held up the dragon bone staff. Then a vine shot out in an instant to take it from my grip, and I nodded my approval. 
 
    It would be safe here.  
 
    Now, I turned my focus to the choice at hand. What weapons did I bring with me? 
 
    I had plenty of badass weapons to choose from, but unfortunately, most of them would probably draw too much attention for a simple man, even a cutthroat who specialized in the jobs no one else would be willing to do. 
 
    With a sigh, I bypassed all of the cool shit and instead reached for my most reliable weapon. My longbow had felt like an extension of my own arm for as long as I could remember. Before I had gained water magic, it had been my weapon of choice for nearly all of my kills.  
 
    In most cases, it still was. There was something undeniably sleek about the make of the bow. It was some of the finest craftsmanship in Ocadia, and almost all of my arrows were handcrafted by the local blacksmith with individual properties that made them far more useful than normal arrows.  
 
    Before I slung my bow across my back, I grabbed my cloak from where it rested over a chair in the corner of the room. I fastened it over my shoulders and flipped up the hood. I didn’t need the man whose face I intended to take on a ride to recognize me.  
 
    Then I adjusted my bow and quiver along my back until they sat comfortably. I grabbed my weapons belt next and affixed one of my simpler daggers to it. 
 
    While I wasn’t exactly armed to the teeth, I was still the most dangerous man in all of Ocadia.  
 
    But did that mean I was the man that could destroy the shadowy wind goddesses?  
 
    It was time to go find out. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    When I made my way off the beaten path to the Necromancers’ Estate, I wore the face of a new man. I was no longer Dex Morgan, Master of the Assassins’ Estate. I was Yeven Grangor, cutthroat for hire.  
 
    Yeven Grangor, which was definitely not the name of the man whose face I borrowed, had come in handy during my interactions with the necromancers. When I had first approached Gozis what felt like an eternity ago, I hadn’t wanted to reveal my true identity. Most of the estates had little to do with each other thanks to petty squabbles, but even then, almost no one at all had anything to do with the necromancers. 
 
    Other than the warlocks.  
 
    I hadn’t wanted Gozis to take advantage of my position and try to make some sort of outrageous deal later on, and so I became Yeven.  
 
    I readjusted the bow on my back. My clothing fit a little tighter when wearing my new form thanks to the farmer’s thick muscles and bulky build. It made for an imposing presence which I was more than willing to make use of.  
 
    The Necromancers’ Estate loomed in front of me. It was just as ugly as I remembered it being the last time I was there. It cut across the sky like ink spilled across a page and seemed to swallow any light that came near it. 
 
    In a way, it almost reminded me of the Nether in the Ardere.  
 
    I stepped carefully over the thick mound of bushes and plants that ringed the estate and started up the narrow stone path. A few necromancers in dark robes stood in the courtyard killing and reviving flowers. It seemed like some sort of training, and despite the fact they were only working on plants, I felt a shiver roll down my spine at the sight of death so easily being manipulated.  
 
    The massive front doors of the estate loomed above me. I didn’t even have to raise my hand to knock before they swung open as if of their own accord.  
 
    A man in heavy dark robes lined with purple stood in front of me. His head and face were both entirely hairless. He stared at me with wide, unblinking eyes before his lips curled in an unpleasantly gummy smile.  
 
    Gozis the Darkmaster. 
 
    “Yeven Grangor,” he hissed pleasantly. In his arms, he stroked his creepy fucking totem. I had no idea what the thing did, but I sure as hell didn’t want to find out.  
 
    I had taken the totem as collateral the last time I’d done something for Gozis, and the man had nearly cried. Clearly his attachment to the item hadn’t wavered in the few days since I’d last seen him. 
 
    “Gozis the Darkmaster,” I matched his greeting. The voice that came out of my mouth was not my own.  
 
    “I did not renege on any part of our deal,” Gozis said as he stared at me. “And I hope that you have not, either.”  
 
    He hadn’t blinked once. 
 
    Did he even have eyelids? 
 
    Had I ever seen him blink? 
 
    “No, neither did I. Idali is still dead. I came here for more information on shadow selves,” I began. “More specifically, information on the last person who was able to defeat one.”  
 
    Gozis tilted his head to the side and continued to stare at me. He said nothing, so I continued.  
 
    “You implied before that some mortal had managed to destroy one before, at least a thousand years ago,” I said. “I want to know who.”  
 
    “You have such… interesting thoughts, Yeven Grangor.” Gozis stepped out of the doorway and held open the door with one smooth hand.  
 
    I stepped inside after him. Then he closed the doors behind me, and I suppressed a shudder. The Necromancers’ Estate wasn’t exactly the homiest place in the world.  
 
    “So you’ll give me the information,” I prodded as Gozis began to walk.  
 
    His dark robes draped down to his feet and made it look as if he was floating. I followed closely behind the necromancer before he could disappear from sight down one of the many confusing halls of the estate.  
 
    “I do not know if I have the information you seek,” the Master Necromancer said with a wave of his hand. “But the favor you have done me has granted me such peace that I shall try to help.”  
 
    I didn’t think what I had done could really be called a favor, considering I had only killed Idali in exchange for information. The sorcerer had been a monster, but I wouldn’t have even known about him if not for Gozis.  
 
    I kept silent as I followed behind Gozis. He maneuvered through the complex halls of the Necromancers’ Estate with a well-practiced ease. I had noticed the first time I visited the estate that the halls and doors seemed to move within the walls of the creepy place, but I assumed all the necromancers got used to that eventually.  
 
    The Darkmaster pushed open a narrow door and ducked inside. I followed behind him and was surprised to see that we were in the library. I’d been in the dark and crowded room once before, and I could have sworn I’d used a different door to enter it. 
 
    “Sit,” Gozis said and waved his totem-free hand toward one of the heavy, dark wooden tables that filled the middle of the room.  
 
    All of the walls were covered with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves stacked high with books and ancient tomes. The entire room smelled like mothballs and something I couldn’t place. Whatever it was had the distinct tang of magic that burned the insides of my nostrils.  
 
    I wasn’t too keen on the idea of touching any of the books and inadvertently managing to curse myself, so I sat down at the table and watched Gozis as his egg-like head seemed to float above his robes. The dark fabric nearly blended in with the dark shelves in the dim, eerie light of the library.  
 
    He drifted from shelf to shelf and investigated tome after ancient-looking tome until he seemed to find the one he wanted. He pulled it from the shelf and brushed off the cover with the sleeve of his robe.  
 
    Then Gozis dropped the heavy tome on the table and sent up a cloud of dust that filled the air around us with a puff. 
 
    I raised my hand to cover my cough. Then I waved my hand to clear away the cloud and saw Gozis staring back at me with his creepy fucking eyes. 
 
    “Thanks,” I croaked. My throat felt like it was full of dust.  
 
    Gozis sat down in the chair across from me and began to open the ancient-looking book. It didn’t appear to have been printed in the last handful of centuries. 
 
    I was a little shocked at how easily Gozis handled such clearly ancient material, but I remembered then that Gozis was at least a thousand years old. He might not have looked it, but he was ancient, too.  
 
    The book’s cover was made of some sort of pale leather, and for a nauseating moment, I thought it might be human skin. I pushed those thoughts aside, however, as Gozis hummed a strange little tune under his breath and presented me with a page.  
 
    He nudged the book toward me, and I took the hint. I leaned forward and squinted at the cramped, narrow text, and the ink had clearly faded in places over time.  
 
    Then I reached out to ghost my finger over the yellowed page to follow the text. I didn’t trust myself to touch the page itself. I knew I could have a light touch, but despite Gozis’ rough handling of the book, I was afraid it would crumble to dust.  
 
    It was only upon closer inspection that I realized I couldn’t decipher the language the words were written in. My brow furrowed, and I looked up at Gozis.  
 
    The necromancer was watching me with a curious look on his creepy face.  
 
    “What does it say?” I asked when I looked back up at him. “I don’t know what language this is.”  
 
    “Ah, an ancient tongue,” Gozis said. “Meliun. I am not surprised you don’t speak it. No one does, not anymore.”  
 
    I frowned. “If no one speaks it, how do you know this book covers the information I need?”  
 
    Gozis’ lips curled into a gummy grin. “I can still read it, Yeven Grangor. I am not so old as to have forgotten that. Not yet, at least.”  
 
    “Could you translate for me?” I asked, but I made a mental note of the language so I could mention it to Nara or Cinis. They were both older, so maybe one of them would recognize it.  
 
    “But of course,” Gozis said. “By all accounts, the text appears to have been written some time after his death, but it details the story of Jolin Obhain.” 
 
    My brow furrowed. “Jolin Obhain? The name sounds familiar.” 
 
    “He is a popular figure in legend,” Gozis hummed. “He appears in many stories told to children nowadays.” 
 
    “I couldn’t tell you any stories about him,” I said. “But I’m sure I heard them as a child.”  
 
    Master Abbot had done his best to raise me as normal as possible, despite the fact I was an orphan taken in by a Master Assassin. It wouldn’t have surprised me at all if the old man had read me some of the popular children’s tales.  
 
    I felt a pang of longing in my chest and was momentarily overtaken with grief. For a second, it felt like Master Abbot had just died all over again. Those feelings were gone quickly, but they left me feeling a little forlorn.  
 
    “Jolin Obhain,” Gozis repeated and flipped gingerly through the book. He clearly had no issues touching the pages. “He was a mythic hero, even in his own time. A wandering knight. He took on quests to help the people of Ocadia, no matter where the quests took him.”  
 
    “And he destroyed a shadow self,” I said as I began to file away all of the information Gozis gave me for later.  
 
    “Yes, he did. Though I do not have any records from his time,” Gozis said. “I was not born until a few hundred years after his death.” 
 
    I hesitated. “How did he die?”  
 
    “Old age, a rare thing for a hero of his stature,” the necromancer said. “He was a normal world-dweller, much like you, Yeven Grangor. The information on him is hard to piece together because of so many conflicting stories, but by many accounts, he was not even magical. He was just a man.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I mused and stared at the yellowed pages Gozis touched. 
 
    “The most famous stories of Jolin do not involve shadow selves,” Gozis continued. “But the departure of dragons. This was back when dragon staves were far more common, and the dragons more bloodthirsty. They terrorized the small villages on the outskirts of Ocadia and our surrounding kingdoms. The estates had not yet been formed, but even when the magic users within the kingdom came together, they were unable to drive the dragons away.”  
 
    “What did he do?” I asked. I knew I had come for information on how to defeat the shadow selves, but I found myself drawn in by the picture Gozis painted before me. The necromancer might have been a real creep, but he knew how to tell a story, that was for sure. 
 
    “The legends disagree,” he said and turned to another page in the book. “Some say he asked politely, some say he slayed them all. But one thing we do know is that the dragons removed themselves to the far north fields beyond the city, and it’s always been credited to Jolin Obhain.”  
 
    “If you don’t have records from his time, how do you know he’s the person who destroyed the shadow selves?” I asked the question that had been gnawing at me.  
 
    “There are texts and records that still exist, but they are not in my library,” he explained. “But even then, with a figure of such mythic proportions, oftentimes the truth is hard to keep track of.” 
 
    I perked up. “Do you know where the records might be? Or where I could find any of the stories about him destroying a shadow self?”  
 
    Gozis folded his pale hands together atop the book. “There are not many libraries in Ocadia that would contain the sort of knowledge you seek.” 
 
    I tried not to look as disheartened as I felt, but Gozis continued before I could start to formulate a new plan. 
 
    “However, I believe that the wizard, Ezralore, may be able to be of assistance,” the necromancer said.  
 
    “Ezralore,” I repeated the name to commit it to memory. “Where could I find him? Does he hang around any other prominent wizards here?” 
 
    Gozis shook his head. “No, Ezralore is older than I, and his loyalties prove fickle. As you know, it’s not uncommon for wizards to live for well over a thousand years. I’ve found that once wizards hit that threshold, they grow a little… unpredictable.”  
 
    “What do you mean by unpredictable?” I asked. I had a bad feeling about whatever it was that Gozis was hinting at.  
 
    “Just that,” he said unhelpfully. “Age does not always harden a person.”  
 
    Whatever it was that Gozis was trying to tell me, it felt like some sort of warning, but I didn’t know against what.  
 
    “Do you know where I could find him?” I tried again.  
 
    “He has a small tent set up at the markets,” Gozis finally said. “It is where we play parcheesi.” 
 
    “Which markets?” I asked. 
 
    I expected Gozis to tell me to make my way to one of the seedier markets that tended to deal in more… illegal things. I had a hard time imagining Gozis making his way to the markets near the palace. Honestly, I had a hard time imagining Gozis in sunlight. 
 
    Instead, he gave me a most ordinary response. 
 
    “The marketplace just south of the castle square,” Gozis said with a half-shrug. “Near the Lords’ Union House.” 
 
    I nodded as I recalled an assassination I’d conducted right in that very area not long before I met Cinis. In fact, that had been only days before Master Abbot had been killed. 
 
    I ground my jaw just slightly to keep my response to that memory in check. 
 
    The idea of a guy like Gozis prowling through the sunny markets there on his way to play parcheesi helped. 
 
    “Right,” I said as I pushed myself up to my feet. My head felt full with the information I’d already gotten from Gozis, but it wasn’t enough. I needed to know more from this Ezralore.  
 
    “Take this book, Yeven Grangor,” Gozis said.  
 
    I blinked in surprise as the Head of the Necromancers’ Estate thrust the ancient-looking book toward me.  
 
    “Are you certain?” I asked, but I still reached out to take the book.  
 
    “Yes,” Gozis said with another gummy smile.  
 
    I didn’t quite like the way he was looking at me, but there wasn’t any sort of malice behind his eyes. In fact, I thought the necromancer had somehow decided we were friends.  
 
    Were we friends? How strange. 
 
    Then I realized the man knew I dealt in the business of killing, and I tried not to grimace. This was precisely why my estate never dealt with necromancers. We’d be far too “useful” to them.  
 
    Either way, I flashed him a grateful smile before I tucked the book under the crook of my arm.  
 
    “Thank you, Gozis the Darkmaster,” I said and was a little surprised to see how genuinely I meant it. The necromancer might have been a creepy little fuck, but he seemed to generally mean well.  
 
    “Yes, of course,” he said with an eager nod. He pushed himself up to his feet with his totem in one hand. His robes billowed around him in a dramatic, whooshing display that sent a few of the loose papers on the dark table fluttering with the breeze. 
 
    “Where in the market can I find Ezralore’s tent?” I asked before the necromancer could sweep off and leave me in the library.  
 
    He blinked once, and I thought it might have been the first time I’d ever seen him do something like that.  
 
    “You will know it when you see it, Yeven Grangor,” he said. “You will know.”  
 
    And with that, Gozis swept out of the library and left me alone.  
 
    I knew for a fucking fact that I never would have left someone who wasn’t a member of my estate alone on the property.  
 
    Did that mean Gozis was just far more trusting, or did their library have some sort of magical enchantments? Given the necromancers’ use of magic, I wouldn’t have been all that surprised to find out there were some sort of wards in place.  
 
    But still, it was strange.  
 
    I didn’t waste any time in making my way out of the estate. As strangely kind as Gozis had been, I still found the entire estate creepy as shit and didn’t want to hang around any longer than strictly necessary.  
 
    The book Gozis had given me felt heavy under my arm as I walked, and I made sure to keep it tucked safely under my cloak. The last thing I wanted was to draw any attention to it or to attract anyone to what I was doing. 
 
    The trek back to the center of the kingdom felt like it took no time at all, because I was far too wrapped up in what the creepy necromancer had told me.  
 
    If Jolin Obhain was as well-known as a legendary figure as he implied, even if Ezralore didn’t have the information I needed, I was sure I could find it somewhere in the kingdom. It had to exist somewhere, didn’t it?  
 
    Gozis hadn’t had all of the answers I wanted, but I hadn’t hit any sort of wall, and I would take what I could get. 
 
    I was particularly intrigued by the connection between the legendary figure and the dragons. Something about that pulled at the corners of my mind like an important piece of information was just out of reach, but I couldn’t quite tell what.  
 
    I shifted my cloak over the book when I reached the city markets. I was glad I had remembered to grab it before I left my estate that morning, because it was proving to be a useful aid in hiding the creepy tome.  
 
    My well-trained eyes skimmed over the various stalls and vendors that filled the market. A few of the vendors knew me and would have recognized my two-toned eyes, but to most of them I was a stranger no matter the face I wore.  
 
    If I couldn’t locate Ezralore on my own, I knew there were a few people I could ask.  
 
    I kept the hood of my cloak over my head as I swept through the cobbled path that curved through the busy markets. It seemed like every single person in Ocadia had decided it was the perfect day to shop.  
 
    A young woman being guided by a small child bumped into my cloak. She looked up with her eyes wide in apology before flashing me a smile. 
 
    I did not return the gesture.  
 
    I was intimately familiar with every stall in the market thanks to my past reconnaissance of the area on various jobs. 
 
    Or so I thought. 
 
    Tucked between one of the few more permanent stalls that featured a door, and a stall with a portly man selling loaves of bread shaped like the king’s head, was a deep purple tent. The flap in front was closed, and it offered no signage.  
 
    Strange.  
 
    I had never noticed it before. 
 
    I shifted the book under my cloak again before I started toward the tent. For some reason, looking at the tent almost hurt, like the tent didn’t actually want to be seen.  
 
    I fought against the strange urge to look away and continued toward the tent.  
 
    There wasn’t anything to knock on, so I simply lifted the flap. 
 
    A gasp escaped my lips as I looked around the inside of the dark purple tent. From the outside, the tent looked like it was no more than a few feet wide, but I was looking at an entire room.  
 
    I dropped the flap back down.  
 
    No, I hadn’t imagined it before. The tent was quite small. It was smashed tightly between the two more reputable stalls. It hardly looked like there would be room for a table and chair inside the tent, much less the spacious room I had just seen.  
 
    I slowly raised the flap again and prepared to step inside, but was shocked to see a beautiful woman staring back at me. 
 
    She had a long, chocolate-brown braid that hung over one bare shoulder, and her pink lips were tightly pursed. Her eyes were a kaleidoscope of different colors that could have mesmerized me if I’d allowed myself to stare.  
 
    “Who are you?” she asked rather bluntly. She had a faint accent, and I figured she was originally from one of the Northern kingdoms.  
 
    “Yeven Grangor,” I said. “I’ve come to see Ezralore.”  
 
    Her beautiful eyes narrowed, and it was then that I noticed her hands weren’t empty. Vines tangled over her fingers like rings and up her wrists like bracelets. They weren’t just for decoration, either, the plants were moving and writhing along her skin.  
 
    She must have been some sort of earth elementalist.  
 
    “How do you know that name?” she asked.  
 
    “Gozis the Darkmaster sent me,” I said. “I’ve come to ask him questions about Jolin Obhain. Are you his security?” 
 
    The woman’s lips twitched upward in the memory of a smile, but she did not move from the tent’s entryway.  
 
    I could barely see the large room behind her, but what I could see was… eccentric.  
 
    Tapestries of all sizes, shapes, and colors hung from the walls of the tent, along with maps that seemed to mark kingdom territories that no longer even existed. 
 
    A thick, lush rug covered the floor, but it had gone threadbare in some places, as if someone had paced in a circle and worn the material into nothing.  
 
    But what really caught my eye was the vast amount of books. There were books everywhere. They were stacked in heaps that trailed up the walls of the tent, overflowing on sagging shelves, and atop every flat surface I could see. There were more books than I’d ever seen in one place.  
 
    “And I’m supposed to believe that you had a meeting with Gozis the Darkmaster?” the woman asked.  
 
    I had to admire her spunk, even if I would have preferred her to leave.  
 
    “Mirabelle,” a low, creaking voice spoke up from behind the young woman. “I’m an old man, but I’m not incapable of defending myself from any intruders.” 
 
    The young woman, Mirabelle, looked over her shoulder. When she moved, I was able to see the source of the voice. 
 
    Ezralore looked every bit of his thousand years. He also looked like exactly what I thought of when I thought of wizards.  
 
    He had a long, snow-white beard that brushed his feet, and tiny round spectacles perched on his nose. He wore a velvet set of robes embroidered with shimmering silver thread. From underneath the sleeves of his robes, I was able to see that the skin on his hands was as thin as paper.  
 
    This man looked nothing like Idali, the thousand-year-old sorcerer I had defeated. There was a strange, eccentric sort of kindness that radiated off of Ezralore. 
 
    Mirabelle pressed her pretty lips into a thin line and crossed her arms over her chest. Her white blouse rose up ever so slightly over the waist of her thick skirts with the gesture, and I was granted a flash of smooth brown skin.  
 
    “He could be lying, Grandfather,” she argued.  
 
    “He is not,” Ezralore said with a wave of his hand. “Or maybe he is. I am getting rather old, after all.” 
 
    I could have sworn that behind his glasses, he winked at me.  
 
    Grandfather? How old was Mirabelle for him to be her grandfather?  
 
    “Please,” I cut in. “I just need information on Jolin Obhain. Gozis sent me here because he did not have what I needed.” 
 
    Ezralore studied me before he waved one wrinkled hand to indicate I could come further into the tent. 
 
    I was overpowered with the scent of cloves as I followed after the old man to a table surrounded by mismatched, plush chairs.  
 
    He dropped into one made of the same material as his robe, and I sat down in one that could have very well been a throne.  
 
    Mirabelle did not follow us. Instead, the young woman huffed and disappeared from the tent.  
 
    Ezralore chuckled. “She takes after her mother.”  
 
    “She’s your granddaughter?” I asked.  
 
    “Great-granddaughter,” he amended. “A few dozen times great-granddaughter. But out of all my descendants, she is one of the few who has any sort of magical proficiency. Strange how things work, isn’t it?”  
 
    “It is,” I said and glanced back at the tent flaps where Mirabelle had disappeared. “Elemental magic?” 
 
    Ezralore hummed and nodded. “Indeed. But enough about that. You said you were here about Jolin Obhain.” 
 
    “Yes.” I pulled the tome the Darkmaster had given me out from under my cloak and set it on the table between us. “I was contracted to destroy a pair of shadow selves.” 
 
    Ezralore reached out to touch the book, but his eyes darted up to me as I spoke. “That is dangerous business, young man.” 
 
    “I know,” I said. “I already know the sacrifice required, but I want more information on the only mortal man to have done it.” 
 
    “So, you’re searching for information on Jolin,” the wizard finished. “He was a good man, Jolin.” 
 
    “You knew him personally?” I couldn’t keep the surprise off my face. 
 
    The old wizard hummed again and leaned back in his chair. “I did. We were young men together. We crossed paths a few times in his adventures, back when I was just learning the scope of my magic.” 
 
    “So, were you there when he defeated the shadow self?” I leaned forward in my seat as I studied the old wizard. “How did he do it?” 
 
    “No, I’m sorry, Yeven.” He shook his head. “I had gone north by then, but the two of us still exchanged letters. I knew of his plans to defeat them, and the two of us conferred about the best way to survive, but my memory, well… it’s not what it used to be.” 
 
    “Tell me what you do remember, please.” I leaned forward even farther toward the old man. “It’s a matter of the utmost importance.”  
 
    Ezralore studied my face for a long moment, and it was like I could see his thoughts churning from behind his eyes.  
 
    “You remind me of him,” he said, and a small smile pulled at the corners of his ancient lips. “The same tenacity. He was a dear friend, Jolin was. I loved him like a brother. I told him he did not have to defeat the shadow alone, but he told me it was his duty. He said he’d sworn to protect Ocadia from all that threatened it, and that he was the only man capable. He urged me to continue my studies up north.”  
 
    I wanted to interject, but it seemed like the wizard was on a roll. 
 
    “It was there that I met the love of my life,” he sighed. “Mirabelle’s many-times great-grandmother. I owe a lot to Jolin. So do not take that compliment lightly, young man.”  
 
    “I won’t,” I promised. “Do you remember anything at all that could help me? I know about the dragons already and how he dealt with the staves. But I don’t know many of the legends. Are they all true?”  
 
    “Time has warped them, to be sure, but for the most part… yes,” Ezralore said. “He was every bit as impressive as the legends claim. The dragons migrated north, all thanks to Jolin. He tamed beasts and saved princesses. He even bedded a goddess, if you could believe it.” 
 
    I blinked in surprise. The more I learned about this legendary hero, the more I liked him. It sounded like we would have been friends.  
 
    “I wish I could give you our correspondences. I’m sure there are more details held within them,” Ezralore sighed. “But they are no longer in my hands. Centuries ago, I was urged to give them to a bookbinder so he could preserve Jolin’s legacy for future generations. That is where a majority of the stories you hear to this day come from. Our letters.”  
 
    Despair clawed at me as I realized I had hit another dead end.  
 
    “Is this book still around?” I asked. “Please, if it is, I need to see it. Ocadia is in danger if I cannot destroy these shadow selves.”  
 
    “Oh, I am sure it is still around,” Ezralore chuckled. “That bookbinder was in the king’s court. The king himself wanted it for the royal archives.”  
 
    My eyes widened. “The royal archives?”  
 
    “Yes, Yeven.” The wizard nodded. “I’m sorry to have to be the bearer of bad news, but the information you need is locked away in the castle. Unless of course, you somehow have a way into the castle.” 
 
    The old wizard laughed, as if what he had said was preposterous. But he didn’t know that I did have a way into the castle. Already, a plan started to form in my mind.  
 
    “Would you like some mugwort tea?” Ezralore spoke up. “It is a great hallucinogen.” 
 
    It took me a moment to process that the old man was offering to get high with me, before I shook my head.  
 
    “No, no thank you,” I said and stood up quickly as I grabbed Gozis’ book. “You’ve been a great help.” 
 
    Ezralore blinked. “Of course, of course. Anything for someone with the same fire as Jolin. It has been a long time since I’ve seen it mirrored in anyone else, and I have been around for a longer time than most.” 
 
    “Is there anything I can do to show my gratitude?” I asked. I wasn’t sure what had come over me to freely offer up a favor to the wizard, but something about the kind way he looked at me touched me.  
 
    “I would like it if you came to visit again,” he said with a smile. “You can take me up on the offer for tea, and we can play parcheesi.”  
 
    “Will your tent be in the same place? I have never noticed it before,” I said. 
 
    I could have sworn the wizard smirked as he adjusted his tiny spectacles.  
 
    “It is always here, Yeven. You just have to want to find it. You’ve never had a reason before.” Ezralore pushed himself up with a grunt and started over toward a small cauldron in the corner of the large room. “It’s a clever little enchantment. My own invention, of course.”  
 
    Huh. That was a nifty little trick. I would have to ask him more about it the next time I came back. I already had a fondness for the strange wizard, and it sounded like he could be of service to me yet.  
 
    “Thank you again,” I said. “I promise I’ll return.”  
 
    Ezralore’s back was to me, but I watched him nod. “I am sure Mirabelle will count the days. Oh, and Yeven?” 
 
    I paused with one hand on the tent’s flap and looked back at the old man. He was looking at me now.  
 
    “Wear your own face the next time you come,” he said. “I’m old, but I am not blind.” 
 
    I blinked in shock, but I didn’t have time to interrogate the wizard as to how he managed to tell I was a mirror mage. No one had ever been able to tell that before. In fact, I was under the impression no one in this city even knew a mirror mage could exist. 
 
    My hands prickled with excitement. 
 
    Maybe something in his ancient life span had clued him in.  
 
    The wizard’s chuckle emanated out of the tent as I stepped back out into the market. I blinked to adjust my eyes to the sunlight and fought the urge to sneeze. 
 
    It had smelled so strongly of incense inside the tent, and I wondered if that was to cover the smell of his hallucinogenic tea.  
 
    I felt a new vigor in my bones as I quickly started down the center path of the market. 
 
    Ezralore didn’t know, but I had my own way into the castle.  
 
    And yet, my nerves began to fizzle at the thought. Because it would be the first time I had returned to the royal grounds since I’d rescued Maggie and had sex with her in the gardens.  
 
    The thought of seeing the duchess again sent my stomach into knots, but I had a job to do, and I was damn well going to do it. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    I dropped my disguise as soon as I was out of sight from the market, and I sighed in relief as my own features returned. Mirroring wasn’t uncomfortable, but it was something I was constantly aware of as I did it. It felt as if I had to be constantly present, as opposed to just being able to relax in my own skin.  
 
    I adjusted my cloak and the book from Gozis before I made my way up the front steps of the castle. 
 
    The guards looked at me with appraising eyes, but not one of them said anything to stop me as I made my way inside the castle. 
 
    At first, I hadn’t been too keen on the king’s lie that I was his weapons master so I could have easier access to the castle, but it had come in handy with how often I’d had to come and go from the grounds in the last few days.  
 
    It wasn’t until I was actually inside the castle’s entry foyer that anyone stopped me. 
 
    A guard held out his arm, but there wasn’t a threat in the gesture.  
 
    “Should I let the king know you are here, Master Morgan?” he asked politely. “Or are you just checking the weapons store?”  
 
    I offered the man a polite nod. “Thank you, if you could let him know, that would be great.”  
 
    “Of course, sir,” the guard said.  
 
    “I will be waiting for him in his meeting chambers,” I added. The guard gave me a strange little salute before he hurried off to gods only knew where. 
 
    I had been in the castle enough that I knew where I was going, so I had no problems making my way to the meeting room alone.  
 
    There was a large, ornate desk in front of one of the walls just below a large portrait of the king in his younger years. There were two seats in front of the desk, but I didn’t bother to sit. Instead, I paced in slow circles as I replayed everything the ancient wizard had told me.  
 
    He clearly had known Jolin Obhain quite well, and I was lucky that Gozis had sent me to the old man. If his information would lead me to the book that told me what I needed to know, it would be truly invaluable.  
 
    I was also puzzled as to how he knew I was a mirror mage. Did the wizard somehow know something about mirror mages? 
 
    Even Master Abbot hadn’t been able to tell me how I came to possess such rare powers.  
 
    I would have to ask him plenty of questions the next time I returned.  
 
    “Master Morgan,” the king greeted as he stepped into the room. 
 
    The king was in his early seventies, but he carried his age well. His distinctive auburn hair was shot through with streaks of gray, and his wrinkles made him look distinguished. A heavy gold crown rested atop his curly hair, and jeweled rings graced his fingers.  
 
    He made his way over to the large chair behind his ornate desk and sat down with a heavy sigh. 
 
    “How is the battle against the wind goddess going?” The king clearly did not have time for small talk.  
 
    I glanced over my shoulder at the door he entered through. I was worried Maggie was going to suddenly appear at any moment, and once that thought was in my mind, it was nearly impossible to shake it free. 
 
    The duchess blushed more than anyone I had ever met. What would happen if she walked into the meeting room? Would she start to blush for seemingly no reason? Would the king, her uncle, start to ask questions?  
 
    The last time I had been on castle grounds, I had taken the duchess’ virginity in the gardens and filled her with my seed, and then she had fled once her uncle called her name. I had not spoken to her since, and the idea of reuniting now of all times made my palms sweat. 
 
    “Master Morgan,” the king repeated. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “Yes, my apologies,” I said and swallowed. “She has not caused any problems since I scared her away from the castle two days ago.” 
 
    I thought it was best not to mention I had seen the goddess that very morning. Some things were better kept close to the chest. 
 
    The king harrumphed. “Good. Maybe the goddess has learned her lesson.” 
 
    “I actually came because I have questions about a man named Jolin Obhain,” I said and stepped forward to present the king with Gozis’ book. 
 
    The king’s brow furrowed, and he took the book from my outstretched hand. He flipped through the pages, but I knew he wouldn’t be able to read the ancient text the book was written in. If anything, I just hoped the cover would offer some spark of recognition.  
 
    “The figure from legend?” the king asked and looked back up at me in confusion. 
 
    “He was a real man,” I said. “And he defeated a being known as a shadow self, which I believe is key to my defeating the wind goddess. I am trying to find out as much information on the subject as possible.”  
 
    The king sighed and set the ancient book down. “I am afraid I will not be much help with that, Master Morgan. You would have more luck venturing down into the castle’s archives and library.”  
 
    “That would be wonderful.” I didn’t tell the king that I had come with that very intention. 
 
    I was more than ready to flee the room as well, because the longer I stood in front of the king, the more likely it was that Maggie would make a blushing appearance.  
 
    I shifted from foot to foot. “Where is the library located?”  
 
    “The bowels of the castle,” the king said. “Deep in the lower levels. It is not the most… pleasant of places, but it is the safest place to keep all of the books. Some are older than the castle itself, and they cannot be exposed to the light.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said. “I’m sure I can find my way there.” 
 
    The king chuckled. “I’m sure you can as well, Master Morgan. Please, do not hesitate to come to me if there is anything else you require. And feel free to take any information you require, too. I want to do whatever it takes to free my kingdom from this pesky goddess.”  
 
    I gave the king another grateful nod before I quickly walked out of the meeting room. I heaved a sigh of relief as soon as I was out of the king’s immediate proximity.  
 
    I’d been sweating underneath my cloak as we spoke, and I was grateful to have escaped the conversation without Maggie deciding to make an untimely appearance.  
 
    Now all I had to do was find the library in the lower portion of the castle.  
 
    I racked my brain for the layout of the castle I had committed to memory. I knew there was a stairwell in the southernmost corner of the castle that went down as opposed to up, so I started off that way. 
 
    As I walked, I toiled over the information I had been given by both Gozis the Darkmaster and the wizard, Ezralore. From the sound of it, Jolin Obhain had been a remarkable man, one it sounded like I had quite a bit in common with.  
 
    It was strange to think about. Over a thousand years separated us, but there was so much that made us similar. Even though I didn’t have all of the information I needed on the subject, that alone made me feel a little more at ease. 
 
    If someone without magic like Jolin could do it, so could I.  
 
    There were no guards or sentries on patrol at the stairwell in the southern corner of the castle, and I made a mental note to bring that up to the king the next time I spoke with him. While I was not sure of Mihany’s current plans, I still didn’t think the king was safe with any of the castle unguarded. 
 
    Nara’s coven had done a great job buffing the protections since Mihany had made her last attempt on Maggie’s life, but I was still concerned. I cared about Maggie, and the last thing I wanted was to see the duchess get hurt because of some goddess and her grand plan.  
 
    The stairwell that led to the bowels of the castle was dimly lit. Torches lined the wall, but at least ten feet sat between each, and the flames hardly cast off any light. It seemed like I was going to an area that was not often visited. 
 
    Though clearly someone had visited, because why else would the torches be lit in the first place?  
 
    I took the ancient, crumbling stone steps carefully. With each stair I took downward, the opulence of the castle above me faded. The musty smell of old books and leaking water began to fill my nose, and by the time I reached the bottom, I felt like I was in an entirely different world.  
 
    I sucked in a breath and looked around in awe. Heavy, gold wooden shelves sat from floor to ceiling in a labyrinthine pattern. They were laden with books, scrolls, tablets, and bound stacks of vellum and paper that seemed to vary from ancient to newly printed.  
 
    The light in the library was dim but not nonexistent. I was surprised to see thick panels of amber and nearly translucent stone stacked amongst the dark gray rocks that made up the walls. But through the amber and translucent stone, light filtered through. It was an ingenious system, I realized. The stones were able to let in enough light to make sure the library was navigable, but it kept the dangerous fire that could harm the materials separated behind stone.  
 
    “Clever,” I mused aloud. I wondered who had created the design. 
 
    There didn’t seem to be any sort of organization to the materials stored in the library, but I had to start somewhere.  
 
    I stepped into the closest set of shelves and began to skim the spines of books and labels on the texts in the vain hope I might have immediately stumbled to the right area.  
 
    Even after a single glance, I could tell that the materials stored in the castle library were priceless. Some of the books featured paper that was as thin as onion skin and just as fragile, but each page was decorated with beautiful, flowing script. Some of the books weren’t made of paper at all, but heavy, engraved metal sheets bound in gem-encrusted cases.  
 
    I felt like a child surrounded by sweets as I wandered in awe through each aisle of shelves. This was a paradise for someone who planned and researched things as meticulously as I did. 
 
    I continued down the aisle and eventually had to turn to the side to squeeze through the narrowing of the shelves.  
 
    A person could spend weeks, months, or maybe even years down here and never run out of things to read, or even see another person. I had barely started into the depths of the library, and already I felt cut off from the world above.  
 
    I ran my hand along the shelves as I kept my eyes trained for any sort of title that would relate to Jolin Obhain. I wished Ezralore had been able to give me an actual name of the folio created from his letters with the legendary hero. It certainly would have made my own life substantially easier.  
 
    While I had initially suspected there wasn’t a real organizational system to the library, I was now certain there wasn’t as I found a book on the agricultural history of Ocadia sandwiched next to a thick, ancient-looking tome in some indecipherable language.  
 
    It seemed like whoever had placed the books on the shelves had simply put things wherever they found space as opposed to where they made sense.  
 
    An idea struck me, however, as I stared at the strange assortment of texts. Maybe if I tried to find the older sections of the library, I would find the sort of things I was looking for. After all, Jolin Obhain had lived well over a thousand years ago. It only made sense that the books containing his personal material would be with the rest of the older things. 
 
    Or so I hoped.  
 
    I wandered out of the confusing shelves I found myself between and stopped dead in my tracks.  
 
    Standing on the stairwell at the mouth of the library was Maggie. 
 
    The duchess looked just as radiant as the last time I had seen her. Her thick, curly auburn hair was pulled into a loose bun at the nape of her elegant neck. A few strands curled around her face and framed her delicate features, and her pale skin was practically luminous in the dim, amber-tinted lighting of the library. 
 
    She wore a pale blue dress that was perfectly tailored to her figure and fell in loose waves from her hips down to her ankles. It made her look ethereal in the dark.  
 
    I swallowed. 
 
    “Your highness,” I greeted.  
 
    Maggie’s perfect lips curled up into a smile as she carefully stepped toward me.  
 
    “Call me Maggie,” she corrected with a playful edge to her tone. “Master Morgan.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Call me Dex.” 
 
    She came to stand in front of me, and I fought the urge to reach out and touch her.  
 
    We hadn’t had a chance to discuss what exactly we were to one another after our tryst, and the thought had been weighing heavily on my mind. She had urged me to cum inside of her and told me she loved me, and I didn’t think she was the sort of woman to take something like that lightly, but I couldn’t be sure.  
 
    She bit her plush lower lip, and I desperately wanted to brush my thumb across it.  
 
    “I think we should talk about what happened,” I said. I was not one to beat around the bush. I wanted Maggie to be a part of my life, but I wanted to make sure she wanted the same thing.  
 
    Maggie dropped her gaze down from my eyes and instead started to look around the library.  
 
    “This is my favorite place inside the castle,” she said.  
 
    This was clearly meant to change the subject, but I let her.  
 
    “I thought the gardens were your favorite place?” I asked the duchess. 
 
    She laughed. “Technically, yes. But they aren’t inside the castle. The library is my favorite place inside the castle.”  
 
    “That feels like a very fine line to walk,” I teased just to watch her cheeks flush.  
 
    “I think I am walking it quite well.” She gave me another distinguished smile.  
 
    At this distance, the smell of honeysuckle that emanated from her skin was practically intoxicating.  
 
    “Well, if you’re fond of the library, perhaps you can help me,” I said. “I’m trying to find information on Jolin Obhain. Have you heard of him?” 
 
    Maggie’s lips parted and formed a perfect little “o” of surprise before her face lit up. It was so radiant it could have rivaled any one of the suns I’d seen in the Ardere. 
 
    “Jolin Obhain? He’s my favorite figure to read about!” she exclaimed and clapped her hands together. “Come, come. I’ll show you where all of the best books about him are located.” 
 
    Maggie didn’t wait for me to say anything else before she quickly brushed past me and started down one of the aisles. Her dress swished around her ankles, and with the speed she was moving, she looked as if she was floating like the most beautiful ghost amongst the books.  
 
    I was overcome with affection at the sight of her so clearly enthused about books. It was endearing.  
 
     She moved quickly and expertly through the aisles, and I had to hurry to catch up with her before she entirely disappeared around a corner.  
 
    “I’m impressed you know about Obhain,” I said. “I wasn’t even all that familiar with his name before I started to research him.” 
 
    Maggie looked over her shoulder at me with another smile. “I’ve been coming down to the library since I was a child. My uncle has always been more than willing to give me anything I desired, but something about all of the information stored down here drew me in. I feel like I’ve read every book we own by now.”  
 
    “I had no idea you were such a voracious reader,” I said.  
 
    “Oh, I love books,” she assured me. “My sister has always been more of the socialite out of the two of us. I would much rather spend my time here or in the gardens.” 
 
    “My sort of woman,” I teased just to watch Maggie blush in the dim, amber-tinged lighting. 
 
    She blessed me with the lightest giggle I’d ever heard, and my heart actually skipped a beat at the sound. 
 
    Damn, she was utter perfection.  
 
    “But Jolin Obhain… well, he’s my favorite to read about,” she said as she made a turn around one of the shelves and into a new aisle. “There is a bound collection of his letters here. Can you believe that? His actual letters. Most people in Ocadia think he was just some mythical figure, but he was a real man.” 
 
    I perked up. “Wait, that’s what I’m looking for!” 
 
    Maggie looked back at me in surprise. “You know about his letters to Ezralore Havet?”  
 
    “I spoke with Ezralore today, he was the one who advised I come here to look for the letters,” I explained. I couldn’t believe my stroke of luck.  
 
    Maggie stopped dead in her tracks and turned to face me. Her hazel eyes were as wide as saucers as she looked up at me in awe.  
 
    “Ezralore Havet is still alive?” she gasped. “He must be over a thousand years old! I knew wizards could live for some time, but that is…”  
 
    “He looks like he’s over a thousand years old,” I confirmed. “But he’s still alive. I needed more information on how to destroy shadow selves. It’s one of the things I have to do to protect Ocadia from the wind goddess who tried to attack you.”  
 
    “Shadow selves,” Maggie repeated with a studious nod. “I know I’ve read the letters where he speaks about them.” 
 
    She started to walk again with a renewed vigor. 
 
    “I can take you to meet Ezralore,” I said once we came to a halt in front of a shelf that looked just like every other shelf we’d walked past. “He asked me to come visit him again, I’m sure he would love to meet someone who is so fond of his friend.” 
 
    “You would do that for me?” Maggie asked and bit her lip.  
 
    “Of course,” I said without a moment’s hesitation. “I care about you, Maggie. And I would like to make you happy in any way I can.” 
 
    Maggie’s cheeks flushed red, and she ducked her chin down toward her chest to avoid my gaze. 
 
    I smirked at her shyness. I knew well enough that she could be quite bold when she wanted to.  
 
    Instead of acknowledging what I had said, she reached over to grab a thin, plain-looking volume from the shelf. I wouldn’t have noticed it at all if she hadn’t picked it up. It was simple compared to some of the more elaborate-looking texts and scrolls that surrounded it, but Maggie held it with a sort of reverence. 
 
    The cover was nothing more than well-worn leather with a simple embossed title on the front: The Letters Between Jolin Obhain and Ezralore Havet: Wizard.  
 
    “Why is this your favorite?” I asked softly as I watched the duchess tenderly open the book. Her fingers were light as they ghosted over the thin, ancient papers. It was like the book was some sort of old friend.  
 
    She looked up at me as her fingers lingered on the page. “In most of the other books and texts about Jolin, he’s portrayed as some courageous, mythical man. He hardly even seems like a man at all in the stories. They all describe him like he’s some sort of god.” 
 
    “But this is different,” I surmised.  
 
    The duchess of Ocadia smiled. “But this is different. In the letters, he’s just a man, not some hero like in the books that were written centuries after his death. He’s just a man who is writing to his friend. He talks about his days, the things he’s done, the food he’s eaten, the women he’s loved. He encourages Ezralore to continue to study wizardry in the north, and he writes beautiful poems for Ezralore to give to his betrothed.”  
 
    Maggie had gone a little misty-eyed as she spoke of the letters so reverently.  
 
    “I think you should meet Ezralore,” I said. “I think hearing about how deeply his letters to his friend touched you would warm his heart.”  
 
    “Oh, I’m just… babbling,” Maggie said quickly and looked down at the book again. She delicately flipped through the pages. “Just the ramblings of someone who has never done much of anything outside the castle walls.”  
 
    “I think what you said was beautiful,” I told her. “I think it’s incredible that you can be so moved by the everyday moments. I think you’re incredible.” 
 
    I fought against a grin as I continued trying to coax the shy duchess into a more intimate discussion. She seemed utterly flustered and unable to approach the subject, and her nervousness only made my blood heat even more in her presence. 
 
    She really was the most innocent woman I’d ever laid eyes on. 
 
    Or laid my entire body on, for that matter. 
 
    Maggie’s fingers stilled on the page as she chewed at her lower lip. “Here. The letters about the shadow selves.” 
 
    She gingerly moved to hand the book over to me, but I caught her gaze.  
 
    “I want to hear you explain it to me,” I said. “I am afraid if I touch the book, I could damage it.”  
 
    That wasn’t the case at all. I just wanted to see more of the beautiful duchess enjoying something she loved. I felt like with each passing moment I spent with her, I grew to understand her more and more. There was a softness and a sweetness about her that I had never found in anyone else.  
 
    “Oh,” Maggie said quietly, but she cleared her throat. “Well, Jolin writes to Ezralore to explain to him that he’s run into an issue with a sky deity, a goddess of the rain. She has been flooding the fields in the kingdom and is at risk of starving an entire village.”  
 
    I nodded for Maggie to continue as she looked up at me. The two of us were pressed so closely together between the shelves that I could practically feel her heart beating.  
 
    “He tried to reason with the goddess, but she refused him,” she continued. “And so he was forced to kill her. But he knew the goddess had loyal followers despite the harm she did, and he was afraid the followers would try to raise her from the shadow plane.”  
 
    “I understand his plight,” I muttered.  
 
    “So, Jolin set out to destroy her shadow self,” she said. “He told Ezralore he was not afraid, even though he did not know what he had to do. He just knew something needed to be done to save the people of Ocadia. He said someone had to fight for them. Ezralore offered to come down from the north, but Jolin refused.” 
 
    I watched as Maggie turned another page and skimmed her fingers over the worn ink.  
 
    “By that point, Ezralore was wed, and his wife was with child. It would have been too much for him to abandon his studies and come back to Ocadia,” she said. “Jolin assured him that he knew what he had to do. He had a dragon bone that he had taken from one of the staves he cleared from the kingdom, and he would use it as a conduit to help absorb the goddess’ power.”  
 
    “A dragon bone?” I repeated in surprise.  
 
    Maggie looked up at me and nodded. “Yes, is that odd?”  
 
    “No, no,” I said quickly but then paused. “Is there any mention of any… stones?” 
 
    The idea had come to me suddenly. I had gathered the five stones laden with the wind goddess’ sigil from the assassins she’d sent to kill the king. The Water Goddesses had told me they could potentially be of use, and both Gozis and Nara had seemed intrigued by their existence, but I still had no idea if they could play an important role. No one seemed to know about this kind of token. 
 
    Maggie’s delicate brow furrowed, and she looked down at the pages of the book. She gently flipped back and forth before shaking her head.  
 
    “No, I’m sorry,” she murmured and looked up at me. “There are no stones mentioned here.” 
 
    “Damn,” I muttered. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” She cocked her head to the side as she studied me.  
 
    “No, no!” I quickly reassured her. “Please, continue. You’ve got a lovely reading voice.”  
 
    The duchess pinkened, but she continued. “Jolin had no magic, but he was kind and goodhearted, and so with the aid of an unnamed conjurer, he pulled the goddess’ shadow over into this plane. He told Ezralore that it was the hardest battle he had ever fought, but he was determined to keep the poor villagers of Ocadia safe from harm.” 
 
    I made a mental note of the conjurer’s role in this.  
 
    “He wrote that when he dealt the killing blow to the goddess, he willingly surrendered himself to the power that rushed out of her,” Maggie said in a low, soft tone. “He said he thought he would perish, but it was a sacrifice he was willing to make. The magic that rushed out of the goddess seemed to accept his sacrifice, because instead of killing him, the magic filled him and his dragon bone instead.” 
 
    “And he destroyed the rain goddess’ shadow self,” I finished. I knew how the story ended.  
 
    Maggie nodded and closed the small tome. She clutched it to her chest, and her breasts swelled against the low neck of her dress. 
 
    “He was so brave,” she breathed. “And he writes of all of it like it was nothing at all. Ever since I was a young girl, I knew I wanted to find someone like Jolin Obhain.” 
 
    “I can hardly blame you.” I smiled as I looked down at the duchess. “You deserve someone just as brave.” 
 
    She looked up at me, and her hazel eyes seemed bottomless. “I have found someone like Jolin, Dex. I’ve found you.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    My eyes widened in surprise as I met Maggie’s penetrating gaze. 
 
    “Me?” I repeated. 
 
    She took a small step closer to me. “Yes, Dex. You.”  
 
    “I’m just a man,” I said. “I haven’t done anything that puts me on the same level as a mythic hero.” 
 
    Maggie shook her head profusely, and her auburn curls spilled down her back. “You are more than just a man. You saved me from Monty. Then you saved me from the wind goddess when she tried to attack me. You didn’t have to protect me, but you did. You love all of the women in your life so fiercely. You’re trying to save Ocadia from a goddess with ill intent, just like Jolin Obhain.”  
 
    I had no idea what to say. I knew I was good at what I did, and that I did good things, but I had never considered myself to be any sort of hero. In fact, the term had always irritated the shit out of me given the rather bloody nature of my work, but something about hearing Maggie say it made me almost appreciate the comparison. 
 
    “You are a good man, Dex Morgan, and you are the sort of man I have always dreamed about,” Maggie said.  
 
    Her eyes dropped from my eyes to my lips, and I couldn’t help but smirk.  
 
    I took a step closer to the duchess and finally reached out to touch her waist. She seemed to melt into the touch and moved even closer to my chest. She set the book down on the shelf behind her, and as soon as her hands were free, I pulled her flush against me.  
 
    Her heart beat rapidly, and I could feel it pressed against my own. 
 
    Then she raised one of her palms up to rest it over the spot under my cloak and tunic where my aquamarine markings began.  
 
    “Can I touch you?” I asked her.  
 
    Her brow furrowed. “You are already touching me.” 
 
    “No,” I said. “Not like this.”  
 
    Maggie flushed a deep, dark crimson.  
 
    “O-oh,” she stammered. “Yes. Please. I want you to touch me.”  
 
    Just hearing her say the words sent a fire in my belly, and I felt my dick harden.  
 
    I bent down to catch her in a passionate kiss. She wrapped her arms around my neck and pressed herself as close to me as she could as I slid my tongue along her perfect lips until they parted.  
 
    She tasted just as sweet as she smelled, and I felt her gasp into my mouth. It had only been two days since I had been with her, but I hadn’t been able to keep the duchess off of my mind. Her body had responded to mine like that was what it was meant to do, and I was more than eager to feel her around me again. 
 
    I moved my lips from hers to kiss her neck. 
 
    “Y-yes,” she gasped. “I li-like the way that feels.” 
 
    “You do, princess?” I murmured against her skin. “What else do you want me to do?”  
 
    She shuddered against me as her fingers worked their way up into my hair.  
 
    Even from the poor angle, I could tell that her entire body had gone red at the pet name.  
 
    The duchess stammered for a moment. “Please touch me, anywhere. Please.”  
 
    “Whatever you want,” I promised. Then I moved one of my hands from her waist to slide it down the curve of her perky ass. The silk of her dress was smooth under my palm, but I knew it was nothing compared to the way her bare skin felt. 
 
    Maggie made a soft sound as I held her ass and pulled her against me. My dick was as hard as a rock, and I knew she could feel it pressing against her now.  
 
    “Can… Can I touch you?” she asked in a breathy whisper as she looked up at me in the dark, and I nearly came then and there.  
 
    “Of course, princess,” I said without any hesitation. “I want you to touch me.”  
 
    Maggie chewed at the inside of her lip, but I felt one of her hands begin to move down my body. She trailed it over my chest and down my abdomen before she rested her palm over my aching cock.  
 
    I suppressed a groan as she fumbled a bit before tugging me free of my trousers.  
 
    “Fuck,” I hissed. 
 
    “It’s bigger than I remembered,” Maggie whispered.  
 
    Her touch was light and delicate as she stroked her elegant fingers along the shaft.  
 
    My cock twitched at the touch. 
 
    “Princess,” I mumbled. “You’re going to kill me.”  
 
    Maggie gave a nervous little giggle and ducked her head down. “I want to taste it, can I? Is that okay?” 
 
    Never in my life did I think I’d have a princess asking if she could put my cock in her mouth.  
 
    Holy fuck.  
 
    A princess was asking to put my cock in her mouth. 
 
    “That is more than okay,” I said quickly. “Absolutely more than okay. You don’t even have to ask.” 
 
    She gave a little nod and took a small step away from me. Then I watched in awe as the heiress to the throne of Ocadia dropped down to her knees in front of me. Her breasts practically spilled from her gown as she hesitantly leaned forward and dragged her tongue along the shaft of my cock. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    I reached down to tangle my hand in her hair as she did it again. 
 
    “Just like that, princess,” I urged. “You’re doing so good.”  
 
    My praise made her turn red all over again, but it also seemed to spur her on. I watched in rapt, blissed-out awe as Maggie took me into her mouth until I felt like I was touching the back of her fucking throat. 
 
    Then she looked up at me with my cock in her mouth like that, and I thought I might have just fallen in love then and there.  
 
    Her eyes were wide and watery, and her perfect features were still tinted pink as she started to suck and lick at me like I was the most delicious thing she’d ever had the pleasure of tasting.  
 
    “That’s it,” I murmured and stroked my thumb over her cheek. “Good girl. You’re so good.”  
 
    Maggie’s head bobbed as she fell into a rhythm of sucking. It was hard to look away, and I fought the urge to come undone.  
 
    “Do you want me to cum in your mouth?” I asked her. “Do you want to taste my cum?” 
 
    Her eyes went even wider, and she made a muffled sound around my cock as a little smile quirked at the corner of her lips. It didn’t take a genius to know this was an eager yes.  
 
    Fuck. This woman was going to be the end of me.  
 
    Slowly, I slid my dick out of her mouth. I was mesmerized by the sight of her like that with her hair unkempt as she drooled for me.  
 
    Then I wrapped my fist around the base of my cock and gave it a few pumps. I was about to cum. 
 
    “Open,” I ordered, and Maggie eagerly obeyed. She kept her wide, innocent eyes turned up at me as she opened her mouth and stuck out her tongue. 
 
    I couldn’t help but smirk. She was so fucking ready for it. I would have never guessed just how much she would want me, but I certainly wasn’t complaining.  
 
    I tapped my cock against her tongue a few times, and she whimpered in anticipation.  
 
    Finally, I gave her what she so desperately wanted.  
 
    I spilled my seed into her waiting mouth and watched as the princess eagerly lapped it up.  
 
    She looked like a wreck with my cum leaking from her mouth, but damn if it wasn’t sexy.  
 
    “Th-thank you,” she stammered once she swallowed and licked her lips clean.  
 
    “I’m not done with you yet,” I grunted and bent down to help her up to her feet.  
 
    Maggie giggled and stumbled against me. The curve of her body pressing through her thin dress was enough to get me hard all over again. 
 
    And I wouldn’t be done until she had cummed so hard she forgot her own damn name.  
 
    I reached down and easily pulled the duchess’ dress up around her hips. Just like the last time, she wasn’t wearing anything underneath.  
 
    This woman really was going to kill me. 
 
    I backed her up against the shelf behind us and slid one hand down to hike up her leg. Then I hooked it over one of my hips, and without any further warning, I slid inside her eager pussy.  
 
    She was so tight I thought I might die.  
 
    “Fuck,” I grunted as I pushed into her until I had nothing left to give. “You’re so fucking wet, princess.”  
 
    Maggie blushed like I wasn’t balls deep inside of her.  
 
    But before I could say anything else, I heard… something. 
 
    It took me a moment to realize it was the sound of footsteps. 
 
    We were no longer alone in the library. 
 
    Maggie looked at me with her hazel eyes blown wide, and she began to let out a nervous little giggle. 
 
    I quickly reached up to clamp my hand over the duchess’ mouth. The last thing I wanted was to get caught fucking the duchess of Ocadia in her uncle’s library, but I couldn’t bring myself to stop.  
 
    Instead, I met Maggie’s wide-eyed gaze, smirked, and thrust into her.  
 
    The duchess gave a muffled, pleasured gasp against my palm. 
 
    I leaned down to brush my lips against her ear. “That’s good, princess. Can you be quiet for me?”  
 
    She nodded her head up and down so quickly I was worried she might hurt herself.  
 
    I smirked again and fucked up into her tight pussy again and again. I fell into a slow, hard rhythm, and her breasts bounced and threatened to pop out from her dress with each thrust. 
 
    Each move I made left the duchess gasping and whimpering into my hand. I thought her eyes might completely roll into the back of her head as I fucked her hard.  
 
    She gripped the bookshelf behind her for stability as I buried myself to the hilt with each thrust into her tight, slick pussy. Then I felt her begin to clench around me, but I simply shook my head.  
 
    I wasn’t about to let her cum just yet. 
 
    But the person who had joined us in the library hadn’t left yet, that much was certain. They whistled loudly to themselves as they wandered the shelves, and I could feel Maggie’s desperation to cum rising with each passing second.  
 
    I had never seen the duchess look so unkempt. 
 
    “You’re taking it so well, princess,” I murmured into her ear. “Do you want me to cum inside your tight little pussy? You took it so good last time. Can you do it again, or will you be too loud? I don’t want you to get caught with me.”  
 
    A wild, desperate look crossed Maggie’s face, and she nodded her head. She couldn’t speak with my hand over her mouth to keep her quiet, but her lips formed the word please over and over again.  
 
    She was begging for it. 
 
    A smirk crossed my lips as I thrust deeply into her. Her entire body quivered from the force of it, and I felt her struggling to keep quiet. The noises seemed to be fighting their way out from the seal of my hand, though, and she gave a sharp cry that I couldn’t quite muffle.  
 
    I just prayed that whoever was in the library was too dedicated to their whistling to hear.  
 
    “You’re doing so good for me, princess,” I encouraged Maggie. “So fucking good.”  
 
    My voice was low in her ear, and I felt as if my entire body was on fire as I felt her quiver at the sound. I was having sex with a fucking princess in her castle, and she wanted me to cum inside of her.  
 
    And I was going to give her what she wanted. 
 
    I used my free hand to brace against the shelf next to Maggie’s head as I spilled into her. 
 
    It was like the feeling of my cum inside her pushed Maggie to her own orgasm. She shuddered and gasped in sharp, breathless pants against my hand as I fucked her through the waves of her shuddering body.  
 
    I had to swallow back a groan of my own as I continued to push into her slick pussy. She was so hot and tight around me that I felt like my legs might give out from the pleasure.  
 
    Her own legs shook, too, and I pressed her harder into the bookshelf to keep her from losing her balance as she continued to convulse around me.  
 
    “That’s it,” I soothed. “You’re taking me so well.”  
 
    With every thrust into her, her pussy milked more and more of my seed from me as I spilled it inside of her eager body.  
 
    Then I felt her starting to sag against me, but I shook my head. 
 
    “No,” I murmured. “I think you can cum again. Can you do that for me? Can you cum again?” 
 
    Maggie opened her mouth, but no words came out against my palm. Instead she let out a soft, keening wail.  
 
    Our whistling guest in the library sounded like they were only a shelf or so away from where we stood prone, but I wasn’t going to pull out of her until I coaxed another orgasm from her perfect fucking body.  
 
    I slowed my pace as I gradually stiffened again, and I made each thrust count. Her body shook with each pound as she felt my girth growing inside her, and she clung to me like she needed me to keep her from falling. She was so reactive and so eager for more.  
 
    I wanted to push her even farther.  
 
    But all it took was one last thrust before we were both cumming again. She tightened her arms around my neck and dug her well-manicured nails into my shoulders as her body shuddered. She was so slick that I could practically feel her dripping down my cock as I gave her all that I could give. 
 
    Then I held her in place as both of us gradually came down from the high of our shared orgasms, and she was nearly limp in my hold.  
 
    When I was sure she was spent, I slowly pulled out of her.  
 
    She whimpered against my hand, and I couldn’t help but smirk. It felt good to know that she craved my touch so badly.  
 
    For the second time, I’d had sex with a princess. And it had been damn good, too.  
 
    I kept my voice low. “If I move my hand, will you behave?”  
 
    The blushing duchess of Ocadia visibly swallowed, but she bobbed her head in agreement.  
 
    Her hazel eyes were a little watery, and there were high spots of color on her cheeks. She looked more beautiful than I’d ever seen her, and her dark freckles stood out in contrast to the rest of her pale skin. 
 
    I dropped my hand down and saw just how pink and swollen her lips were, and I fought the urge to kiss her senseless all over again. But we still weren’t alone, and we had played with enough fire for the time being. 
 
    I tucked myself back into my trousers and flashed Maggie a smile. Then I reached up to tuck a loose curl back behind her ear. Her skin felt hot and flushed.  
 
    “Are you alright?” I asked softly.  
 
    She nodded. “Better than alright.” 
 
    Her voice was a low whisper that practically had my cock twitching again.  
 
    “Can we discuss it now?” I teased. “What this means for us?”  
 
    Maggie looked down at her feet and swallowed once again. She was clearly nervous, but even anxiety looked beautiful on her. There was just something about the duchess that made everything look perfect.  
 
    I reached up to cup her porcelain cheek and turned her face toward me so she couldn’t avert her gaze.  
 
    “I meant what I said before,” she said. “When I said that I loved you.”  
 
    “You did?” I asked. I’d had my suspicions, but it was another thing entirely to hear the words from her mouth.  
 
    She gave a soft nod of her head. “Yes, of course I did, Dex. You’re kind, you’re brave, and you’ve taken care of me in a way that no one ever has before. No one else has ever taken an interest in me the way you have.” 
 
    I found that hard to believe. Maggie was easily one of the sweetest, most beautiful women I’d ever had the pleasure of meeting. It felt like every man in all of Ocadia would have been tripping over themselves to be the sort of man she wanted in her life. 
 
    But as I looked into her soft, hazel eyes, I realized she wasn’t just putting me on. 
 
    She meant exactly what she’d said. 
 
    I was floored. How had no one appreciated this angel of a woman before? 
 
    Then I remembered that she and her sister had a reputation for rarely being seen outside the palace walls. In fact, there were plenty of beings in this kingdom who took this as an insult, but now that I knew Maggie so intimately, I thoroughly understood the king’s hesitance to send her roaming about in such a vast, complex, and magical city. 
 
    She was too precious to risk anything happening to her. 
 
    So naturally, she’d seen very little of our world, aside from the snooty upper class and royal court. 
 
    And yet, here she was, in love with a Master Assassin. A stealthy rogue. A man who kept multiple lovers in his bed at once and spilled the blood of citizens in every corner of this kingdom. 
 
    A man who’d literally kill for her if need be. 
 
    “It’s what you deserve,” I assured her at last. “It’s the barest of things that you deserve. I’m of the mind that everyone should have been treating you the way I have. Well… the not so intimate ways, I mean.”  
 
    Her cheeks flushed an even darker shade of pink as she blushed, and she ducked her head down into her chest despite my hand on her cheek. 
 
    “You’re just saying that,” she mumbled. 
 
    “No,” I said. “From the moment I laid eyes on you, I knew you were a woman who deserved to be cherished, and my only regret is that I wasn’t able to do it sooner.” 
 
    She was practically glowing red then. 
 
    “Do you really mean that?” she asked shyly.  
 
    I nodded and stoked my thumb over her cheekbone. “Why wouldn’t I mean it?”  
 
    She didn’t seem to have an answer for that. Instead, she leaned forward and pressed her lips to mine in a soft, slow kiss that had my heart stuttering in my chest.  
 
    She was absolutely wonderful.  
 
    I pulled out of the kiss to study the duchess’ face. “Does this mean you would like to see me again?”  
 
    There was a teasing lightness to my tone that made Maggie stifle a small giggle. 
 
    “Yes, Dex,” she assured me. “I would very much like that.”  
 
    “Good,” I said. “Because I would like to see you again, for more than just some fantastic sex.”  
 
    I added the last part just to watch her blush.  
 
    She dipped her head toward her chin. “Do you really mean that?” 
 
    “Of course I mean it,” I told her. “I wouldn’t just say something like that if I didn’t. You’re kind, wonderful, beautiful, and I love spending time with you. I’d be a fool not to want to be with you as long as you’d have me.”  
 
    Her face lit up brighter than I’d ever seen it before. “You have no idea how much that means to me, Dex, truly.”  
 
    I smiled and dropped my hand from her face. “I don’t want to go, but unfortunately, I have some pressing business to take care of.” 
 
    “With the goddess?” she asked.  
 
    “Exactly,” I agreed. “The information you’ve been able to give me today has been invaluable, though.” 
 
    “Well, here,” she said and handed me the small book she’d read to me from. “Take it with you. Whatever you need to aid you in your fight against the wind goddess. Tell me if there’s anything else I can do to help you.”  
 
    I smiled and gingerly took the book from her outstretched hand. “Thank you, Maggie. I will, but I believe this will be more than enough. I’m going to take care of this goddess once and for all. She won’t be able to hurt you again.” 
 
    “I’m not worried about that.” Maggie smiled. “You’re here to protect me, so I know she cannot hurt me with you here.”  
 
    I chuckled. “I appreciate your vote of confidence.”  
 
    “Go on, Dex,” she urged me gently. “As much as I would like you to stay, I know you can’t. Heroes have far too many things to do than to sit around and chat with silly women like me.” 
 
    I leaned down to press a kiss to her temple. “You are many things, Maggie, but silly is not one of them.”  
 
    “Go,” she urged and reached out to pull the hood of my cloak back up over my head. “Leave me to be many things but silly in peace.”  
 
    I chuckled and leaned forward to give her another soft, lingering kiss.  
 
    I could still hear the faint whistling from whoever it was that had come down to the library, but it sounded much farther away now, like the person behind the tune had disappeared into a throng of shelves that led even deeper into the library.  
 
    If I had the time, I would have loved to explore the rows upon rows of ancient books. This library was larger than any library I had ever seen. But now that I knew it was one of Maggie’s favorite places to go, I had a feeling it wouldn’t be the last I saw of the knowledge-filled labyrinth.  
 
    I kept the small book Maggie had given me, along with the book I had gotten from Gozis, tucked tightly to my chest under my cloak as I took the narrow stone steps two at a time. 
 
    The farther away I got from the duchess and her intoxicating presence, the more I was able to think about the task at hand.  
 
    The new information Maggie had given me about Jolin Obhain was priceless, and it very well could mean the difference between my life or my death when it finally came time to destroy Mihany and her shadow sisters.  
 
    I found it intriguing that Obhain had also had an item made of dragon bone like I did, and that he used it as some sort of conduit for the power of the rain goddess he destroyed. 
 
    I made a mental note to ask Nara about the potential side effects of using my dragon bone staff against the wind goddesses and any problems it could bring me. She had warned me earlier that the staff was unpredictable, and I wanted to make sure I didn’t do anything dangerous with it.  
 
    Well… I wanted to make sure I didn’t do anything more dangerous than what I already planned on doing. 
 
    No one seemed to notice as I slipped from the castle. Which annoyed me slightly. I knew I was the best at my job and that a large part of my work was getting to and from places unseen, but it still didn’t sit well with me that the guards were so inattentive. I wanted Maggie to be as safe as possible when I wasn’t around, and if I was able to sneak around so easily, that meant someone else might be able to as well.  
 
    I made another mental note to bring up my concerns with the king the next time I spoke with him. If need be, I could also talk to Nara about upping her coven’s magical protections around the castle. I was sure both she and the king wouldn’t be fond of that idea, but they would both have to get used to it. 
 
    I had promised Maggie I would keep her safe, and I damn well intended to keep that promise.  
 
    The colors of the midday sky had slid into the evening while I lingered in the library with Maggie, and the setting sun cast the entire kingdom in a soft, red-orange glow. It was beautiful, but it was an afterthought.  
 
    There was too much on my mind to appreciate the beauty of Ocadia today.  
 
    My mind was a blur of thoughts and plans as I walked back from the castle and to my Assassins’ Estate. And I fought the urge to pull out the fragile, ancient book Maggie had given me to read as I walked. I knew I shouldn’t expose the book to the elements, but I was so intrigued by what else the small volume might contain. 
 
    I had never come across any other figure in my studies of Ocadian history quite like Jolin Obhain, and I found myself fascinated by him and our strange similarities.  
 
    He was as much of a mystery to me as he was a strange sort of kindred spirit, and I once again was reminded that Ezralore said the two of us sounded as if we could have been friends.  
 
    It was odd to feel a connection to someone who had lived well over a thousand years before I’d even been thought of, but I felt it nonetheless. I knew I was far from the only assassin in Ocadia, even if I was the best one, but I didn’t know of any other man who had the same sort of abilities I did, or the sheer tenacity to try and kill a deity for good. 
 
    That alone made me feel bonded to the ancient hero.  
 
    How many men like us had ever existed? It felt like we had been cut from the same cloth, but we couldn’t have been the only ones crazy enough to try and do the sort of things we had done, could we?  
 
    I would have to meet with Ezralore again. The old man had clearly wanted me to come back for a reason, and now that I knew Maggie was so invested in his history, it gave me yet another reason to return. Maybe the ancient wizard would be able to clear some things up for me and answer the questions that burrowed their way into the back of my mind. 
 
    I was only stirred from my thoughts of Jolin Obhain and our similarities when I turned the corner toward my estate.  
 
    The watery blue forcefield came into my field of vision, but that wasn’t what drew my focus.  
 
    The front gate of the estate was open, and it looked as if every assassin in my estate had made their way out of the building. They were all staring up at the top of the forcefield like it was some sort of roof.  
 
    I couldn’t quite hear what they were saying, but even from my distance, I could tell there was quite a bit of commotion going on.  
 
    I frowned and broke out into a quick jog to close the distance to my estate. I didn’t know what was going on, but if everyone had wandered out of the building like that, I had a feeling whatever it was wasn’t going to be good. I could barely even remember the last time I had seen the entire estate all in one area. They were usually too busy preparing for jobs to come outside and stare at the sky. 
 
    Which told me something was very wrong.  
 
    The forcefield glimmered in front of me, and I easily stepped through to a loud chorus of horrified voices. 
 
    “Oh, thank the gods!” Mazne shrieked. “Dex, we’re freaking out!”  
 
    My receptionist looked at me with wide eyes behind her glasses, and her lips were drawn into a taut, thin line.  
 
    “Dex, what’s going on?” Pamphrus barked in his low, gruff voice.  
 
    “What’s all of this about?” Spodium asked a little gentler. “We’re all a little… alarmed.”  
 
    “What are you talking about?” I asked and looked between all of my assassins, the receptionist, Elis, and Nara. Gods, it really did look like everyone who stayed in the estate building had decided to make an appearance.  
 
    Without saying a word, Nara simply pointed one of her fingers up toward the very top of the forcefield from where she leaned against the side of the estate.  
 
    I frowned but followed her gaze.  
 
    Then I heard a sharp gasp, and it took me a moment to realize it had come from my own mouth.  
 
    A body was splattered across the top of the forcefield like a bug against a pane of glass. A disgusting puddle of gore and viscera circled the body like the bullseye of a target. 
 
    I had committed some brutal kills in my time, but the sight of the contorted body with all of its innards turned outward was enough to make me feel just a little sick to my stomach.  
 
    I had a vivid, nauseating flashback to Idali’s pool of blood that had nearly become my grave.  
 
    “What the fuck?” I exclaimed.  
 
    My assassins looked between one another and back at me before Vulnus spoke up. 
 
    “You don’t know why it’s there?” he asked and reached up to scratch his head. “We all sort of thought you would know why it’s there.”  
 
    “Why would I know why there’s a body splashed on our forcefield?” I asked and looked back up at the body. 
 
    I couldn’t even make out any discerning features in the mess of guts and skin.  
 
    I’d seen a man trampled by a horse who looked more put together than the man-- or at least I thought it was a man-- splattered on the forcefield.  
 
    How far had he fallen to be that… gooey?  
 
    What could he have even fallen from? It was hardly like there were any trees tall enough to leave those sorts of injuries.  
 
    “Are we just going to leave him there?” Mazne asked.  
 
    For the first time, I noticed that my receptionist had gone more than a little green around the gills. She clutched her stomach as if she’d be able to keep the contents in that way.  
 
    I scrubbed my free hand over my face and sighed.  
 
    “Nara, come take these books,” I called out to my lover. 
 
    The witch blinked, as if surprised I was addressing her, but she heaved a dramatic sigh and made her way over to me.  
 
    I passed her the two ancient volumes wrapped in my cloak. “Be careful with them.”  
 
    “What are they?” she asked and lifted one edge of the cloak to peek at the books underneath.  
 
    I swatted at her hand. “They’re a thousand years old, don’t expose them to sunlight. They’re books about Jolin Obhain. Go put them in my office.” 
 
    “Got it,” she said. The witch turned on her towering heels and started teetering back up toward the front doors of the estate.  
 
    As soon as she stepped into the building, I saw her pull the cloak back to look at the books, and I fought a snort. Maybe she could find something in them. Who knew?  
 
    “What now, Master Morgan?” Elis frowned. Nimith nuzzled the young boy’s face, and he reached up to soothingly stroke her snout. Soon, the nipitar was going to be too large to wrap around his neck like that at all.  
 
    I clapped my hands together. “I lower the forcefield, and we see who exactly was splattered over our estate.”  
 
    None of my assassins looked thrilled at the prospect, but they didn’t have to be thrilled. It was going to happen one way or another.  
 
    I looked up at the body that was slowly sliding down the side of the forcefield like some sort of slug, and I suppressed a shudder. I tried to gauge the right place to stand so I wouldn’t end up with a body falling straight down onto me, and I adjusted where I stood.  
 
    I didn’t offer any further warning, though. 
 
    “Lowering the forcefield,” I called out, more as a warning to my assassins than out of necessity. At the same time, I used my magic to bring the forcefield down, and I watched as the shimmering, magical water started to obey my command.  
 
    Instead of vanishing all at once, it slowly started to recede from the top down. It was like watching a flag unfurl in reverse. There was something enchanting about the process that made it hard to look away, even as the process began to get… gross.  
 
    Maybe it would have been less disgusting if it simply vanished at once. Instead, we all watched in horror as the wet body dropped onto the grass of the estate’s front yard piece by piece.  
 
    Mazne clasped her hands over her mouth to suppress a little retching sound. The receptionist turned and quickly ran inside the building, and I had a feeling she was going to find a safe place to throw up.  
 
    The rest of my assassins all watched in rapt focus and horror as the largest chunks of the body fell to the ground. They hit the grass with wet, slick thuds and a splatter of gore.  
 
    Even I had to admit, it was pretty disgusting.  
 
    My stomach churned, but my gut was clearly stronger than Mazne’s.  
 
    A putrid reek came off the body as I stepped closer, and I wondered just how long it had been up there before anyone noticed. The smell made it seem like it had simply baked in the hot sunlight.  
 
    I tugged the collar of my tunic up over my nose as I crouched down to investigate the body. 
 
    The face was hardly attached to the mass of flesh, and I fought a shudder. Up close, it was easy to see that the body’s skin was a strange, mottled blue. 
 
    I frowned and leaned in for a closer look. Why was the body blue? That was the sort of thing that tended to happen from a lack of… air. 
 
    A stiff breeze blew through the open forcefield and ruffled my hair. For a split second, I nearly welcomed the breeze to help get rid of the horrid stench, but then I realized just what the breeze meant. The wind was too heavy to be a normal gust of wind. 
 
    That could only mean one thing. 
 
    Fuck.

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    Everything then seemed to happen at once.  
 
    I quickly jumped up to my feet and turned toward the sounds of chaos that had suddenly erupted behind me.  
 
    Mihany floated a few feet above my herd of assassins. Her beautiful, terrible face was contorted in what I could only describe as sadistic glee as she spun her long, elegant fingers in slow circles.  
 
    Tiny tornadoes followed the gestures and chased two of my assassins around the yard. 
 
    Elis had jumped to cower behind a tree with Nimith curled around his shoulders, but everyone else seemed ready to fight.  
 
    Incrassatum launched a knife at the goddess, but Mihany harmlessly deflected it with one of her long, tentacle-like strands of hair.  
 
    Then Pamphrus heaved a loud, choking sound that caught my attention. 
 
    The massive assassin’s feet weren’t touching the ground. Instead, he was hovering in the air a few feet in front of Mihany with his own hands clawing at his throat. His face was a deep red that was rapidly turning purple.  
 
    “Mihany!” I shouted in the most commanding tone I could muster. 
 
    The goddess either hadn’t heard my shout, or she was ignoring me. It was impossible to tell.  
 
    I took a step closer to her. “Mihany.” 
 
    There was no room left in my voice to be ignored. 
 
    This time, the goddess did look at me. She studied the harsh look on my face and the way my fingers twitched toward my weapons. 
 
    She sighed, as if I had interrupted something perfectly fun. 
 
    “Stop,” I ordered. “Now.”  
 
    She pouted out her lower lip, but she raised her hands up as if in a sign of good faith. 
 
    In an instant, Pamphrus was back on the ground gasping and clutching at his own neck in relief, and the wind died down into nothing more than a faint breeze.  
 
    Before I could say anything, I heard a familiar giggle. 
 
    I looked over to see Nara leaning in the front doorway with a shit-eating grin on her face. The books were no longer in her hands, and instead, she clapped them together in glee. 
 
    “Why didn’t you do anything to assist, Nara?” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “You’re a witch. You could have thrown a potion.”  
 
    “Why would I? That was the most fun I’ve had all day,” Nara said with a wicked grin. “Maybe she isn’t so bad after all.” 
 
    I sucked in a breath and steadied myself before I could snap. “Inside. Everyone.”  
 
    My assassins seemed more than willing to follow my command. They all started to make their way up the steps of the estate.  
 
    “You too, Nara,” I added before addressing my assassins again. “You all can’t let her push you around like that. You’re the best killers in the kingdom. Don’t let her use you as playthings!”  
 
    A chorus of “yes, Dex” and “sorry, Master Morgan” sprung up as the last of the assassins disappeared inside. Then the doors slammed closed with a finality, and I looked over at Mihany.  
 
    “What the fuck was that?” I demanded.  
 
    She tilted her head to the side and studied me like she was a hawk and I was a particularly curious-looking bug.  
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked and took a floating step toward me. 
 
    I didn’t move away from her, but I kept my hand over my dagger, just in case.  
 
    I didn’t think the goddess would try anything against me. She knew just as well as I did that I was capable of holding my own against her, and I had a feeling she’d come for a purpose. 
 
    Hell, the body she’d dropped on my lawn proved that.  
 
    “What is this?” I pointed at the mess she’d made of my lawn.  
 
    The suffocated man was splattered across the yard like paint, and when Mihany moved, the breeze shifted and carried the putrid, festering scent back in my direction. 
 
    I fought a gag.  
 
    “A gift,” the Goddess of the Prevailing Winds said with an earnest smile. “Don’t you like it? I wanted to do something that you would like.” 
 
    There was something strangely, innocently giddy about the look on her face that set me on edge. She had a feral look about her that made it hard to take her at face value.  
 
    I looked back at the body and felt a sort of niggling in the back of my mind. 
 
    Then it hit me. 
 
    “No,” I said, but I knew I wasn’t wrong. I was never wrong about these sorts of things. 
 
    “I killed him for you!” she declared with a happy clap of her hands. “Isn’t that great? Aren’t you so happy?” 
 
    Laying on the ground in pieces was the man I was supposed to assassinate later in the week, the one that was out of Ocadia for a few more days. 
 
    Mihany had killed him for me. 
 
    “Wh-Why did you do something like that?” I didn’t even bother to keep the horror off of my face as I looked at Mihany in shock. “What… how… what the fuck, Mihany?” 
 
    I was having a hard time wrapping my head around the fact that the wind goddess had for some reason taken it upon herself to kill the target of my pending assassination. How had she even known about that? 
 
    “Have you been spying on me?” I asked before she could even answer my first set of bewildered questions.  
 
    A thousand different thoughts were all swirling through my mind at once. If Mihany had been spying on me, did she know about my trips to see Gozis, Ezralore, and Maggie? How much did she know about my plans?  
 
    Mihany waved one of her hands. “I have been watching you.”  
 
    “Watching me,” I repeated the words slowly. “For how long? What is the plan here, Mihany?”  
 
    “Yes!” She seemed overjoyed at the prospect and clearly ignored my question. “And I killed your little… little target for you. Isn’t that nice of me? I think it’s a lovely gift. World-dwellers still like gifts, don’t they? It has been so long since I’ve bothered communicating with any of you.” 
 
    She looked proud of herself, and it was a strange sight to see. I wasn’t sure what to make of Mihany when she wasn’t attempting to kill me, and without the forcefield between us, it put me on edge. 
 
    “I think I did a very good job,” she added and looked down at the body that laid in grotesque pieces across my courtyard.  
 
    At that moment, she reminded me of one of the old cats I often saw loitering around the city markets. They always looked so proud of themselves to have killed a mouse and dragged it back to their owners. 
 
    That was exactly how Mihany appeared to me. Except she was a very, very beautiful cat who’d fucking murdered a mortal for me instead. And now she had dragged it onto my lawn. 
 
    But I was having a hard time tempering my anger as I stared at the golden-eyed goddess in front of me. She had done many things worthy of my agitation and rage in the last handful of weeks, but this felt like the final blow to my tolerance.  
 
    “A good job?” I repeated. “You think you did a good job?”  
 
    “I did!” she declared and clapped her hands together in glee. “He’s dead, and you are free to help me now. That was what the problem was, was it not?”  
 
    “Have you not listened to a single thing I have said?” I demanded. “Do you really think that the only reason I haven’t agreed to help you, is because I had jobs to do?”  
 
    Mihany’s golden eyes bored into me like she had never considered that there might have been another reason. It was like we hadn’t had our earlier conversation about her flawed plan at all. 
 
    Sky gods really were utterly out of touch sometimes.  
 
    My jaw ticked with anger. I had to swallow back my rage to keep it in check. She might have been a goddess who was older than fucking time itself, but I felt like I was dealing with a child who liked to kill rodents for fun. 
 
    “Do you have any idea how difficult it is to pull off a successful assassination?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, I don’t think it was that difficult,” she said with a light shrug. “He was very easy to kill. All I did was squeeze the air out of his lungs. He writhed like a bug as it happened. It was thrilling to watch.” 
 
    I swore my eye twitched. “Did you do any reconnaissance? Did you make sure there were no witnesses? Did you leave the body where you found it and with plenty of meticulously considered divergences so as to hide the fact that this was in fact an assassination?”  
 
    I listed questions I already knew the answers to, if only to prove my point. Mihany hadn’t done any of her due diligence. She’d simply killed the man because she thought it was what I wanted her to do. Or thought that if she did it, it would somehow endear herself to me. And then she had dropped him on my damn forcefield without a second thought. 
 
    Her brows knitted together. “Why would I have done any of that?”  
 
    “Because that’s how assassinations work.” I was sure my anger was a clearly apparent creature between us. 
 
    “You kill people,” she said, but this time, there was a hint of a question in her tone. “I killed someone for you.”  
 
    “You have no idea the skill and precision that goes into my work.” I exhaled a slow breath. “It is not simply killing people. My job is not simply killing people and being done with it.”  
 
    “But I killed him,” she tried again. “I made your job so much easier, didn’t I? We would work wonderfully together. Do you not want to work with me?”  
 
    There was a sort of desperation in her tone now. It tinged each of her words, and whatever mask she was wearing began to crack around the edges of her smiling facade. The sort of madness that had always crept around her edges was readily apparent now.  
 
    “You truly have no idea what you’ve done,” I accused. “You have no idea how things work here. This is no different than the flaws I found in your plan. You simply think that if you want something, you can take it and force it to happen. That there are no consequences that apply to you. But that is not how anything works, even for a goddess.” 
 
    A dark look flashed across Mihany’s face. “You’re lying to me. I know you want to work with me. You have my tokens in your estate right now.”  
 
    Her tokens. Those must have been the stones I had taken from her assassins.  
 
    “No,” I lied. 
 
    “Yes,” she corrected. “You do. I assume you have gathered them because you find me intriguing, just as I find you. But in case you had… other ideas, they can’t be used to kill me. I’m hardly that foolish as to give world-dwellers something that could harm me.” 
 
    “What are these tokens you’re referring to?” I played dumb.  
 
    Luckily, Mihany seemed more than willing to preen like a bird under my attention. “They hold an ounce of my power, not enough to do much, but enough to come in handy in a fight. I got the idea from world-dwellers, actually. The things you use to carry drinks.”  
 
    “Flasks?” I supplied.  
 
    “Yes,” she said. “A flask. Of course, I improved upon the idea, but it’s just a little pool of magic to pull from. Hardly enough to do much of anything.” 
 
    “Well, isn’t that interesting,” I said flatly. “I would love to come across one.”  
 
    “So you are agreeing to work with me, then?” Mihany asked giddily, as if she had forgotten everything else we’d just discussed.  
 
    “No,” I corrected. “I’m not. And you know that. You know your plan is dead in the water. You can’t raise your sisters without the aid of Ocadia’s necromancers, and they won’t help you because of the magical laws in place. And I won’t let you kill the king to upend those laws. So no, Mihany, you cannot simply force this plan of yours into fruition by attempting to strong-arm me into helping you. That is a fact.”  
 
    Her face grew stormier, and the wind around us began to pick up. I hadn’t noticed it at first in my anger, but what had been nothing more than a light breeze had grown into a strong gust of wind. It made the branches on the trees in the front yard of my estate wobble and bend. The blades of grass whipped around my feet like tiny whips.  
 
    Mihany was beautiful and terrifying in front of me.  
 
    “Silence,” she ordered, but I wasn’t done. 
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “Face it. You have no moves left to make. I’m not going to work with you, nor will anyone else in all of Ocadia. There isn’t anything left that you can do. You’ve reached the bottom of the barrel.” 
 
    “Bite your tongue, world-dweller,” Mihany snapped. In an instant, the almost earnest face she’d worn morphed into one of fury. No longer was she the goddess who was attempting to ask for my help. This was the sky deity consumed by nothing but rage who I’d met before.  
 
    Her pale yellow hair whipped and slashed the air around her in a frightening halo as she rose higher off of the ground. Her hands were braced out at her side, and two small tornadoes were beginning to swirl in her palms.  
 
    But I wasn’t afraid. I did not step back or cower.  
 
    “If you don’t surrender,” I began. “Then I’ll be forced to kill you.”  
 
    Mihany stared me down, but I didn’t break her gaze. I had already won, and we both knew it. She was fucked. There wasn’t a damn thing she could do against me. 
 
    I was also still her last, futile chance of getting what she wanted, and I didn’t think that even she would be stupid enough to throw something like that away.  
 
    “You will regret that, Dex Morgan,” Mihany snapped.  
 
    Then the air around me grew tighter and began to constrict around my chest like a vise, but before I could use any of my own magic against the goddess, she was gone. 
 
    I took a deep, gulping breath and quickly threw the forcefield back up around my estate. 
 
    The wind that had been threatening to topple everything in the area suddenly ceased, and the silence left in its place filled the pit of my stomach with an uneasy peace.  
 
    But my relief only lasted for a minute.  
 
    Outside the forcefield, the winds had picked up even more than before. They battered against the outside of my forcefield like they were trying to break through. The trees around the estate rocked in the grass like their roots might very well yank up from the ground.  
 
    I glanced up and saw dark storm clouds quickly rolling across what had just been a perfectly good day.  
 
    Even from inside my forcefield, I could hear the winds howling in rage.  
 
    Mihany was throwing a goddess-sized temper tantrum.  
 
    “Great,” I sighed and reached up to rub my forehead while I tried to plan my next steps. Clearly, this was not the sort of outcome I had wanted. I had a goddess fully enraged and attempting to destroy everything around my estate like her life depended on it. 
 
    Which in a way, it sort of did. 
 
    I didn’t want to have to kill Mihany. That feat alone could likely cost me my life and all I held dear. But it seemed like reasoning with the goddess had reached a breaking point. She seemed unwilling to back down from the fight, even though it was clear she’d already lost.  
 
    I was going to have to continue onward with the plans I’d formed to take her down. She couldn’t keep behaving this way. Someone was going to get hurt. Fuck, a lot of people were going to get hurt. 
 
    I moved toward the edge of the forcefield and studied the chaotic scene just a few feet away. 
 
    The grass whipped around frantically in the violent whirlwind, and the trees didn’t seem to be handling it any better. The storm clouds overhead blotted out any light from the last of the evening’s sunset and cast Ocadia into a grim sort of darkness.  
 
    I felt the gnawing pit in my stomach widen.  
 
    Shit. A temper tantrum was one thing, but if the storm clouds were any indicator, this wasn’t an isolated thing. Mihany wasn’t simply trying to punish me for refusing to help her, she was punishing all of Ocadia in the process.  
 
    My mind whizzed with thoughts, and I played back the last two conversations I’d had with Mihany.  
 
    She hadn’t shown any indication that she had come up with any sort of new plan. If anything, the goddess had clung tightly to her already failing plan. She turned a blind eye to the truth I presented her and continued to live in the fantasy she’d created in her mind where everything worked out just how she planned it.  
 
    It was insane. 
 
    But… maybe it wasn’t a bad thing.  
 
    With Mihany’s focus entirely aimed at her rage, the goddess wouldn’t have any more time to think about her next steps. 
 
    That was one of the problems with sky deities, wasn’t it? I recalled something that the Water Goddesses’ had told me when I’d approached them with this problem in what felt like a century before. 
 
    Sky deities were hot-headed, and they easily got wrapped up in their own emotions. Mihany was so consumed with her own anger that she was becoming unmoored from her goals. 
 
    It was a weakness, and it was a weakness I could exploit.  
 
    A crack of lightning split across the sky overhead and illuminated the mock-nightfall. The evening was upon us, but even then, this was darker than I’d seen the dead of night.  
 
    Shit.  
 
    I didn’t have to be in the center of the kingdom to know that havoc was undoubtedly beginning to unfold. No one but the people of my estate and my inner circle would know what we were up against or why the sky had suddenly turned dark.  
 
    The realization of what I had to do next hit me like an unpleasant punch to the gut, but it was more an annoyance than a problem.  
 
    I was going to have to go back to the castle.  
 
    Again.  
 
    I was going to have to alert the king and potentially the estates. 
 
    I looked up at the sky like I might find some other option hidden amongst the dark, swirling mass of clouds. 
 
    Instead, I got a powerful clap of thunder and another whip of lightning cracking across the sky before rain began to pour down from the clouds. It battered against the forcefield so hard that it sounded like someone was launching a never-ending volley of arrows.  
 
    Mihany might not have been actively trying to kill me, but she was making my day that much more obnoxious.  
 
    I pushed my hands through my hair with a tired sigh as I glanced at the gory bits of human still splattered on my lawn. Then I reached back to flip the hood of my cloak up over my head, only to realize I had given it to Nara when she took the books inside. 
 
    At least it gave me a few more seconds to delay the inevitable. 
 
    I jogged into the estate and found that the sound of the rain hitting the forcefield was no quieter inside the stone walls.  
 
    But as I made my way to my chambers, I was suddenly struck with the memory of what Mihany had told me about being raised from the shadow plane. She’d told me that it had caused some nasty weather, and Gozis had backed up that claim. 
 
    If this was just the goddess when she was throwing a fit, I couldn’t imagine the sort of chaos the southern kingdoms had faced when they pulled the goddess through the veil. I couldn’t let that happen to Ocadia if she somehow figured out how to revive her sisters. 
 
    The door to my bedchambers was slightly ajar when I arrived. I gave a curious cock of my head before I stepped inside.  
 
    To my surprise, Ephelia was perched on the edge of my bed with Nara on the floor below her. My siren lover was skimming the small, leatherbound book Maggie had given me with an inquisitive look written across her beautiful features.  
 
    Her periwinkle hair fell in loose waves down over her breasts and rested atop Nara’s mess of curls. Her lilypad skirt barely hid her luscious thighs, and if I didn’t have a duty to uphold, I could have found much more pleasant things to do with my time this evening.  
 
    Nara sat on the ground in front of the siren. Her back was pressed against the mattress with Ephy’s pale green legs loosely draped over her shoulders. The witch was bent forward studying the tome I had received from Gozis. 
 
    When the Headmistress of the Witches’ Estate looked up at me, I saw that she was wearing the same absurd goggles she’d worn while investigating the dragon bone staff. They made her green eyes seem gigantic, and I fought a laugh at the sight.  
 
    “Dex!” Ephy chirped when I pushed the door to my chambers closed.  
 
    “I didn’t realize you were here,” I told the siren as I walked over toward the bed to plant a kiss on her pretty lips.  
 
    She beamed up at me. “I haven’t been here long. As soon as I caught wind of the storm, I came as quickly as I could. Nara said it has something to do with the wind goddess?”  
 
    Nara looked up and blinked. The effect was comical with the goggles.  
 
    “Is she still outside?” she asked and pushed the goggles up onto her mess of curls. She gently nudged Ephy back in the process. 
 
    The siren sat up and took the thin leather book with her.  
 
    “No.” I shook my head and glanced around my room to find where Nara might have draped my cloak.  
 
    “On the back of the chair,” Nara said without needing to ask what I was looking for. I was grateful for that, because I didn’t think I could have addressed her directly while she wore those damn goggles, even if they were just perched atop her head. 
 
    I made my way over to snag the garment and wrapped it across my shoulders.  
 
    “I told her what I’d already told her a dozen times: her plans are flawed, and I won’t help her destroy Ocadia.” I fastened the cloak around my neck and adjusted the draping of the fabric. “She rushed off and then started this storm.”  
 
    Ephy looked over toward the window. The faint glowing blue of the forcefield around the estate was the only thing that made it possible to see just how strong the wind was around our border.  
 
     “That is not good,” Ephelia said. “What are you going to do?”  
 
    I sighed. “I need to go speak with the king to tell him what’s happening. The last thing I want is for him to begin to panic. This isn’t nearly as dire of a situation as it might seem, but I know that the citizens of Ocadia, and especially the estates, will need to be placated. But first, I need to look at those stones, the ones you warned me not to touch, Nara.”  
 
    “The stones?” Nara’s brows raised, and she closed the book I’d gotten from Gozis. 
 
    “Mihany mentioned them when we spoke, apparently they can’t be used to defeat her, but I’m not going to take her word for it,” I explained. 
 
    “Ah, they’re in the drawer in your office,” Nara said.  
 
    “Come with me.” I didn’t wait for any sort of confirmation before I turned and started off across the hall to my office. I heard Nara close behind on my heels as I pushed open the door and stepped inside.  
 
    I made my way over to the desk, and just like she’d said, the stones were in the larger of the drawers. I hesitated for a moment before carefully lifting the stones out onto the desktop. 
 
    They seemed to radiate power, but given what Mihany had told me, that made sense. They were apparently imbued with power, and even though Nara had warned me about handling them too much, I needed answers.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Nara asked.  
 
    “I wondered the same thing!” Ephy had followed us and lingered in the doorway of the office. 
 
    “According to Mihany, they hold a small fraction of her power like a flask that can be drunk from. It seems they aren’t anything so well-connected to her as I first suspected.” I closed my hand around one of the stones, and now that I knew what they were, I pushed my magical intention into the stone.  
 
    I wanted to create a gust of wind with my opposite hand.  
 
    Sure enough, seconds later, a gust of wind slowly started to push from my palm and into my office. It was nowhere near as strong as I had seen the assassins use before, and the more I pushed the magic, the weaker and weaker it felt.  
 
    Within less than a minute, the stone felt… empty, like I had drained it of everything inside. All of the magic that I had just felt radiating from its surface was gone, and in its place was just a rock.  
 
    “Whoa,” Ephy breathed. “That’s fascinating.”  
 
    “It is,” I begrudgingly admitted. “But it seems the assassins used up most of the magic they contained.”  
 
    To test my theory, I reached out and ran my hands over all of the other stones as well. None of them seemed magical at all. Aside from the carving that bore the goddess’ sigil, they might as well have been random stones plucked off the street.  
 
    “Which means they won’t be useful in our fight against her,” I sighed and swept all the rocks back into the desk drawer. It had been a long shot, but it didn’t change what I knew I had to do. “But that doesn’t matter.”  
 
    “So you still have a plan?” Ephy asked, and the hope was clear in her tone.  
 
    “Yes, of course,” I said. “But I can’t stay and explain it now. I’ve already spent too much time testing this theory. The sooner I can pass this information along to the king, the better.” 
 
    “Of course,” Nara agreed. “We will obviously help however we can.”  
 
     “Right now, I just need the two of you to keep reading those books,” I explained. “The more information I can get on Jolin Obhain’s defeat of his own shadowy goddess, the better.” 
 
    “We can do that!” Ephelia clapped her hands together eagerly. “The book I’ve been reading is already so interesting on its own!”  
 
    I hesitated for a moment and looked back at Nara. She was still holding the ancient tome. “I was going to ask you if you could read that. It’s in Meliun, or at least that’s what Gozis told me. I can’t read it.”  
 
    “No one really uses it anymore,” Nara confirmed what Gozis had told me. “But some of the characters are familiar. In fact, I think I may recognize them from some of Idali’s carvings on the staff. I have a notebook somewhere that I copied down the symbols. If I can find it, I can cross reference what I’ve found to look for patterns.”  
 
    “Keep at it,” I said. “I’ll be back after I speak with the king.” 
 
    “Be careful,” Ephy warned.  
 
    I smirked. “I’m always careful.”  
 
    “Well, be extra careful,” she giggled.  
 
    “I will,” I promised my lover. I quickly cleared the distance between us to give a kiss to both Ephy and Nara. “I love you both. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”  
 
    “We’ll keep studying,” Nara said with a determined look on her face. But the air of seriousness the witch had vanished as soon as she pushed the goggles back down over her eyes. 
 
    I grinned before I made my way out of my office and then out of the estate.  
 
    Then I flipped my hood up onto my head and braced myself for the barrage of wind and rain, and I stepped out from the forcefield and into the fray. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    As soon as I stepped out from the safety of the forcefield, I felt the wind begin to batter me from all sides.  
 
    “Fuck!” I exclaimed and reached out to brace my hand against one of the nearby trees as I tried to regain my footing.  
 
    This clearly wasn’t any sort of natural storm. The way the wind buffeted was too random to be the cause of the weather alone. Wind came from every direction imaginable with insane amounts of force.  
 
    It made the rain that poured down smack into me from all sides.  
 
    I sucked in a breath through my teeth as I tried to focus on the water coming down. I had no idea if it would work, but literally anything had to be better than the sort of elemental beating I was taking at the hands of Mihany’s fit.  
 
    I felt the power of the Water Goddesses’ flowing through me, and I closed my eyes. I focused on the way the rain pelted the ground around me and tried to imagine the water simply avoiding my body.  
 
    I didn’t want to get hit with the water, and so I wouldn’t. I had learned that my use of water magic was all about intention, and I definitely intended to get to the castle without looking like I’d survived a near drowning attempt. 
 
    To my delight, when I straightened back up from where I’d taken cover by a nearby tree, not a drop of water landed on my skin. It was like I had managed to create my own personal forcefield.  
 
    “Fuck yeah!” It was almost a pity no one was around to see how cool this was. I’d just have to tell Ephy later.  
 
    It took a lot of concentration and channeling, but I started to walk with one of my hands held up above my head. It was as if I was physically holding the water at bay. I could feel the weight of the water as it beat down around my forcefield, and I stifled a grunt. I was in for a workout.  
 
    There wasn’t much I could do about the wind, however, and I gritted my teeth as I fought against the buffeting, competing forces with each step.  
 
    The trees around me swayed, and they didn’t look like the ancient, sturdy trunks I knew they were. Instead, the trees looked more like saplings as they whipped around in the wind. They looked like they were going to snap and break at any moment.  
 
    In all of my years, I had never seen a storm so violent. 
 
    If Mihany managed to raise her sisters, I had a feeling I would be in for a whole lot worse.  
 
    I kept one hand raised above my head and used the other to keep my cloak clutched tightly around my body. Even without the water adding to the misery, the wind still cut through me like a knife.  
 
    The walk back into the center of the kingdom was arduous. While it was never a quick journey, the strain of fighting the weather at each turn made it take what felt like close to an hour. Even with the deep annoyance she was causing me, I had to admit that Mihany was powerful.  
 
    Each step seemed to drag like there were weights tied to my ankles, and by the time I reached the edge of the city’s center, exhaustion clawed at the edges of my mind.  
 
    “The gods!” a peasant woman shrieked as she tried and failed to walk down the street. “The gods have decided to destroy our kingdom! What have we done to deserve their wrath?”  
 
    She wasn’t exactly correct, but she wasn’t wrong, either. I wasn’t going to correct her. 
 
    The peasant woman was barely standing upright. She pressed her weight into one of the less secure tents at the edge of the market, and before I could do anything to help, she and the tent both collapsed into a heap on the ground.  
 
    Then a man who I assumed was her husband stumbled over toward her. When it was clear he wasn’t going to be able to stay on his feet, he dropped onto his knees to crawl.  
 
    The entire market was a disaster zone. Tents and stalls that I’d grown accustomed to seeing lining the cobbled streets were in disarray. Fruits and vegetables flew through the air with each new gust of wind like they were birds. The rain that poured down unrelentingly from above filled the gaps in the cobblestones until the pathways were practically rivers. The panic that filled the market reminded me of the sort of terror that had gripped Ocadia when Ignis had launched his attack on the kingdom.  
 
    That was not a situation I wanted to repeat.  
 
    My footsteps left strange, waterless marks on the cobblestone streets that rapidly filled with rain as I moved along. I doubted anyone would notice the strangeness of it, but it wasn’t a risk I was willing to take. 
 
    I sighed and dropped my hand down. My makeshift shield against the water vanished, and within seconds, I was drenched to the bone through my cloak. 
 
    I kept my head down as I struggled against the wind, but the chaos in the market square was like a creature all of its own, and I could feel the panic and tension of the citizens of Ocadia growing with each second.  
 
    The sooner I could get to the king, the better.  
 
    It was still a little strange, though, to see everyone in such a panic when I knew what was happening and why. 
 
    I was one of the only people in the entire kingdom who had an inkling as to the true nature of the disaster that had befallen Ocadia. The thought filled me with a strange sort of pride, because I was the only person who could end the chaos, too.  
 
    The rapidly moving clouds overhead were flecked with unexplainable specks of darkness. I strained my eyes to study the clouds and quickly realized that they weren’t specks. They were flocks of birds battling against the winds.  
 
    I was sure Nara would love that. 
 
    The castle was still standing by the time I made it onto the royal grounds. I hadn’t expected anything less, but then again, I hadn’t expected Mihany to throw a goddess-sized temper tantrum, either. Apparently not even ancient sky deities were above acting like spoiled children when they didn’t get their way.  
 
    Despite the weather, a handful of guards still stood outside the castle. I was impressed they were even on their feet until I got a little closer. 
 
    To the untrained eye, it would have been damn near imperceptible, but I saw the faint, shimmering glow of some sort of spell at each of the guards’ feet. I was reminded of one of the potions that Nara had lobbed at Mihany during our fight in Cinis’ palace. 
 
    It had kept the chaotic goddess trapped in place and unable to move.  
 
    I had a feeling I was looking at some of my lover’s handiwork, and I suppressed a chuckle. She must have left some of her potions in the care of her coven in case of an emergency. I had no idea what sort of emergency the Headmistress of the Witches’ Estate could have been anticipating when she left that particular concoction, but apparently it was needed.  
 
    “Master Morgan,” one of the guards greeted me, and he practically had to scream to be heard over the wind. He looked miserable, and his metal armor made him seem like the perfect target for a lightning strike. 
 
    I made sure not to stand too close to him. 
 
    He swayed back and forth in the buffeting winds like a sapling in a storm. 
 
    “I’m here to speak with the king,” I shouted back. 
 
    The guard bobbed his head. “I don’t know what a weapons master could do to fix this, but I’ll take anything.”  
 
    Once again, the fake position the king had given me was coming in handy. I nodded my thanks and stumbled my way up toward the heavy, wooden castle doors.  
 
    The relief I felt when I stepped inside the foyer of the castle was immeasurable.  
 
    Suddenly, there was no wind battering at me and no rain pouring down. I exhaled a deep sigh of relief and pushed my damp cloak from my head. It didn’t do much, considering I was soaked all the way through, but at least I no longer felt like I was going to drown.  
 
    “Master Morgan,” another guard greeted me. There was confusion clear in his tone, but like the guards outside, he seemed just as desperate for this mess to end.  
 
    “Hello,” I greeted and cleared my throat. “Can you fetch the king for me?”  
 
    I reached up to push my icy-white hair back. It was soaked and plastered to my skull like a second skin.  
 
    “Yes, of course,” the guard said.  
 
    “Tell him I will be waiting in his meeting chambers,” I added.  
 
    The guard gave me an awkward salute before he sprinted off down the hall. His armor clanged with each step he took.  
 
    I waited until I was alone before glancing around the foyer of the castle. There weren’t any guards readily apparent in the darkness of the expansive chambers, but I didn’t want to risk a show of my powers until I knew for certain I was alone.  
 
    I sighed and resigned myself to being wet for just a little while longer as I quickly and easily navigated the castle. Then I stepped into the king’s meeting chambers and cast a look about the room. Once again, I didn’t see any guards, nor did I see the king himself.  
 
    After I closed the door, I focused on the rain that drenched me.  
 
    It was much easier to focus on that than it had been to focus on the rain as it poured down from the sky. I used my water powers to suck all of the moisture from my hair and clothes until I stood completely dry in the chambers with a large orb of water swirling in my hand.  
 
    I quickly looked around the office. I needed to get rid of the water before the king appeared and began asking questions, and I was grateful to see a potted plant in the corner of the room. It looked like it needed a drink anyway.  
 
    Soft, shuffling footsteps echoed from the hall, and I quickly launched the ball of water across the room and into the large vase.  
 
    I turned just in time for the office doors to open.  
 
    The king of Ocadia stood in front of me in a long, pale blue dressing gown with a stocking cap on his graying red hair. I swallowed back a chuckle at his appearance. 
 
    “What is going on, Master Morgan?” the king asked abruptly.  
 
    If he had been asleep, he clearly hadn’t been asleep for long. His eyes were alight with concern, and he walked into the room like a man much younger than his seventy-something years.  
 
    But his face was drawn and looked oddly gaunt. The worry for his kingdom was already beginning to take a toll, and I could only imagine how much worse it would have gotten if I had taken any longer making it to the castle.  
 
    “The wind goddess,” I began. “She is… throwing a fit.”  
 
    The king stared at me as if I had grown a second head. “Throwing a fit.”  
 
    He hadn’t asked it like a question. 
 
    “I think it may be easier if you have a seat, your majesty,” I said and gestured toward the opulent seat behind the gilded desk. 
 
    The king sighed, but he didn’t argue my point as he shuffled into the room. He lowered himself down into the chair with a wheezing breath before he looked up at me. His eyes were bright and engaged, despite the tiredness he wore on his face.  
 
    “You mean to tell me that the wind goddess who tried to kill me is throwing a fit like some sort of child?” he asked.  
 
    “In a word, yes,” I admitted. “Her tantrum is no longer simply relegated to the area surrounding the castle or my estate.” 
 
    The king blanched. “Do you mean to say this isn’t just happening here? This is happening all over my kingdom?”  
 
    His knuckles grew white as they tightened around the arms of his chair. The king looked at the window, and I could practically see every emotion he felt as they played through his mind. It was quite a bit to try to come to terms with in only a few seconds, but he seemed to be trying.  
 
    He looked back at me with a hard set to his jaw. “What do you intend to do about this? What can we do about this? I thought you had her under control?”  
 
    I looked away just as one of Maggie’s beloved trees was uprooted from the castle gardens. My heart panged inside my chest, but there was nothing I could do now. I would plant her a thousand more trees to make up for the loss. 
 
    “Everything will be fine,” I assured the king. “This is good.”  
 
    “Good?” The king shot up from his seat, and I was once again reminded that despite his age and the stress he wore, the king was far from kicking the bucket just yet. “A vengeful goddess is trying to tear my kingdom apart! She’s destroying the entire city, and you mean to tell me this is good?” 
 
    “Yes.” My calm didn’t waver. “I have it all under control. The goddess is exactly where I want her. But it’s crucial that the populous of Ocadia does not take this behavior lying down.”  
 
    “What are you trying to say?” the king asked.  
 
    “I think it’s of the utmost importance that you call an assembly in the morning,” I explained. “And inform the estates and the magic users of what’s going on. The more people are kept in the dark, the more they will begin to panic, and the worse the situation will get. It is crucial that things stay calm. The goddess will just thrive off the chaos if you let the kingdom succumb to it. She wants that chaos, your majesty. But Ocadia is more than strong enough to stand against her.”  
 
    The king seemed to mull over my words.  
 
    Mihany had told me herself that Ocadia was a strange sort of singularity. There wasn’t another kingdom in the world that had this level of magic users all under one banner. The estates might bicker from time to time, but when it came to defending our home, I knew the estates would step up to the challenge. 
 
    I told the king as much. “Ocadia is the most magically powerful kingdom in the world. The combined force of all of the estates working to stop the goddess will be more than enough to keep the kingdom from falling. You just have to inform the people of what is happening so they can form a plan.”  
 
    “You make a good point,” the king agreed as he stroked his face. “I remember the response to Ignis’ attack on Ocadia. Magic users seemed to come out of the woodwork to try and defeat him.”  
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “The more informed people are, the smarter the decisions they can make. The last thing Ocadia needs right now is a group of the most powerful magic users in the world to act out in fear and confusion.” 
 
    “You’re right, Master Morgan,” the king finally said. “I will call an assembly at the first light of morning. I will send out heralds to brave the storms and rally the estates here so they can be brought up to speed on what is happening within the kingdom.” 
 
    “A wise decision,” I said, as if it hadn’t been my idea. 
 
    “I would hate to send you back out into the storms tonight, Master Morgan,” the king said. “I can offer you accommodation here at the castle. A room fit for royalty.”  
 
    The idea of braving the weather outside once again was a less than pleasant one, but I was struck with the notion of Maggie finding her way into my assigned chambers for the night.  
 
    As much as I would have loved to sleep with the duchess again, the idea of having a romp with the heiress to the throne in such close proximity to the king set me too far on edge. 
 
    I swallowed. 
 
    “No thank you, your majesty,” I said. “I need to get back to my estate. I need to make sure that our defenses are secure against the goddess’ attacks and that my people know what is happening.”  
 
    This seemed to nullify any response the king might have had, and he nodded. 
 
    “That is both noble and foolish at once,” the king chuckled. “But I understand what must be done. Please be careful on your way back to your estate, Master Morgan.”  
 
    I gave the king a polite nod. “Thank you. I will see you in the morning for the assembly.”  
 
    The king said nothing else. Instead, he stroked his face and seemed to lose himself in thought. It was only a matter of time before he sent out his heralds and word of the morning assembly spread across the kingdom.  
 
    I navigated my way out of the castle and braced myself for the onslaught of the elements as I stepped back outside. 
 
    The wind hadn’t died down at all in the time I’d spent in the castle. It battered into me like it held some sort of personal grudge against me. 
 
    Which, well, I supposed that it did given my history with Mihany. It was strange to think that my refusal to help her had led to all of this.  
 
    I hissed out a breath through my teeth, but I kept my balance and took slow steps away from the castle grounds.  
 
    Mihany was becoming more and more of a pain in my ass with each passing second, but I knew what I needed to do.  
 
    While the rest of the estates were scratching their heads to come up with a way to overpower the goddess, I would use her rather intense distraction to my advantage.  
 
    So long as she was throwing a fit and fighting off all of the magic users in Ocadia, she wouldn’t be able to do anything else to further her plans of raising her sisters for potentially world-ending destruction.  
 
    This left me with one clear course of action to take: I’d have to destroy her sisters before she could refocus and reformulate a plan. She had said herself that Ocadia was a singularity, but I doubted she wouldn’t try to find other magic users to help her in the other kingdoms. It wasn’t as if we had the only magic users in the world.  
 
    We simply had the best ones. 
 
    And I had a feeling Mihany could do some serious damage, even if she only had access to the worst magic users.  
 
    So I would have to destroy her sisters.  
 
    Elis was a crucial component to that portion of my plan. The young conjurer mage was able to pull spirits over from the veil. With some sort of training and focus, I wanted to see if he would be able to pull Mihany’s sisters over to our side.  
 
    I might have been a mage, but I wasn’t a conjurer. That would require a separate set of expertise, and I made note to reach out to the Conjurers’ Estate about the situation. I was sure they would be fascinated by someone with Elis’ capabilities, and the boy needed more training before I would be confident he could handle the task I needed him to enact. The last thing I wanted to do would be to put him in any sort of harm’s way. 
 
    When Master Abbot had trained me, he was careful to never push me to the point of harming myself, and I would do the same for Elis. The young boy trusted me, and I would never do anything to break that trust.  
 
    But I had to channel every possible resource I had for this. 
 
    I didn’t want to have to fight Mihany herself, but I had a sinking feeling that if I tried to destroy her sisters, that was going to be exactly what was going to happen. Which meant that destroying the two other wind goddesses first was my top priority. 
 
    It would be much easier to handle Mihany on her own, as opposed to Mihany paired with two formed shadow selves. I couldn’t even imagine the sort of nightmare that would be.  
 
    It had taken me and all three of my women to even injure her the last time we had fought, and while we had done it, it hadn’t been easy. I didn’t want to imagine what she would look like if she was buffed with her two sisters.  
 
    I didn’t know much about the other two Wayward Wind Goddesses, and I decided that I would have to do some research into the two of them as well. I didn’t know how much of their powers their shadow selves would retain, but based on the fight I had with one of the lesser shadows Elis managed to conjure, I had a feeling I would be in for a bad time.  
 
    I continued to walk against the strength of the buffeting winds. I didn’t even bother to repel the water this time. It took too much of my concentration when I needed to focus on the other things at hand, so I could handle getting a bit damp.  
 
    The rain’s temperature fluctuated rapidly between freezing and nearly scalding. I’d never felt rain that hot before, and if I hadn’t already known this wasn’t a naturally occurring storm, that would have clued me in. The downpour left me feeling simultaneously boiled and frozen. My teeth chattered one second, but the next I was desperate for the cold to return.  
 
    I didn’t have to wonder how the rest of the citizens of Ocadia were handling this onslaught of magical weather.  
 
    I just prayed that the king’s heralds did their job and spread the news quickly before some powerful magic user managed to make the entire situation that much worse.  
 
    By the time I made it back to the edge of my estate, I felt as if I had walked through a hurricane. The strength of the rain left my back feeling bruised, and what the rain hadn’t injured, I was sure the winds had taken care of it.  
 
    I’d survived much worse, but that didn’t make it feel pleasant.  
 
    I stepped into the safety of the Assassins’ Estate forcefield and let out an audible sigh of relief. I took a moment to shake the water from my clothes like a wet dog.  
 
    Unlike a wet dog, however, all of the water flew off me at once and left me perfectly dry, albeit still irritated.  
 
    I could tolerate being irritated.  
 
    My body ached as I made my way inside the estate. I was overwhelmed with the desire to crawl into bed in the most dramatic fashion imaginable, but I didn’t want to risk waking Nara or Ephy. 
 
    Instead, I crept quietly into my bedchambers and hung my cloak along the back of the chair I’d fetched it from earlier.  
 
    Not even a floorboard creaked under my feet.  
 
    There was a soft stirring sound from the mattress, and I tensed. I knew for a fact that I’d been quiet.  
 
    Then I heard a soft yawn and squinted in the near perfect darkness to see Ephy sitting up. Her periwinkle hair was tousled with sleep, and she rubbed at her eyes with the backs of her delicate hands.  
 
    “What are you doing awake?” I whispered. 
 
    She glanced over at Nara, who was sleeping like the dead. “I don’t think we need to whisper.”  
 
    She giggled after she spoke and unfurled herself from the bed. My siren lover walked toward me and nestled her head against my chest.  
 
    “I was worried,” she explained. “I wanted to stay up until you arrived to make sure that you were okay.”  
 
    I stroked my hand through her hair. “I’m alright. Just some bruises from the rain.” 
 
    “The rain?” She sounded surprised. “How much rain does it take to leave bruises?”  
 
    I gave a wry laugh. “Mihany’s putting on one hell of a show.” 
 
    Ephy’s frown deepened. She grabbed my hand and began to gingerly pull me over toward the edge of the bed.  
 
    “Where are you hurt?” she asked and planted her hands on her hips.  
 
    I wasn’t sure if she was attempting to go for an authoritative look, but I found it adorable.  
 
    I swallowed a wince as I peeled my tunic off my aching body. Then I maneuvered on the edge of the bed so Ephy could see my bruise-speckled back and torso in full.  
 
    She hissed out a low breath, and her dainty hands raised to cover her mouth.  
 
    “Dex, you should have let us go with you,” she murmured once her composure returned. Worry was written all over her face, and for a moment, I felt a pang of guilt that I had managed to make her so concerned. It passed quickly however, because I would never needlessly risk any of the women I loved getting hurt.  
 
    “Then you would have gotten hurt, too,” I pointed out. “I’m alright, like I said. It’s just some bruising. It’ll practically be gone by morning.”  
 
    “You’re too brave,” Ephy teased lightly.  
 
    She reached out one of her slim hands and gently dragged her fingers over my sore back.  
 
    The pain I felt suddenly began to vanish, and it took me a moment to realize Ephy wasn’t just being nurturing, she was actually healing me.  
 
    I’d only seen her heal someone once before. 
 
    When we had been attacked in Cinis’ palace, Ephy had healed one of the foot soldiers who had come to tell us about Mihany’s attack. It had been one of the most magical things I had ever seen, and the foot soldier had sworn his loyalty to Ephelia for as long as he might live in gratitude. I couldn’t blame the fire being. My lover had brought him back from the edge of death with only a touch. 
 
    I hadn’t imagined that the healing would feel so soothing. It reminded me of a gentle massage, and my muscles began to relax as the pain subsided. 
 
    My eyes fluttered closed of their own volition as my siren lover stroked her hands over my body until all of the bruising had disappeared. When I finally pulled my eyes back open to look at her beautiful face, I felt like a new man. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said.  
 
    “Of course,” Ephelia said and leaned in for a kiss. “Now, you need to get some rest. It’s been a very long day.” 
 
    I couldn’t argue with that. I quickly stood and shed the rest of my clothing before crawling into bed.  
 
    Then I nestled myself next to Nara, who was somehow taking up nearly all of the space on the mattress. For someone so small, she had the stunning ability to take up more space than seemed possible. I gave the witch a small push so that I could actually climb into my own damned bed.  
 
    Ephy crawled in after me and curled up against my chest. Her periwinkle locks tickled my nose, and her arm draped over my waist.  
 
    I held her close to my chest and pressed a kiss to the crown of her head.  
 
    “Thank you again for healing me,” I murmured into her hair. “Sleeping would have been much more painful without it.”  
 
    “I will always be here to heal you,” she promised. “Now sleep. Before Nara wakes up. We both know how fussy she would be.”  
 
    I chuckled and gave her another kiss before I closed my eyes. 
 
    I drifted off to sleep between two of the women I loved more than anything else in the world as I pushed thoughts of Mihany out of my mind. I could deal with the goddess in the morning.  
 
    A shift in the bed was what finally woke me.  
 
    I blinked and slowly took in the light that filtered into the window in my bedchambers. Or rather, the lack of light.  
 
    Even from the bed, I could still see that the sky was nearly pitch black with roiling clouds. It looked like the storm was still in full swing. 
 
    A part of me had hoped that Mihany would have given up on her tantrum, at least a little, so the walk back into town wouldn’t be as annoying as it had been the night before. But of course, that wasn’t going to be the case. 
 
    The bed shifted again. 
 
    I suppressed a yawn and looked over to see Nara staring at me intently. She was perched on her knees and practically hovered over me. 
 
    Her green eyes were vibrant, even as they narrowed into slits.  
 
    “You didn’t tell me there was going to be an assembly,” she said.  
 
    I rubbed my eyes. “You were asleep when I got back.”  
 
    She folded her arms over her chest with a disgruntled huff, but instead of proving some sort of point, it simply pushed her magnificent breasts together in a mouthwatering display.  
 
    “You could have woken me,” she said with another prim little sniff. “I feel like I had a right to know.” 
 
    “You clearly know now,” I reminded her. I pushed myself up to a seated position and was relieved to find that I hadn’t dreamed of Ephy healing my bruises. She really had soothed all of my injuries. Then I glanced around my bedchambers. “Where did Ephy go?”  
 
    “Lilypad went to speak with the Water Goddesses,” the witch said. “She told me to tell you that she would be back soon. With everything that’s going on, I think she wanted to relay information.”  
 
    I nodded. It made sense that Ephy would want to tell her goddesses about the issues Mihany was causing. I might have been the siren’s life force now, but she still held a loyalty to her goddesses that I understood. Perhaps they would even have more advice as to how to handle this situation that I could use. 
 
    “Are you going to be at the assembly?” Nara asked. “If you don’t go, then I don’t think it’s important that I go, either.”  
 
    I realized she had been staring at me this entire time, and I fought a laugh.  
 
    “You just don’t want to go outside in the storm,” I accused the Headmistress of the Witches’ Estate with a knowing grin. 
 
    Nara huffed and turned her perky nose up at the suggestion, which was exactly how I knew I’d hit the nail on the head.  
 
    “You’re a witch, Nara, I’m sure there’s something you or someone in your coven can do to fight the elements.” I paused as my confusion took over. “Hold on, how do you even know about the assembly?” 
 
    I didn’t think the king would have bothered sending a herald to my estate, considering I was the one who told him to have the assembly to begin with.  
 
    “Cialina sent a bird,” Nara explained, which didn’t really explain anything at all. 
 
    “A bird,” I repeated as I slowly pulled myself from the bed and started to locate a pair of clean trousers to wear. Maybe I had simply heard her wrong.  
 
    “Yes, it’s a new system we’ve been trying to work out.” I could feel the witch’s eyes roaming over my bare body like they left a physical mark. “An easier way of sending messages back and forth without a herald.”  
 
    “You’re using birds to courier messages?” I looked over my shoulder at Nara, who looked awfully pleased with herself. I couldn’t tell if it was because she was smug about her new message delivering system or because she was eyeing my dick.  
 
    To be honest, it could have been either thing.  
 
    I also had a niggling feeling that Nara might have been trying to one-up Mihany with her use of birds. There had been a bit of an… incident involving Nara and an angry flock of birds at Mihany’s hands, and Nara had long since held onto the grudge. Even with her newfound sense of strange camaraderie with the goddess it hadn’t knocked the reminder of the grudge out of her system.  
 
    I debated telling her about the flocks of birds I had seen overhead near the castle, but decided against it. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “It is far from a foolproof system, but I am not a fool. The bird wasn’t happy with me when it arrived. I don’t think it appreciated the storm. It pecked one of the assassins.” 
 
    I fought a laugh. “Nara!”  
 
    “It was the big one,” she said, which did not narrow anything down. “With the face.”  
 
    I held a pair of trousers as I turned to look at the witch. She met my gaze blankly, as if she was making complete sense. She still sat perched on the bed as her eyes bored into me.  
 
    I pulled my trousers on as I recapped. “A member of your coven sent a bird here in what will probably go down in Ocadia’s history as a legendary storm to inform you of an assembly today, because you have suddenly decided to use birds as a courier system for no particular reason. And when the pissed off bird arrived, it bit one of my assassins. The big one. With the face.”  
 
    “Yes,” Nara said. “I just explained all of that to you. Besides, what animal should I use other than a bird? A tortoise? That would hardly get a message across in time.”  
 
    I loved the witch dearly, but sometimes she was so obtuse without even realizing it. It was honestly one of the things I loved about her, even if it made having conversations a little less than fruitful when she was in a huff.  
 
    “Next time, please don’t let a bird bite an assassin,” I scolded. “Not even a big one with a face.”  
 
    “You are no fun, Dex.” The tiny witch sighed dramatically and threw herself back onto my sheets. “And you never answered my question. Are you going to be at the assembly?”  
 
    I pulled on one of my tunics. “I’m not sure. There is quite a lot that I have to do, and I already know what the king is going to say. I told him last night.”  
 
    “You know, it’s rather sexy that you can tell the king what to do,” she said with a sultry grin. She leaned forward from her perch on the bed, and her breasts threatened to fall out of the flimsy little thing she’d slept in.  
 
    “Nara,” I warned. “If we start this now, we will both miss the assembly.”  
 
    “So you are going,” she said. She did not, however, move from her position.  
 
    This woman was going to destroy my will power.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter if I’m going,” I teased. “Because you are. You’re the Headmistress of the Witches’ Estate. It would be in poor form if you didn’t show up. You’ve worked so hard to gain the king’s favor again.”  
 
    She sighed once again. “I know, I know. But you can’t blame me for trying. I do think I find Mihany’s antics amusing, but I could do without the weather. It’s bad for my hair.” 
 
    Out of love, and a bit of self-preservation, I decided not to point out that it looked like the bird Nara had received from her coven had taken up residence in her dark, messy curls.  
 
    “What would you have preferred instead?” I asked and grabbed my weapons belt from the floor. “More birds?” 
 
    Nara’s eyes somehow managed to narrow even further. “Dex.”  
 
    “You will be fine,” I promised her. “Now go, before you’re late.” 
 
    She stuck her tongue out at me, but she rolled out of bed and began to dress in whatever eclectic outfit she’d strewn across my floor. It involved layering lots of very short pieces of fabric with very thin tights and very tall boots.  
 
    No one could say that Nara didn’t like to make a scene wherever she went. 
 
    Once she was dressed, my witch lover clomped over to me in her platform boots to press a kiss to my lips.  
 
    “I will see you at the assembly?” she asked once she pulled away.  
 
    “I’ll see you,” I teased. “But you won’t see me.”  
 
    She scrunched her nose and gave my chest a nudge. “You’re insufferable.”  
 
    “And you love me,” I reminded her as she started toward the door. “And take your fucking bird with you!”  
 
    She disappeared out the door, but her voice carried down the hall. “No! He lives here now. I think he’s made friends. His name is Chainmail.”  
 
    I waited until I was sure she was out of earshot to laugh. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    The wind was somehow worse than it had been the night before.  
 
    When I stepped out of the estate’s forcefield, I was nearly swept off my feet from the strength of the gust. The wind felt heavy with magic, which did not make the fact that it was strong enough to nearly knock me off of my feet any more reassuring. 
 
    The Goddess of the Prevailing Winds was clearly living up to her title, because she didn’t seem like she was going to stop anytime soon.  
 
    I kept my head tucked low to my chest and widened my stance as I walked. I felt as if I had gotten the hang of the way I had to carry myself to keep my balance far quicker than everyone else in Ocadia. 
 
    It was a suspicion that was only confirmed as I neared the castle.  
 
    The city market was in worse shape than before. Almost all of the small buildings and stalls had been knocked from their set positions, and debris filled the streets.  
 
    A small wind dervish whirled in the center of my cobbled path, and small glass bottles and vials flew in dangerously close proximity to one another. One of the bottles had already broken, and a thick red mist mixed with the wind. 
 
    It looked like a miniature tornado streaked with blood.  
 
    That seemed like a bad fucking omen if I had ever seen one.  
 
    I pulled my cloak higher over my head. The last time I had seen the streets so crowded was before the assembly to deal with Ignis. It was strange how similar yet how wildly different the two situations were. And somehow, I was trapped at the center of them both.  
 
    There was a pack of druids all moving together in an attempt to guard themselves against the wind. Their light beige robes fluttered violently in the wind, and it looked like they were simply seconds away from losing their outfits entirely.  
 
    I felt a pang of sympathy for the group. The last time I had needed to sneak into an assembly, I’d simply borrowed one of the druids’ robes and his form to do so, which meant that I knew firsthand how insubstantial those outfits were.  
 
    Following on the heels of the druids was a group of warlocks. Their robes were a stormy gray that seemed quite at home in the torrential downpour still battering Ocadia.  
 
    I strained my eyes to see through the rain as I dodged citizens being blown off their feet by the wind, and various bits of wood ripped from stalls as it flew through the air.  
 
    It was a miracle someone hadn’t gotten hurt yet in the chaos. 
 
    I could barely hear myself think over the roar of the wind. When I paired that with the near constant shouting that was required to pass along any information in this storm, the city square was a cacophonous mess. 
 
    I scanned the crowd to find the best target to mirror when I felt someone barrel into my side.  
 
    The force of the shove pushed a gasp of air from my lungs, and I reached out to steady myself and whoever had just flown into me.  
 
    “Are you alright?” I asked, but the words nearly died on my lips. 
 
    The woman that stared back at me had eyes that looked like stained glass and a deep, chocolate-brown braid curling over her shoulder. Even while soaked with rain, she was beautiful.  
 
    It was Mirabelle, Ezralore’s many-times great-granddaughter. She was dressed in the earthy green robes of an earth elementalist, and I realized she was probably on her way to the assembly.  
 
    I wondered if her great-grandfather was as well, or if he was simply choosing to stay out of this mess.  
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Mirabelle said in her soft northern accent. “I’m fine, just… Are you alright?” 
 
    I was momentarily taken aback by the kindness in her tone. She had been so sharp with me before. But I quickly remembered that she hadn’t seen my real face before. She had no reason to think I was the same man who had insisted upon a meeting with her great-grandfather.  
 
    I offered her a smile. “It’s no problem. This weather is something.” 
 
    “I hope that’s what this assembly is about,” she agreed. “There’s something… strange about this wind.”  
 
    I gave her another smile and realized I was still holding her arm. I released it and took a small step back just in time for another woman in a green elementalist’s robe to come rushing over.  
 
    “There you are, Mirabelle,” she exclaimed. “I was worried you’d gotten blown away.”  
 
    I began to melt back into the crowd that rushed around us.  
 
    “No, I’m alright, this man caught me…” Mirabelle’s words trailed off, and I knew without glancing back in her direction that she was looking for me.  
 
    I couldn’t make out the rest of her conversion with the other elementalist, but it didn’t really matter. I still needed to find someone to mirror to get into the assembly. 
 
    I could always go as myself, but with every magic user in Ocadia crawling out of the woodwork, that felt like the sort of thing that would bring more questions to my door than I wanted. 
 
    Besides, I had told Nara that I would see her, but she wouldn’t see me.  
 
    There were plenty of options to choose from, but unlike last time, I doubted I would simply be able to deposit a body in Xerzor’s stall. I didn’t even know if the alchemist’s stall was still standing in this wind. 
 
    But the thought did give me an idea. 
 
    The crowd was all rushing toward the castle grounds like some sort of stampede or a wave. Even with the wind blowing in every direction at once, it was difficult to fight against the flow of the crowd. 
 
    I tucked my head down and tightened my cloak as I started to push through the crowd in the opposite direction toward where Xerzor’s stall usually stood. 
 
    The ancient alchemist was an old friend of mine, and he had been the one to tell me what I needed to know about Idali. He was always willing to lend me a hand, and I hoped he would be alright with my… less than conventional request.  
 
    That was, if I could even find him.  
 
    How many damn men in Ocadia were nearly a thousand with long beards? 
 
    The answer, I was quickly learning as I shoved through the crowd, was too damn many. 
 
    I had the strangest memory of trying to swim upstream in a river as a small child. That’s what trying to navigate this disastrous crowd felt like. Each step I took against the swell and push of the crowd and the battering of the wind felt like a battle.  
 
    But finally, I managed to break from the throng of people and stumble unevenly onto my feet in front of Xerzor’s stall. 
 
    I was shocked to see that the wooden hut was still standing, but then again, I figured anyone savvy enough to survive for a millennia was smart enough to reinforce his market stall.  
 
    I just prayed that the alchemist hadn’t made his way out into the crowd yet.  
 
    I pushed against the wind so hard that I felt like I was going horizontal in the air, but I grabbed the small wooden rail outside the stall for balance and managed to pull myself to the door.  
 
    “Xerzor!” I shouted. “Xerzor, are you in there!”  
 
    I used my free hand to slam on the door. I wasn’t sure if the old alchemist would even hear me over the sound of the rain and the wind battering his roof. 
 
    My throat felt raw and wind-whipped from having to project my voice so loudly to be heard. 
 
    Thankfully, before I had to shout again, the door swung open.  
 
    “Dex!” Xerzor exclaimed. He grabbed my arm, and with one swift yank, the old man pulled me inside his cozy little stall and slammed the door shut.  
 
    With a start, I realized that inside the stall, I couldn’t hear the wind or the rain. In fact, I couldn’t hear anything but the crackling of the small fire and whatever was bubbling in the cauldron in the corner.  
 
    “Whoa,” I said and glanced around like I might be able to see the enchantments that made this stall livable during the disaster outside.  
 
    “I don’t think I have ever been more pleased that I splurged on special enchantments,” Xerzor said as if he had read my mind.  
 
    “I’ll say,” I agreed. “I’m sorry to barge in like this, but I have a favor to ask.” 
 
    “Is it about another body?” Xerzor deadpanned, and I laughed. 
 
    “Will I ever live that down?” I joked.  
 
    The alchemist chuckled. “As soon as it stops becoming a viable reason you arrive at my door, Master Morgan. What is it I can do for you?” 
 
    “I need to borrow your face.” I didn’t bother beating around the bush. 
 
    The alchemist blinked.  
 
    “Well, that was certainly not what I was expecting,” he admitted and hobbled over toward his cauldron. He used the long wooden ladle to stir whatever he had boiling, and a soft, musky scent filled the room as he used the ladle to pour himself a cup of the contents.  
 
    “For the assembly,” I added.  
 
    “Ah,” the alchemist said. He sipped whatever was in his cup, and his nose wrinkled. “That does make a bit more sense, then. I suppose showing your face at a meeting for magic users might make people a tad suspicious.”  
 
    “Exactly.” I was glad that my old friend was on the exact same page as I was. “And things are a little too… chaotic for me to swap places with someone at the moment.” 
 
    “Unless that someone is aware of the swap,” Xerzor said.  
 
    “Someone like you,” I confirmed. 
 
    “Someone like me, who is more than content to not leave my comfortable little stall in this storm.” He took another sip of his clearly unappetizing drink, to my entire confusion.  
 
    “And if I go in your place, you don’t have to leave your comfortable stall,” I promised.  
 
    “This sounds like the perfect swap to me,” Xerzor agreed. “I’m sure I have a spare robe around here that I could lend you. Black is really not my color.” 
 
    As if to accentuate his point, he gave a sweeping gesture with the wide, cream-colored bell sleeve of his robe.  
 
    I was more impressed that he managed to do that without spilling his drink onto himself.  
 
    I watched as Xerzor swept through his tiny stall and threw open a cabinet. I had expected to see vials of strange substances and potions inside, but instead it looked like it was just a normal wardrobe. 
 
    There were numerous identical creamy-white robes hanging from the rack, and the alchemist tugged one off with a flourish before passing it my way.  
 
    “Thank you.” I accepted the robe from his waiting hand and quickly swapped it out for my black cloak. The material seemed to swamp me while also being a little too tight across the shoulders. 
 
    I had never considered before that a robe could be ill-fitting.  
 
    “Hm,” Xerzor said before he finished his drink with a grimace. “I think black suits you better.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Well, it’s a good thing I’m not going to look like me.”  
 
    “Yes, indeed.” Xerzor pushed one of his large sleeves up and reached his hand out toward me. His bushy eyebrows raised.  
 
    Without another word, I reached out and touched the alchemist’s wrist.  
 
    Then the power of my mirror magic worked through my body. It felt like a sort of strange tingling sensation under my skin as my body changed around me. It wasn’t painful, but it was… unusual.  
 
    As a child, the feeling had always reminded me of how difficult it became to breathe when someone pointed out that humans needed to breathe to survive. It took constant focus to maintain my own body when I made contact with anyone.  
 
    Now, however, the power was second nature. 
 
    I eased out of my body and face and into Xerzor’s in the blink of an eye. 
 
    The alchemist’s eyes were wide, and he tilted his head to the side like I was something he wanted desperately to study under a microscope.  
 
    “That is startling,” he announced and set down his empty cup.  
 
    He stared at me, and I leveled his gaze.  
 
    “Mirror magic,” I said simply. 
 
    “Mirror magic, indeed.” The alchemist raised his hand up in the air, as if he expected my hand to raise as well. Then he dropped his hand back down at his side and began to stroke his beard. “You are a very interesting man, Dex Morgan. I will keep your cloak here for you whenever you return. Once this mess is dealt with, this wind nonsense, I would like to talk about Idali. Things are much more pleasant with that monster out of the way.”  
 
    I chuckled. “Of course. And thank you again, Xerzor. This is a great help.” 
 
    The alchemist brushed off my thanks as if it was nothing.  
 
    “What else are friends for?” he asked. “Now go, you don’t want to make me late to the assembly. It would be poor form.”  
 
    I snorted, but the old man had a point. I flipped the hood of my borrowed cream-colored robes up over my head and stepped back out into the tumultuous weather.  
 
    The crowd I had so desperately fought against to get to Xerzor’s stall in the first place had shifted closer to the castle. I was glad to see that the wild storm had delayed the start time of the assembly based off the sheer fact that no one could get into the fucking castle.  
 
    I had a feeling the strength of the wind around the castle wasn’t accidental. Sure, Mihany might not have been trying to kill the king with her fit, but I wouldn’t put it past the petty goddess to spitefully center her wind at the king’s doorstep.  
 
    I was easily absorbed back into the crowd of magic users as everyone strained against the wind as one. 
 
    Being in Xerzor’s body felt strange. I’d been in the bodies of the elderly before, but there was something decidedly different about borrowing the body of a man who had lived to see a thousand years.  
 
    I was stunningly aware of each and every bone in my body and how they seemingly cracked when I moved. It was a miracle that Xerzor was as sprightly as he was.  
 
    The horde of magic users circling the castle practically undulated like some sort of living, breathing organism instead of a writhing mass of people all trying to force their way into one door.  
 
    A warlock in a slate-gray cloak fastened with their signature horned skull brooch launched an accidental elbow into my gut from my left while a witch with long, curling yellow hair stepped on my foot from my right. 
 
    Everyone was pressing together so closely that I could feel my body itching with the urge to mirror. It wasn’t nearly as bad as it had been when I was young and didn’t yet know how to control my power, but I felt the urge itching just under the surface of my skin. 
 
    I pulled the sleeves of my borrowed robe down over my hands. I was suddenly very thankful for just how much the material swamped my body. It provided a safe reprieve from the skin-on-skin contact. I hadn’t expected to have to battle my own body today as well, but it seemed that Mihany was simply full of surprises. 
 
    The crowd surged forward at once, and I nearly lost my footing.  
 
    I supposed part of the benefits of such a thick crowd was the strange stability I found within the mess. 
 
    The wind might have been strong enough to knock a single man to his feet, but with seemingly every magic user in Ocadia braced together, we were much harder to topple.  
 
    The beard on my borrowed face whipped in the violent wind like it was some sort of children’s kite, and I nearly had to hold it in place so it wouldn’t strike someone across the face.  
 
    The wind continued to howl overhead, and a particularly violent burst sent the crowd all toppling forward at once like we had been shoved from behind.  
 
    “Watch it!” a familiar voice shot up from the crowd, and despite the ever-moving mess of bodies, I went still.  
 
    I would recognize that voice anywhere. 
 
    Nara let out an annoyed huff. “Do you have rocks for brains or rocks for feet?”  
 
    The pint-sized witch was in the process of shoving her way through the crowd despite the wind. For someone who was so small, she seemed to be having the least issues with the cyclone we were trapped in. 
 
    I wondered if she was just taking advantage of the crowd and using all of the taller people as wind blocks. It was not something I would put past her. In fact, I thought that had to be what she was doing.  
 
    Then one of my lover’s large, platformed boots landed squarely on my toes.  
 
    I bit back a hiss of pain. The last thing I wanted was to give her the satisfaction of recognizing me. She’d brought a goddamn bird into my estate, I was going to win whatever stupid game we were playing. I didn’t have room for a fucking bird. 
 
    It wasn’t like I really needed to focus on what the king was saying anyway.  
 
    I pushed forward in the throng of people and found that if I kept my head down, everyone would just shift and surge around me like a wave. It wasn’t the easiest way to handle getting through the crowd, but it was better than being buffeted around between the wind above and the elbows below. 
 
    After a few more minutes of the strange, unbalanced push and pull Mihany had forced the most powerful people in the kingdom to endure, I managed to stumble inside the castle.  
 
    A guard looked directly at me, and there was a split second when I was worried he would clock me. It was nearly impossible for him to do so, unless he was studying my eyes. But with the hood of my borrowed robe flipped up over Xerzor’s head, my eyes weren’t even visible. 
 
    I felt tension knot in my chest as the guard began to make his way over toward me. There was a clear dedication in his steps, and I had already begun to plan an escape route when the man stopped in front of me.  
 
    I hadn’t even had a second to enjoy being out of the wind and the rain when I was accosted.  
 
    To my relief, however, the guard didn’t seem like he was about to throw me out on my ancient ass.  
 
    He was a spindly young man with a fairly dour face and almost offensively average features. If I hadn’t been concerned he was going to eject me from the castle on some strange principle, I doubted he would have attracted my attention at all. 
 
    That was a useful quality in my line of work, and I made a mental study of the man’s face and promised myself to look into him later when I was back into my own body. A face like his could prove rather useful. 
 
    “Yes?” I asked, and the voice that came out of my mouth was Xerzor’s instead of my own.  
 
    The young guard shifted from foot to foot in front of me like he was nervous to approach. He wrung his hands in front of his chest.  
 
    “I wanted to thank you for the potion.” He spoke so softly that I could hardly hear him over the din of the crowd.  
 
    Ah, that made sense.  
 
    I smiled, nodded, and gave my most Xerzor-like answer. “Yes, of course, of course.”  
 
    The guard gave me a thin smile and reached out to clasp his hand to mine, but I didn’t pull my hands from the recesses of my borrowed robe. 
 
    “I fear I am coming down with a bit of a sniffle,” I lied. “I would hate to pass it to you.”  
 
    The lie easily rolled from my tongue. I was well in control of my mirror mage abilities, but the contact from the crowd at all angles had been a sort of shock to my system, and I wanted to take a little time to let myself adjust to being someone else without interference. The last thing I needed was to suddenly become Dex Morgan in front of all of these people.  
 
    That would certainly garner some questions.  
 
    The plain guard’s eyes widened, and he took a small, half-step back.  
 
    “Of course,” he said. “Please feel better soon.”  
 
    I gave him my best old man smile before I ducked my head and merged back into the crowd. I made another mental note that despite the man’s awkwardness, he was apparently worthy of being granted a position indoors during all of this. 
 
    He really might prove to be an interesting person to look into when I had a spare moment.  
 
     The thick crowd surged onward, and we all moved toward the throne room where the king had decided to have his meeting as one entity with lots of heads.  
 
    The throne room sat deeper in the castle, which made the wind that battered the outer walls less likely to drown out any noise. It was a smart choice, logistically, but it meant that a bunch of agitated magic users were pressed into even closer confines for just a few seconds longer. 
 
    By the time the crowd spilled from the mouth of the throne room, relief washed over me.  
 
    I was finally able to step aside from the heavy throng of people, and with the new space, everyone seemed to silently understand that they should arrange themselves by estate.  
 
    The druids all stood together like a herd of some sort of strange prairie animal in their light beige robes next to a group of witches, and the stark contrast between the two groups was entirely laughable. The druids emanated seriousness and concern, and the witches simply looked like they were there for a good time, not a long time.  
 
    The small group of witches was a blur of strange fabrics, outlandish outfits, and wild hair. But even amongst her coven, Nara was easy to find.  
 
    Her platform boots didn’t give her much of a height advantage, and instead, they simply made her of average height. But she had the sort of presence that was able to fill an already full room. Her arms were crossed over her generous chest, and she glowered up toward the throne like it had committed some sort of personal slight against her. 
 
    I supposed that in a way they had. Despite the fact she was helping the king and his security around the castle, the two didn’t exactly get along. 
 
    After one of Nara’s witches tried to overthrow the power balance in the estate and sullied the reputation of the entire Witches’ Estate in Ocadia, Nara had been scrambling to repair their reputation. She’d done an impressive job of it, but the king hadn’t forgotten the mess. He was about as fond of Nara as she was of him, so to say, not much at all. The two of them were like cats and dogs.  
 
    I glanced around the room and let myself pick up snippets of the conversations floating around me. Everyone seemed to be intrigued as to why we were having a meeting, and also annoyed that they’d been forced to trek out in such horrendous winds.  
 
    It seemed to be a general consensus that the winds were the reason everyone had been gathered into the castle at such an early hour.  
 
    Then a hush rolled over the room like a physical thing when the king stepped up onto the raised dais that held his throne.  
 
    The old man looked worse for wear, and I imagined that after I had left last night, he probably hadn’t slept much. But despite the fact I could tell he was exhausted, I doubted anyone else could. He wore his heavy golden crown atop his head of gray streaked curls, and a thick red robe was draped over his shoulders. It was trimmed with some sort of elegant fur that looked softer than anything I had ever seen before.  
 
    He came across like the perfect example of a king.  
 
    “Thank you all for braving the elements to come here,” the king called out. His voice projected over the room, and I had a feeling he was being aided by some sort of magical supplement.  
 
    Had Nara or one of her other witches managed to give the king something to increase the volume of his voice?  
 
    It was the sort of thing I wouldn’t put past her. 
 
    But despite the volume of his voice, I began to ignore the king’s spiel. 
 
    I was really only here to keep tabs on the reactions of the estates to all this so I could be sure Ocadia was prepared to handle Mihany. 
 
    I also knew everything the king was going to say to the thick throng of magic users, because I had quite literally been the one to tell him what to say the night before. His voice boomed out over the crowd as he began to explain the situation with the Goddess of the Prevailing Winds and her petty attack on Ocadia. 
 
    I took advantage of the time and began to think about what exactly I would need to do with Elis to prepare the young boy for the task I needed him to complete. 
 
    My eyes drifted across the room to the Conjurers’ Estate.  
 
    With so many conjurers standing next to each other, they looked like they were wrapped in wisps of smoke and silk. Their robes were such a deep purple that they were nearly black, and the fabric was some light, almost sheer material. The group projected a strange sort of confidence into the room around them, and I couldn’t help but wonder if one day, Elis would have that sort of confidence, too.  
 
    The young conjurer mage had been getting more confident in himself and his abilities with each passing day, but he was still a far cry from the confident display I saw the conjurers emanating.  
 
    Either way, I was certain that if I showed up on the doorstep of the Conjurers’ Estate, they would be delighted to help Elis. Mages were far from common, and I had a feeling many of them would have never met a conjurer mage before. This could work in my favor, but it also meant I would have to keep my young ward close. 
 
    The truth was, he was a rare and valuable young man. The sort anyone in a city like this could try to exploit if he was not protected carefully. 
 
    But even his own powers were a danger to him, especially without a knowledgeable enough mediator around. In the past, when I had helped Elis try to summon shadows from across the veil, he had struggled to maintain his hold on the powerful forms. Whatever we did with the conjurers, we would have to make sure that it focused on keeping his powers in check and in control of the spirits around him. 
 
    He had improved greatly since I had first met him back when Master Abbot was still alive. Back then, Elis hadn’t been able to control his powers at all. When we had been in the middle of a swordsmanship lesson and practice bout, he’d been overtaken by a spirit and attacked.  
 
    I was a fully-grown man, and I had been alarmed by just how powerful the spirit was and how viciously it had attacked the eleven-year-old boy. But now, he was mostly able to control the spirits so they didn’t attack him or appear at random.  
 
    That didn’t mean he was entirely ready for what I needed him to do, though. 
 
    If he was able to bring Mihany’s shadow sisters through the thin veil that separated our plane of existence from the one where the shadow selves of the almost deceased sky gods resided, I could destroy them then and there. 
 
    If their sister was any indicator, they would be powerful spirits, but I had dealt with powerful spirits before.  
 
    I would just have to make sure to have the dragon bone staff on hand. I also needed to delve deeper into what that would actually require. So far, all I knew was that Jolin Obhain had needed to use the staff as some sort of conduit for the goddess’ power.  
 
    I didn’t even know what exactly a conduit for that sort of power would entail, or if I needed it at all. As much as I felt similar to Jolin based on what I knew about him, I had magic, and he didn’t. Would something like that make a difference? Would it change the fact that there was still the ominous sacrifice I had to make to take the goddess and the shadow selves down?  
 
    Jolin Obhain might have survived, but was I capable enough to manage that, too? This was a man who had sent the dragons and all dragon staves out of Ocadia. In comparison to him, I felt like I was just… a man.  
 
    It was a rare instance, but that didn’t mean it didn’t happen from time to time.  
 
    Gozis had told me that the sacrifice wasn’t my life, but something more, something filled with intention. I still hadn’t been able to figure out exactly what that meant, but the time I had left to do so was rapidly shrinking. Whatever the sacrifice was, it apparently involved some sort of conduit.  
 
    Did it have to be unfettered dragon bone, or would my staff work? Did it have to be dragon bone at all?  
 
    My questions all weighed heavily on my mind, and I tried to parse through to find any answers I could. 
 
    My thoughts flickered back to my women and the texts they had been poring over in my bedchamber. I hoped Nara had been able to find something between the book written in Meliun and the staff itself. That felt like a connection that could certainly come in handy, and our best chance of uncovering the information I needed to survive.  
 
    Maybe the book would also be able to answer some of the further questions I had about the staff. Idali hadn’t been a good man, but he’d wielded the staff, and now it was bonded to me. We still hadn’t had a chance to test out some of the things Nara had uncovered, but we were running out of time.  
 
    Mihany was making a clear show of forcing my hand and expediting my timeline. 
 
    And I had numerous women I loved who depended on me. I had a child on the way. I had an estate to run. I would do whatever it took to make sure I survived the sacrifice that loomed over me in the distance. There were too many things at stake if I didn’t.  
 
    It felt that the first step I needed to take as soon as I left the assembly was to touch base with Ephy and Nara. I needed to learn exactly what my two lovers had uncovered and how it could be used, but the thought plagued me with worry. 
 
    It wasn’t that I doubted either of my lovers’ or their abilities, but I felt like I had already learned all of the particularly helpful things about Jolin Obhain already. I still felt a strange kinship to the man, and once the fate of Ocadia wasn’t in the balance, I wanted to look into him a little more, just to see what I could uncover. 
 
    I would also need to take the time to fill my women in on the situation at hand. Cinis, Nara, and Ephy had been invaluable in my fight against Mihany in the Ardere, and I knew they’d be more than useful in what was quickly beginning to seem like my last stand against the goddess. 
 
    Cinis had even managed to injure the powerful wind goddess, and that had seemed to drive the goddess closer to the edge. I hated to burden Cinis with more while she was already pregnant, rebuilding her kingdom, and trying to keep her citizens from attempting to revolt because of nothing but their own hot-headedness, but I couldn’t do it without her. 
 
    I blinked and caught the tail end of one of the king’s sentences as I tried to focus on the sound of the wind still howling outside.  
 
    “… I once again repeat that there is no need to panic,” the king boomed. “The goddess is powerful, yes, but she is not unbeatable.”  
 
    The tension in the room around me had begun to rise. It felt like a kettle sitting over a fire that was just about to begin whistling. Once again, I was reminded of the situation with Ignis.  
 
    Every magic user in the kingdom had leapt at the chance to get a reward from the king in exchange for slaying the titan. It had filled the streets with a sort of un-tempered chaos as estates combined their powers and competed at once. 
 
    And just like I anticipated, the king veered onto a similar course with the goddess. 
 
    “For whomever manages to destroy the wind goddess, there will be a hefty reward awaiting you,” the king announced. “It is of the utmost importance that she is taken care of before she can leave Ocadia. We will not be battered down by this goddess! We are Ocadians, and the magic that runs through this kingdom is stronger than in any other.” 
 
    The king’s words were like a rallying cry. Though, then again, that could have been because he’d offered a financial incentive to destroy Mihany.  
 
    Everyone around me seemed to buzz with eager anticipation at the prospect of a reward. Everyone except one person. 
 
    Somehow, Nara had managed to sidle up next to me in the crowd without drawing my attention. If I wasn’t so annoyed that she had somehow managed to slide just under my focused vision, I might have been impressed. 
 
    No one with that much hair or shoes that big should have been able to move as stealthily as the witch managed.  
 
    I made a move to take a step back from her when suddenly, her hand darted out and curled around my wrist over the sleeve of the thick creamy-white robe. That was a small blessing at least. If she had touched my skin while I was in the midst of a mirror, I wouldn’t have been able to control my body’s reaction.  
 
    “I wonder if anyone would notice if I tried to suck your cock,” she mused just quietly enough for me to hear and no one else. 
 
    I damn near choked on my tongue. Well, technically it was Xerzor’s tongue, because I was still borrowing Xerzor’s body, but somehow Nara had managed to catch sight of my only tell.  
 
    She had to have seen my eyes. 
 
    It was either that, or she was propositioning a thousand-year-old alchemist in the center of one of the king’s largest announcements to date.  
 
    I stifled a laugh and looked down at Nara’s dainty fingers curled around my robe. I made sure my borrowed face slipped into a perfectly neutral, inoffensive mask. I was sure that it was the least emotive Xerzor had ever looked as I stared down at Nara. There was no way to hide my eyes, but that wasn’t the game we were playing.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said and played up the rasp in the old man’s voice coming from my throat. “But do I know you, young lady? I don’t think we have ever met before.” 

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    I might have been lying out of my ass, but it was worth it to see the look of annoyance dart across Nara’s gorgeous face.  
 
    Her dark eyebrows moved closer together, and she very deliberately did not release her grip on my sleeve.  
 
    “Dex,” she said.  
 
    I doubted anyone would be able to hear her over the crowd and the king, but I still would have preferred if she hadn’t just blatantly used my name. That wasn’t exactly being subtle.  
 
    Then again, I looked down at Nara and her chaotic outfit and twig-laden hair. Subtle wasn’t her strong suit.  
 
    “I fear you have me mistaken for someone else,” I said again. I reached down and snagged my fingers along one of Nara’s sleeves to lift her hand from my wrist. I was incredibly careful not to have any skin-on-skin contact.  
 
    “Fine, then,” she said, but her tone was too breezy to be casual. “Why don’t you answer my question, then?”  
 
    I kept my features as neutral as possible. “I don’t believe I recall the question. I’m a thousand years old, you know. Sometimes it’s hard to hear. I would like to focus on the assembly, if you don’t mind.”  
 
    I took a small step back from Nara, but the witch didn’t hesitate to match it.  
 
    I could see now that she was being careful not to lay hands directly on me, even as she harassed me.  
 
    I could appreciate that small blessing at least, but it didn’t make the rest of her antics less annoying.  
 
    Nara’s green eyes narrowed just a hair. “I believe I asked if anyone would notice if I went beneath your robes.”  
 
    “I assume they would,” I replied and turned my gaze forward again toward the king. I honestly had no idea how the man was still prattling on, but he certainly had managed to find plenty of extra things to say. I couldn’t tell if he was stalling, or if he simply didn’t want to deal with any complaints arising once he went quiet. 
 
    The Headmistress of the Witches’ Estate huffed and folded her arms over her ample chest.  
 
    I watched her from the corner of my eye to make sure she didn’t try anything else uncouth, but of course, she did.  
 
    I could practically see the idea as it popped into her head.  
 
    My lover reached up and hooked one finger into the lacing of the blouse under her corset. She gave a small tug, and without much difficulty, the tie came undone.  
 
    I knew I wasn’t the only one whose attention Nara had captured now, but I knew for a fact this was her goal.  
 
    The newly opened fabric gave a much better view of the swell of her breasts, and I forced myself to keep my eyes on the king. This was a deeply foolish game the two of us were playing, but no one could say that I wasn’t competitive. I wanted to win, and I’d be damned if I didn’t. 
 
    Nara was still close enough to me that I could smell the sort of dusky, distinctly magical scent she carried with her. It was hard to describe, but it was the sort of thing I had only ever noticed and ascribed to Nara. Like everything else about my lover, it was just as unique and difficult to ignore.  
 
    The witch’s lips pursed when I didn’t look at her or break character.  
 
    Across the throne room, the king continued to drone on about the honor that would come with defeating Mihany and how important it was for all of the estates to cooperate.  
 
    Like my game with Nara, it wasn’t a competition, but it was.  
 
    With a reward now in play, I had a feeling the most powerful magic users on the continent were about to scramble about like they had lost their heads. It would be chaotic, certainly, but that didn’t matter. It wouldn’t interfere with my own plans. I would make damned sure of that.  
 
    Nara hooked another finger in the last remaining tie that held her shirt closed. I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that she was entirely willing to expose herself to the entire throne room just to prove a point. 
 
    It was getting harder not to look at her, too, and even then, it was getting harder not to laugh. 
 
     This entire silent exchange was so absurd in the midst of all the stern lecturing and concerned whispers.  
 
    Then I noticed a necromancer in a dark robe to my left was staring at Nara intently. Unlike Gozis, this necromancer had hair, but that was about all he had going for him. I was amazed he’d made it into the castle, because it looked like a stiff breeze would have sent him flying into the wind.  
 
    His eyes seemed like they were about to bulge out of his head with each long, dragging second that Nara fiddled with the last remaining tie at the top of her blouse.  
 
    I wanted to hit him, but I wouldn’t risk Xerzor’s reputation like that. The alchemist was well-regarded and well-loved, and I had a feeling that smacking some upstart necromancer who was ogling Nara wouldn’t be the best look.  
 
    Instead, I took a slight step forward. It was just enough to obscure his view of the witch, and to the untrained eye, it would have been nothing more than a casual shift in the crowd. 
 
    Unfortunately, Nara’s eyes had become well-trained when it came to me. 
 
    Her deep, plum-colored lips quirked at the edges, and one of her eyebrows raised in a silent question I refused to acknowledge. 
 
    Thankfully, the assembly seemed to be winding down to a close. 
 
    The king clapped his hands together, and thanks to the amplified sound across the throne room, the sound mirrored a clap of thunder.  
 
    “Be careful, citizens of Ocadia,” he announced. “And remember, whoever manages to best this goddess and return our beloved kingdom back to normal will receive a reward beyond your wildest imaginations.”  
 
    As if to punctuate that the assembly was finished, two guards pulled open the large wooden doors at the front of the foyer. 
 
    On a normal day, that would have been a simple sign to leave. But with the strength of the storm raging outside, it was more like a demand to get the fuck out. 
 
    The wind from outside rushed through the foyer like a tunnel, and even though we were all congregated inside the throne room, all of the magic users shifted on their feet and had to brace themselves against the torrent of magical wind. 
 
    “Shit,” Nara hissed.  
 
    I followed the witch’s gaze up toward the stone ceiling of the throne room and saw that with the wind, a flock of birds had also blown into the castle.  
 
    They were absurdly large-looking ravens. Their beaks looked sharp as knives, and I knew without a doubt that these were birds associated with Mihany. I felt a pang of sympathy for whatever guard was going to be forced to get the damned birds out of the throne room, too, but it was very decidedly not my problem.  
 
    Suddenly, the throne room was full of caws and shrieks from the ravens above, and similar sounds from the frazzled magic users below.  
 
    The crowd started to push violently against the wind and each other toward the large doors.  
 
    “Shit,” I hissed as I felt myself begin to get jostled around. I was once again grateful for the overabundant coverage of the robe.  
 
    I glanced over my shoulder and saw that Nara, despite her previous skill at navigating the unruly crowd, was being shoved about like she weighed nothing. 
 
    To be quite fair, she didn’t weigh much. 
 
    I made sure my hood was high over my head before I turned and started to push against the crowd and back toward Nara. The perk of being in the king’s good graces was that it wouldn’t be absurd for the two of us to be found somewhere else in the castle. No one would mind if we left a different way. 
 
    “Come on,” I said under my breath.  
 
    Nara looked over at me sharply and didn’t say a word, but she followed after me, and that was all that mattered. She grabbed onto the sleeve of my robe again, and together, the two of us pushed against the crowd. It was easier with someone else, but it didn’t make the task enjoyable. I felt like I was being beaten back by a continuous tide. 
 
    It didn’t help that the birds still flying overhead had set me on an immediate edge, either.  
 
    Nara’s grip on my arm was tense until we finally managed to break free from the crowd near the very front of the throne room. 
 
    A large pillar blocked a servants’ entrance from view, and I stepped behind it with Nara in tow.  
 
    Then I sighed out a breath of relief and whipped the borrowed robes off. Underneath, I was still wearing my own clothing, and I couldn’t imagine how strange Xerzor’s body looked with my weapons belt slung across his ancient hips.  
 
    I gave a quick glance around to make sure we were well-hidden from view before I closed my eyes and exhaled a sigh. 
 
    As I let out the breath, I released my hold on Xerzor’s form. The itch beneath my skin vanished, and finally, I was myself again.  
 
    I blinked a few times and reached up to touch my face, just to make sure it really was mine. The main thing that gave it away, however, was the fact that my bones no longer felt like they were about to break at any given second.  
 
    “That is much better,” Nara snorted.  
 
    I rolled my eyes. “You know as well as I do that I shouldn’t be crashing these assemblies as myself. The questions that would follow would be unbearable.” 
 
    “It doesn’t make it less funny,” she informed me. “Did you drag me over here to have your way with me?” 
 
    It was my turn to snort. “You’re incorrigible. And no, I figured we can get out of the castle this way and avoid that massive clusterfuck.”  
 
    “Ah,” Nara said appreciatively. “That’s honestly almost as good as you having your way with me.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes, but I couldn’t fight the grin on my face as I looped my arm through Nara’s and pulled her through the servants’ door.  
 
    The hallway on the other side was narrow and dimly lit with sporadic torches, but it was enough to see by.  
 
    I kept one hand on Nara and the other on the wall to make sure I didn’t manage to get turned around in the sort of labyrinthine hidden halls.  
 
    “That assembly was rather dull,” Nara said to fill the silence.  
 
    “Yes,” I agreed. “But it was necessary. Imagine if it hadn’t happened. The rest of the estates are not in the know like we are, and it would have undoubtedly caused chaos as they plunged into everything blindly.” 
 
    “Did you tell the king to offer a reward to destroy Mihany?” the witch asked as we made a sharp turn.  
 
    “That was a surprise to me as well,” I muttered. “I don’t think it was the best plan, either. I know he meant well, but this isn’t like Ignis. His shadow self was sent over to the shadow plane when I killed him, and it wasn’t at risk of being revived. Mihany is a different beast entirely. If they do manage to kill her, it will only start this absurd cycle all over again.” 
 
    “So, what is your plan, then? Are we sniping the reward out from under the other estates?” Nara asked. 
 
    I would have been blind to miss the cunning glee in her tone, even in the dark. 
 
    “You know it isn’t about the reward,” I reminded her. 
 
    “Yes, but I also like clothing and shoes, and both of those things cost money that my estate simply doesn’t have to spend,” she explained. “And so the reward seems fit for claiming. We are going to destroy the goddess anyway, why not get the money?”  
 
    “That is something we will deal with when we come to it,” I said. “Right now, we just need to get out of this damned castle and back to the estate.” 
 
    The servants’ halls continued to wind around, and if I hadn’t known where I was going from my past, careful reconnaissance of the castle, I was sure we would have gotten lost. 
 
    But once again, my forethought was coming in handy.  
 
    Nara stayed quiet as we continued to navigate the halls. I imagined she was sulking about being told we wouldn’t discuss the reward at the moment, but if she hadn’t started to sulk about that, surely she would have found something else to entertain her.  
 
    After what felt like an eternity, we finally came upon the doorway I was searching for.  
 
    “Brace yourself,” I warned Nara and preemptively threw my hand up above my head. 
 
    I pushed open the door, and we stepped out into the storm.  
 
    Each passing minute seemed to have made the storm grow worse. 
 
    No, not storm… storms. 
 
    Somehow, it seemed like at least three separate storms were occurring all at the same time. It was a nearly impossible thing to wrap my mind around, but that was clearly what was happening.  
 
    One storm sent chunks of hail the size of walnuts down from the sky, while one of the others sputtered out moist, humid winds. The third storm had conjured up a tornado, and it ripped through the stable where we had emerged without mercy. 
 
    Mihany had truly outdone herself.  
 
    I didn’t even want to imagine how much worse it could get.  
 
    “This is still better than the birds,” Nara said, only to be interrupted by a loud caw.  
 
    As if on cue, a flock of demented-looking ravens zipped past. Somehow the birds seemed able to navigate the trifecta of storms without being blown off course. Maybe it was because they were apparently Mihany’s favored creatures. 
 
    “Ugh, fucking birds,” Nara growled and scowled up at the sky.  
 
    “Come on, before they target you specifically.” I threw my water magic up around the two of us to form some sort of shield, and I was glad to have Nara with me, because it meant I didn’t have to hide my magic. 
 
    If someone saw the two of us staying perfectly dry in the storm, they would simply assume that it was the Headmistress of the Witches’ Estate’s doing and not mine.  
 
    The witch clung close to my side for stability as we stumbled out of the stables and back along the winding path that led off the castle’s property. The royal grounds were expansive, which on any other day wouldn’t have been an issue. But it really did seem like Mihany had decided the king would bear the majority of her rage.  
 
    With the aid of my magic, the trek back to the Assassins’ Estate wasn’t as miserable as it could have been, and my mind churned the whole way as I tried to catch every reaction to the king’s announcement. Based on the looks on their faces, it seemed like the heads of each magical estate had already started to form their own plans on how to deal with Mihany.  
 
    The different groups of magic users had already begun to gather and murmur amongst themselves in small herds. It was hard to make out much of what was being said, but based on the serious looks plastered on all of the estate heads’ faces, they were struggling to find solutions.  
 
    The elementalists were the most interesting to observe. Instead of looking frustrated or overwhelmed by the prospect, they seemed hesitant. It was strange, and I thought maybe I had simply been mistaken, but the more I stared at the elementalists in their earth-toned robes, the more I came to the same conclusion.  
 
    The estate head, a serious-looking man I had never had any conversations with, gave a small shake of his head when one of the estate members in a pale blue robe stepped forward to try and ask him a question.  
 
    Based on the color of her robes, I assumed she was a wind elementalist.  
 
    Things began to click for me then.  
 
    These were magic users who primarily dealt with the elements. A goddess of the wind causing storms seemed to be directly in their territory, but I had the feeling that whatever they attempted to do would simply piss the goddess off more. 
 
    While I did not know the master of the Elementalists’ Estate, I would wager a guess that he had dealt with some sort of sky deities before.  
 
    I’d met more gods in my time than most people, and I thought I had a pretty decent grasp on the general things sky deities liked and disliked. And one thing I knew for a fact they disliked was being treated on the same level as world-dwellers.  
 
    I was sure Mihany would take their attempts as a personal affront meant to spite her directly. 
 
    Good.  
 
    I wanted Mihany pissed, and I wanted her busy. If she decided to take all of her rage out on the elementalists, I was sure they’d be able to handle themselves, but more importantly, it would keep the goddess distracted.  
 
    While I still didn’t think offering a financial incentive was the best plan, it would make it so more people in the kingdom threw stones in the cogs of Mihany’s plans. And if everything continued as I had planned, this would give me enough time to work with Elis and uncover what I needed about the dragon bone staff.  
 
    Relying on other people to make sure my plans succeeded was not something I particularly enjoyed, but in times like this, it was necessary.  
 
    “Have you gone mute?” Nara asked. “Or deaf?”  
 
    Apparently, the witch had been speaking to me.  
 
    I grinned down at her to placate whatever anger she might have decided was righteous.  
 
    “I was just thinking about how lovely you are,” I lied.  
 
    She rolled her eyes, but I could tell that it was taking everything in the witch not to preen like a bird at the compliment.  
 
    Maybe she and Mihany really did have more in common than she had originally thought. Birds, for example. And enjoying frustrating me. Though at least Nara’s frustration was usually of the sexual kind.  
 
    “You don’t have to think about that,” she said. “It’s simply a fact.”  
 
    “You caught me,” I teased. “I was actually thinking over what the king had said and how the estates reacted. It fell in line perfectly with what I already have planned.” 
 
    “It does?” Nara asked. “Tell me.”  
 
    “Not yet,” I said. “Let’s wait until we’re back at the estate. I want to speak with Ephy and Cinis, too. We all need to get each other up to speed on what has been happening.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Nara agreed. “I hate it when you’re right.”  
 
    I snorted. “We’re only a few minutes from the estate. I’m sure you can bite your tongue until then.” 
 
    “I can think of something else to bite,” she purred but then paused. “Hm, that actually didn’t sound nearly as sexy as I had thought it would.” 
 
    “It was a valiant effort,” I assured her, and as if to prove my point, I let my eyes trail down the top of her tantalizing cleavage.  
 
    The weight of keeping the rain and other precipitation off of us was beginning to make my arm ache. I sighed in relief as we finally made it to the very edge of the Assassins’ Estate. Then I waited until we were through the front gates and under the forcefield before I dropped my arm down and let the shield fall.  
 
    We hadn’t gotten a single drop of water on us. 
 
    “I’m impressed,” Nara admitted. 
 
    “That’s because I’m always impressive,” I replied with a smirk and gave her ass a small smack. “Come on, let’s get inside. Hopefully Ephy has returned from seeing her goddesses and Cinis has finally left the Ardere.”  
 
    I followed Nara inside the estate and didn’t bother looking away from her ass as she walked. It felt like she was purposefully putting on a show anyway. I wouldn’t have put the behavior past her in the slightest, she’d been trying to jump me all morning. 
 
    Not that I was complaining. I’d have to be an idiot not to be thrilled that a sexy, buxom witch was trying to climb onto my dick in her every spare moment. 
 
    She pushed into my bedchambers with her usual dramatic flourish, and I rolled my eyes as I followed behind.  
 
    Ephy laid on her stomach on the ground and kicked her delicate feet in the air. Her periwinkle hair spilled over one shoulder, and from this angle, I could see directly up her lilypad skirt.  
 
    Cinis lounged on the bed. Her dark, velvet-soft wings were unfurled in a luxuriant display, and her leather top was removed.  
 
    I blinked.  
 
    Her breasts were definitely larger. I had studied them long enough to know that for sure.  
 
    Fuck. 
 
    “It makes me feel sexier,” Cinis said. “I’m not sure why.” 
 
    “I wish I could feel that, too,” Ephy sighed, and there was a pout in her tone.  
 
    My brow furrowed as I tried to figure out what exactly they were discussing when Cinis’ eyes fell to me.  
 
    “Dex!” The Queen of the Ardere pushed herself up from her lounging position, and her braids flopped down over her shoulders. “There you are!”  
 
    Ephy rolled over onto her back, and I saw that she had been poring over the small leather journal from Ezralore as she and Cinis spoke.  
 
    “You two are back!” she chirped in glee.  
 
    “No thanks to the wind,” Nara said dramatically, as if she hadn’t used me as some sort of human shield the entire time. “That goddess has truly outdone herself.” 
 
    She almost sounded fond.  
 
    “That feels like an understatement,” I admitted as I began to unsling my weapons belt. “She’s practically trying to tear down all of Ocadia.” 
 
    “Not just Ocadia,” Cinis said. “Some of this wind has made it all the way into the Ardere. It’s made it nearly impossible to handle the fires.”  
 
    “The fires?” Ephy asked. “What fires?” 
 
    “My subjects…” Cinis’ eyes flashed a deep red. “They have decided they want a war.” 
 
    Ephy’s round eyes grew wider. “A war? Is everything okay? Is there anything I can do to help?”  
 
    “No, lovely, there is not.” Despite Cinis’ term of endearment for Ephy, I could practically see the rage coming off of her in waves. “I have always advocated for more understanding of fire beings. Everyone thinks we are one-dimensional, like all we ever want is to rage and burn. I have spent much of my life and time as queen trying to dismantle that thought. But now all of my subjects have decided it’s what they want at the moment.”  
 
    “Things have gotten worse?” I asked in concern. “Has the Szizzonk made any more appearances I should know about?”  
 
    Cinis shook her head. “No, the asshole is dormant for the time being, but he is not the only one who wants to fight. Something about this wind and Mihany’s presence, it is setting everyone in the Ardere on edge. Now with the winds picking up and drifting into the kingdom, the fires are nearly uncontrollable.”  
 
    “Shit,” I hissed. I had been concerned that Mihany might focus on targeting the Ardere, given she’d been hurt by Cinis, but I hadn’t expected how bad things had gotten in such a short time.  
 
    “Shit.” Cinis nodded her agreement.  
 
    “What about the Water Goddesses?” I asked Ephy. I didn’t want to get my hopes up, but I prayed the deities had some advice to offer that could help me get another leg up.  
 
    Ephy sighed, and that was enough to tell me what I already knew. 
 
    “They wish to not get involved,” she informed me grimly. “I tried to sway them as best as I could, even the Forest of Hud tried to help me, but they would not budge from their stance. They do not want to start a war with the sky deities and fear that trying to reprimand one of their own would lead to it, no matter how in the right they are.” 
 
    The politics of the deities was something that felt far beyond my sphere of influence, but it didn’t make me any less annoyed.  
 
    “That leaves everything to us, then,” I said. “Luckily, we can handle it.”  
 
    Nara and Ephy nodded at this, but it was at that moment that Cinis, the First Ember Priestess, Queen of the Ardere, and all-around badass, burst into tears.

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    The room went still.  
 
    I could feel the shock radiating off of my other two lovers as the three of us looked at Cinis in confusion.  
 
    I had seen my fiery lover display plenty of emotions over the time I’d known her. I’d seen everything from vibrating with joy, shaking with ecstasy, to quite literally burning with rage.  
 
    But I had never seen her cry.  
 
    To be quite frank, I hadn’t even considered that she could cry. 
 
    That seemed like the sort of thing reserved for softer types of women.  
 
    “Cin?” I asked. My voice was gentle as I made my way over to where she sat on the bed. 
 
    The fire descendant heaved out large sobs that racked her body. Her red eyes were watery and filled with fat tears that spilled down her gorgeous face. She pulled her wings tighter around herself as she wailed. 
 
    Crying alone would have been alarming, but the wailing was downright disturbing. 
 
    I sat down on the bed and gingerly reached out to tug Cinis into my chest. She fell into me without any sort of complaint and continued to sob against me.  
 
    “S-she’s going to wrap the entire continent in a storm,” Cinis cried. “All of the kingdoms are going to be swallowed by this goddess!”  
 
    “We aren’t going to let that happen,” I soothed.  
 
    I shot a distressed look over to Nara and Ephy, but my other lovers seemed just as baffled.  
 
    They both quickly scampered over to the bed, though, and soon, all four of us were a mess of limbs and acquiescence as we tried to comfort Cinis.  
 
    Well, Ephy was trying to comfort Cinis. Nara looked mildly uncomfortable with the display of emotions, but she had still climbed onto the bed nonetheless. 
 
    “Sweetheart,” I murmured. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “She destroyed my palace!” the crying fire descendant wailed again. “She threw trees at my subjects! Trees!”  
 
    “It’s okay…” I had no idea if that was the right thing to say. 
 
    I was trying to come up with something else to help ease whatever the fuck this was when suddenly, Cinis was fine. 
 
    My lover straightened back up and wiped at her eyes with the back of her hands. She gave one final sniffle, and then any evidence that she had just been sobbing was entirely gone.  
 
    What the fuck. 
 
    “Uh?” was all I managed.  
 
    Nara’s shoulders slumped in relief.  
 
    “Well, that was unpleasant,” Cinis said. She forced a laugh, but if I didn’t know any better, I would have sworn she seemed embarrassed by her display of sudden emotions.  
 
    “The pregnancy?” Ephy asked. 
 
    Then everything made sense. That must have been what they were talking about before I had walked into the room with Nara. 
 
    “Obviously,” Cinis sighed. “I would never cry otherwise. I am the Queen of the Ardere, not a blubbering child.” 
 
    “I cry,” Ephy said, and she sounded almost offended.  
 
    But Cinis leaned over and pressed a kiss to Ephy’s pouting lips. “And that is one of the reasons I love you. But fire descendants do not cry.”  
 
    “Didn’t you just say you were trying to…” Nara trailed off. For the first time in her life, it seemed like the witch had decided not to swing her big-ass platformed boot at an active hornet’s nest. 
 
    We were all learning new things today. 
 
    “Are you certain you’re alright?” I asked Cinis. I didn’t need a mirror to know that concern was still etched onto my face. 
 
    “I am fine,” she said, and it was clear it was the end of the matter. “But my comments on the Ardere still stand. It has become nearly impossible to put out all of the wildfires Mihany’s wind is urging on. Even with Ephy’s help, it is a task too large for me.”  
 
    I knew things had to be bad if Cinis was willing to admit she needed more help. My lover would usually rather eat her own foot than admit that. The two of us had that in common. 
 
    “My witches aren’t all that happy, either,” Nara spoke up. “It’s making our bird system much harder.” 
 
    “Bird system?” Ephy and Cinis asked at the same time.  
 
    “Nara is using birds to courier messages,” I explained.  
 
    “One of the birds is still here,” she added. “His name is Chainmail.” 
 
    “The bird is still fucking here?” I asked. “How do you even know that? You haven’t left my side since we arrived.” 
 
    “I simply know the bird is still here,” she said. “And his name is Chainmail.”  
 
    “It pecked one of my assassins,” I reminded her. “I am not using its given name.” 
 
    “Would you like for me to make the bird apologize?” Nara asked as her lips curled into a teasing smirk. 
 
    Ephy and Cinis watched our conversation with rapt focus. I was sure we looked like we were speaking pure nonsense.  
 
    “I really don’t want to interrupt,” Ephy said. “But what are we going to do about Mihany? She seems to be causing a lot of problems for everyone.” 
 
     I looked away from Nara. “Don’t worry. This is all playing into my plan. Things are actually going better than I could have imagined, even after the king went off book in the assembly.”  
 
    “Start from the beginning, love,” Cinis said. “I’m still hung up on the birds.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Well, Mihany has been trying to reach out to me. She has approached me twice now with the offer to help her in her quest. It’s like she wants to be partners. Somehow, she has convinced herself that I will willingly go along with her insane plans.”  
 
    “Why would she do that?” Ephy frowned.  
 
    “Because I think she has finally realized she has no other option,” I said. “The four of us beat her at Cin’s palace in the Ardere. Cinis even injured her. I won’t back down from my stance protecting the king, which means she can’t abuse the necromancers’ powers to raise her sisters.”  
 
    “But if she were to get you on her side,” Nara began. “Then she could do whatever she wanted.”  
 
    “Exactly.” I pushed myself up off of the bed to pace. My body felt restless with energy. “We are what is standing in her way, and when I told her I was not going to help her the second time, she began to throw a tantrum.” 
 
    “This is what we’re calling a tantrum?” Cinis asked. “She’s trying to tear the kingdom apart.”  
 
    “No,” I corrected my lover. “I don’t think she actually is. We’ve all seen Mihany when she’s angry, and we’ve seen what she can do. These storms are strong, yes, but no one has died yet.”  
 
    “So you think she’s still holding out for you to say yes?” Ephy tilted her head to the side as she mulled the thought over. 
 
    “I’m not sure, but that doesn’t matter.” I walked over to the vine-covered weapons on my wall. The vines retracted, and I reached up to grab the carved bone staff. It thrummed in my palm.  
 
    I tightened my grip on the staff. “So long as she is here in Ocadia throwing a fit, she can’t be anywhere else.”  
 
    “Which means she can’t try to find more necromancers.” Cinis smirked. “That’s very clever of you, Dex. I wouldn’t have thought of something like that.” 
 
    “Obviously, the havoc she is causing is not ideal,” I admitted. “But it’s still part of the plan.”  
 
    “What are the next steps?” Ephy asked. “Is there anything you need us to do?”  
 
    “I was just getting to that.” I gave the staff a twirl. “Were you and Nara able to uncover anything else in the texts I asked you to read last night? Specifically, was there anything about Jolin’s use of a dragon bone staff?”  
 
    “Actually,” Nara said. “I was able to cross reference some of the carvings on the staff with some bits of text I found in the book. I am not sure if it is accurate, but it is interesting.”  
 
    My brow furrowed. “What did you find, exactly?”  
 
    “It seems Jolin did not use any sort of dragon bone item,” Nara said.  
 
    “What?” I began. But before I could continue, she held up a palm to silence me.  
 
    I begrudgingly snapped my jaw closed, but a thousand questions bounced in my mind and all tried to break through the surface at once.  
 
    “It wasn’t any sort of item made of dragon’s bone,” Nara elaborated. “It was a pure dragon’s bone.”  
 
    “A simple bone?” I asked.  
 
    “Yes.” She nodded eagerly. “Fascinating, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Why does it matter that it was a bone and not something else made from bone?” Cinis asked.  
 
    I cut my eyes toward the fire descendant. I was still a little concerned that she might burst into tears all over again. But if I brought that up, she’d probably burst into flames.  
 
    “Un-tempered dragon’s bone is pure,” Nara explained. “It is a… difficult material to work with.” 
 
    “What do you mean by difficult?” Even as I asked the question, I recalled how strange it was to use the staff I had taken from Idali.  
 
    It was practically alive.  
 
    “Dragons are powerful creatures,” the witch continued. “I didn’t need the book to tell me that, but it would seem that some of that power remains in all aspects of the dragon, even after death.”  
 
    I blinked. “Like it’s still alive.”  
 
    “Something like that, yes,” she agreed.  
 
    “What is the difference between the staff and pure bone?” I asked. 
 
    “That is more difficult for me to explain,” Nara admitted. “Pure bone seems to be just that, pure. It retains much of the dragon’s spirit before it died, and the circumstances of its death affect the properties the bone retains.”  
 
    My mind began to churn as everything she said started to click into place in my mind.  
 
    “Idali presumably killed the dragon his staff came from.” I began to pace as I voiced my thoughts aloud. “But according to Gozis, the legends surrounding Jolin and the dragon staves of Ocadia differ wildly.”  
 
    “Oh!” Ephy exclaimed. “I think I can help with that!”  
 
    The siren untangled herself from where she still sprawled against Cinis and tumbled gracefully off of the bed. She padded over toward the table nearby and grabbed the thin leather book. I watched as she began to flip through it carefully.  
 
    “Was there something in the letters?” I couldn’t help but feel a twinge of excitement. If we could find answers, that made this whole “potentially being forced to sacrifice my life thing” much less daunting.  
 
    “I believe so,” Ephy murmured and continued to turn pages. “Ah, yes! Here it is. There is an exchange between Jolin and Ezralore that I nearly missed. It seemed so unimportant. Here!”  
 
    Ephy passed me the book, and I took it carefully from her hands and began to read the pages.  
 
    It was a letter from Jolin to Ezralore about the wizard’s time in the north and his new wife. It seemed entirely mundane until my eyes fell onto a passage in the center of the letter.  
 
    I struggled to hold in a laugh. There was something so funny to me about the fact that one of the men who would go down as a mythic hero in Ocadian legend managed to clear up one of the largest mysteries in his folklore canon in between a paragraph about a new fruit stand in the market and woes about his love life.  
 
    But there it was.  
 
    Oh! Lest I forget to mention this before I go. 
 
    I have finally finished with the last of the dragon staves, my dear friend, I nearly forgot to mention. Finally, this process has ended, and my life can return to some sense of normalcy. I have helped relocate the staves far, far north and far from Ocadia’s borders.  
 
    I feared for my life, but the thought of any more violence coming to these creatures was too much to bear. I know you advised me against it, but I did not listen.  
 
    The people of Ocadia do not need to know the truth, for I assume they won’t understand why I chose not to slay the dragons one by one for the violence enacted on our kingdom. But I choose to believe that not all of the creatures are at fault for the actions of one bloodthirsty animal.  
 
    The trek was long, and I led the dragons there to their new homes myself. In gratitude, one of the creatures bestowed upon me a large bone. It is a talisman of sorts, some dragon custom. It is as long as my leg and just as thick. I believe it to be a rib bone.  
 
    I can feel a dull sort of power radiating through the bone, but know not what to do with it. It calls to me in a way I cannot describe. I hope that one day it may aid me in some way so that it does not just hang above my mantlepiece like a trophy. 
 
    Maybe it will help me convince Hestoria to speak with me again. She has still not forgiven me for soaking our bed with wine. It was an accident of course, but her mother’s linens were stained, and I fear this blight may be the end of our relationship.  
 
    Alas, are women any less impossible in the north? Send my love to your lovely bride and tell her that should you fall inadequate, I am available.  
 
    Your friend, J. O.  
 
    I lowered the book in shock. It took me a few seconds to process what I had just read, but even then, my mind was spinning so fast it was hard to keep up with. 
 
    Jolin Obhain had done more than simply ask the dragons to leave. He had found them a new home and safely guided them there. That was somehow much more impressive than the versions of the story where he defeated all of the creatures in bloody combat.  
 
    There was apparently one creature that had caused all of the problems for the kingdom, and not dozens like the old legends had implied. 
 
    He seemed to have single-handedly saved the Ocadian dragons from extinction sheerly out of kindness and understanding. And for that, they had given him a talisman.  
 
    I was certain the rib bone he mentioned in his letter was the bone he had used as a conduit for the rain goddess’ energy as he destroyed her shadow self. It made perfect sense. He had a powerful talisman gifted to him by dragons. Why wouldn’t he use it to protect himself and channel some of that power while he did another seemingly impossible task?  
 
    I was left to wonder if there had been anyone before Jolin himself who had defeated a shadow self. Did he have someone to look back on to figure out what to do just like I did now? Or did he try to figure this out all on his own? 
 
    I had no way of knowing for certain, but something in my gut told me he had done the same thing I was doing now. There were just too many similarities between us for me to assume anything else.  
 
    “Ephy!” I exclaimed. “This is fantastic. Jolin was given the bone, it wasn’t taken in battle or anything of the sort. I’m not sure what that means for me with the staff, however. I didn’t kill the dragon the bone came from, but I’m certain Idali did. I can’t imagine he was the type to simply ask nicely for a bone.”  
 
    Nara frowned. “I think that might complicate things, then, Dex. This entire process is about intentionality, right? You have to go about destroying the goddess with the intention of sacrificing yourself in the process, whatever that means. It sounds like Jolin’s dragon bone was pure, in a sense. It was a gift, not a conquest.” 
 
    “And you’re worried that because even though I wasn’t the one to kill the dragon, that somehow the staff is still tainted,” I finished the witch’s thought.  
 
    “Exactly,” she confirmed with a regretful nod. “The staff seems to trust you, but there is no telling if at that moment, it would decide to behave. The staff isn’t alive, but it is.”  
 
    To anyone else, it might have sounded like the Headmistress of the Witches’ Estate was speaking nonsensically, but I understood.  
 
    I had wielded that dragon bone staff in battle. There was something more to the weapon than just some carvings in an old bone. It was just like Jolin had written to Ezralore. There was a power in the bone. It thrummed through my body like a river, and I felt it deep in my gut. I’d had to ask the staff if I could use it, for gods’ sake. There was clearly something more there.  
 
    And Nara, unfortunately, had a point.  
 
    Just like any other animal, the staff was a fickle creature. One day it might behave, and the next it might try to drown me in blood. It wasn’t worth the added risk in such a high stakes situation. 
 
    I sighed. “This does not bode well for me.” 
 
    “Why not?” Cinis straightened up on the bed and leaned forward to look at me with concern flashing in her eyes.  
 
    “I am at a disadvantage,” I explained. “Without the staff to act as a conduit, I will be forced to bear the brunt of the goddesses’ power myself.” 
 
    “And what’s so bad about that?” Cinis studied me, and it felt like she was somehow looking through me instead of at me. “You are more than strong enough to handle that.”  
 
    “What?” I couldn’t keep the surprise out of my tone. “This is more than I have ever had to take on.” 
 
    “Cinis is right,” Ephy added. “Sure, this might be something new you have to handle, but you’re the strongest person any of us know. You will be able to do this, I know it.” 
 
    “You defeated my uncle,” Cinis reminded me. “And he was a titan. That is far from a small feat.”  
 
    “And you took on my goddesses,” Ephy said. “You’re the first world-dweller I’ve ever heard of who has been able to steal some of their water and become a life force. That wasn’t a small feat, either, Dex.”  
 
    “Not to mention everything else you’ve done,” Nara said. “You killed Idali and got his staff, for starters. And how many other impossible things have you managed to accomplish?” 
 
    “I am not saying there is no reason to worry,” Cinis said. “But you cannot presume that you cannot do it. You’ve already done so many impossible things. You’re the strongest, most capable man any of us have ever met.” 
 
    “And we love you!” Ephy gave me a bright smile. “We will be there to do whatever you need. You aren’t doing this alone. You have us.”  
 
    Something unfurled in my chest as I looked at the three women in front of me. It felt surreal to know that I had gotten so lucky in life to have such wonderful, powerful women choose to love me back.  
 
    And they had a point. I might not have been Jolin Obhain himself, but that hardly meant I wasn’t capable of impossible things, too.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said. It was a simple response, but I knew they would all be able to pick up on the love and gratitude under the words.  
 
    “What is the next step of the plan?” Nara asked. “The staff is a risk, but I know you have something else churning in that brilliant head of yours.” 
 
    I looked down at the staff in my hand as she spoke. That felt like an understatement. 
 
    The staff thrummed in my hand as if in response to my thoughts.  
 
    I set down the journal Ephy handed me on the table before I moved to return the staff to its place in the wall of vines. That was enough playing with the staff for now. I had a feeling it didn’t like hearing about its untimely demise.  
 
    As odd as that sounded. 
 
    “I intend to have Elis help me,” I announced.  
 
    “Elis?” Ephy sounded surprised. “He’s so young.” 
 
    “I know,” I sighed. “And that worries me, but I would never let any harm come to the boy. I wouldn’t include him at all if I had any other choices, but he is the only conjurer mage I’ve ever met. No ordinary conjurer has the strength he does, even at his young age.”  
 
    “What’s the plan, then?” Nara busied herself by beginning to pull twigs from her hair in a clear attempt to give her hands something to do, but her eyes were on me.  
 
    “I want to bring Elis to the Conjurers’ Estate,” I explained. “I intend to ask the estate to help us. While there is no guarantee under normal circumstances that I could count on them, I have a feeling that bringing Elis will make for a compelling argument.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” It was Cinis who spoke up this time.  
 
    “Like I said, the king has offered a reward to anyone who can destroy Mihany,” I said. “Which means it is effectively every estate for themselves. They may not realize my request has anything to do with the goddess at all, and I hope they don’t.” 
 
    “Then why would they bother helping you?” Nara asked. “You know as well as I do that the estates are going to be chaotic as hell for however long Mihany’s storms last.” 
 
    “Because I’ll have Elis.” I grinned. “He’s special. Far more special than I think any of the conjurers will have ever seen. He has so much power, not even just for someone so young, but for anyone at all. He was able to conjure spirits without even trying. That’s something even trained conjurers can struggle with.” 
 
    “And you think that by showing up with an incredibly powerful kid, they’ll be interested enough to help you,” Nara finished. “Honestly, that doesn’t sound like a bad plan at all. If I know anything about the Conjurers’ Estate, it’s that they love poking their noses where they don’t need to be.” 
 
    “Isn’t that all conjurers do?” Cinis asked.  
 
    “In a sense,” I admitted. “But Elis is my way in, and my way to the goddesses. He has mentioned powerful spirits that he can feel just across the veil before. I am hoping that with some sort of guidance or training, he will be able to bring the shadow selves of Mihany’s sisters to the surface.” 
 
    “Is that safe?” Ephy asked.  
 
    Her concern for the young mage touched me. It was clearly written across her face, and I fought a smile. It was the same sort of concern I had for the boy. I wanted to protect him, but I knew in my gut that this was the only way. 
 
    “I won’t let anything happen to him,” I promised.  
 
    It felt like I was making some sort of vow to whoever might have been listening. I would never let any harm come to Elis, especially when he was using his gift to help save the kingdom.  
 
    “That’s part of why I am going to the Conjurers’ Estate instead of trying to figure this out on my own,” I added. “I think there will be some sort of safety in numbers amongst the conjurers. In the past, when Elis has nearly gotten hurt, it has been because he’s been alone or without anyone who can help him channel his power safely.” 
 
    “His powers are like a wildfire,” Cinis said. “And using the conjurers to help is like having extra people on hand to douse it if it should become too much.” 
 
    I grinned at my fire descendant lover. “Exactly. While it is not the perfect situation, it’s the best chance we have at summoning the sisters. They have to be destroyed before Mihany can calm down.”  
 
    “And once they are gone?” Cinis asked.  
 
    “Then we deal with Mihany,” I said. “However that may be. If I survive the shadow selves of her sisters, that is.”  
 
    “You’re the bravest man I’ve ever met,” Ephy swooned.  
 
    I blinked. Her words seemed to have come out of nowhere, but as I looked over at the siren, she was staring up at me with wide, adoring blue eyes.  
 
    “I’m just doing what anyone else would do if they could,” I said and brushed off the compliment. 
 
    Ephy shook her head. “No, Dex, that isn’t true. I’ve never met anyone else who would do the sorts of things you’re doing, or go to the lengths you’re going to protect our kingdom.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Nara said. “For what it’s worth.”  
 
    I felt warmth bloom and spread in my chest as I looked out at the three women I loved more than anything. They all understood and supported me like no one else had.  
 
    “You saved all of us,” Cinis pointed out. “Without you, none of us would be here right now, as happy as we are. I can’t imagine what my life would be like if you hadn’t stepped in and saved me. My uncle would have found some way to kill me even after your refusal, I’m sure.” 
 
    Her words made my stomach clench in anger. I hated to think about the things Ignis had done. I’d seen through his plan to kill Cinis, but what if someone else had been sent instead? My lover could have been killed. 
 
    And who knew how far the Ember Fields would have flooded as a result? 
 
    “I don’t like thinking of that,” I said through clenched teeth.  
 
    “Nor do I,” she admitted as her hand dropped down to her stomach. “Because now I have you, and Ephelia, and Nara, and whatever little baby is in my stomach. I have more than I could have ever dreamed of having thanks to you and the mercy you showed me, even as I tried to kill you.” 
 
    Her eyes softened and for a moment, I was worried she was going to begin to cry again.  
 
    “I love you guys.” Ephy gave a small sniffle, and as I looked over at her, I realized she had started to cry, just a little. 
 
    She reached up to wipe her eyes with her delicate fingers, and I fought a laugh.  
 
    “Are you alright, Ephy?” I asked. 
 
    She nodded vigorously and eyed my winged lover with the utmost adoration. “Yes, of course. It’s just hard to think about what things would be like if Cinis wasn’t here! Or Nara! Or me! I just love the three of you so much, and I love the baby, and I haven’t even had a chance to meet the baby yet.” 
 
    When she spoke of Cinis’ unborn child, the siren’s hands drifted down to rest over her own lower abdomen. 
 
    “It would be nice,” Cinis said, but her tone had changed now. Her voice was a little lower, a little husky, and that alone sent a slight thrill through me. “If Ephy was carrying a child at the same time I carried mine.” 
 
    Ephy sniffled and nodded her head eagerly. “Oh! It would be so wonderful. Can you imagine it? Our children would be nearly the same age. They would be the best of friends, and they’d never even have a chance to get lonely. I wish it had worked last time.”  
 
    The siren turned and looked at me with the same adoring look on her face that I’d seen many times.  
 
    “Do you think you could do that?” she asked. “Can you spill your seed inside of me as many times as possible so I can carry your child?” 

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    I had a hard time imagining anything sexier than what Ephy had just asked me.  
 
    My beautiful siren lover’s eyes had gone a little dark as she stared up at me. She bit her plush, pale pink lip and took a step closer to me with her hands still clasped over her stomach. 
 
    “Please, Dex?” she asked. Her voice was small and almost hesitant.  
 
    The sight of her asking me to fuck her until she became pregnant was almost too much to handle. Heat curled in the pit of my stomach, and my dick stirred in my trousers.  
 
    “Please?” This time it was Cinis who spoke up. “I would love to have someone to keep me company while I’m pregnant. Ephy would be so pretty pregnant, wouldn’t she? Just imagine it.” 
 
    “Her breasts would definitely get bigger,” Nara added in an ever so helpful tone.  
 
    My blood felt like it was on fire, but there was no way in hell I was going to refuse my lover’s request.  
 
    “Anything you want,” I said, and my own voice was low and gravelly as I thought about fucking Ephelia.  
 
    I loved the way her body reacted to mine and how eager she was to please. 
 
    I didn’t hesitate to clear the space across my bedchambers between us to pull the siren into my chest. 
 
    She let out a giggle as her periwinkle locks fell over her shoulder, and she pressed her breasts against my chest. Her perfect, pink nipples were hard against me through my tunic.  
 
    “Thank you, Dex,” she whispered as I slid one of my hands down to press into the small of her back.  
 
    “I haven’t done anything yet,” I murmured.  
 
    “But you’re going to,” she teased. “I’m going to feel you fill me up, and I know it’s going to make me a baby.”  
 
    “Oh, he’s going to,” Cinis added with a grin curling across her gorgeous face. “And I want to watch every step of the way. Something about carrying a child has made me hungry for him at every hour of the day.” 
 
    My eyebrows raised. “And you’ve waited this long to tell me that?” 
 
    “You’ve been very busy,” Cinis reminded me with a beleaguered sigh. “I have been trying to abstain from jumping you at every free moment, but it’s been difficult.”  
 
    “We’ve all missed you so much,” Ephy said.  
 
    The arousal I felt boiling in my gut somehow intensified further as I imagined Ephy and Cinis both longing for my touch. The thoughts alone were nearly too much to handle. 
 
    I crashed my lips down against Ephelia’s without warning. All of that imagining had left me with the overwhelming desire to taste her. My body thrummed with need and desire for the siren as I slipped my tongue into her eagerly waiting mouth. 
 
    I was going to fuck her until she had exactly what she wanted.  
 
    Her body curled against mine like that was exactly what it had always been meant to do. The siren slid her arms up to wrap around my neck, and she pulled herself closer to me.  
 
    All thoughts of Jolin Obhain and Mihany vanished from my mind. Who would have thought that all it took for me to stop dwelling on the stresses of my day-to-day life was to have a beautiful siren who desperately wanted me to cum inside of her?  
 
    Ephy whimpered into my mouth, and the sound sent fire coursing through my veins.  
 
    I pulled away from her lips only to adjust my hold on her perfect, curvy body. Then I slid one arm under the swell of her perfect ass to heft her up.  
 
    She curled both of her legs around my waist without hesitation and held herself flush to my body. I could already feel her heat through my layers as she pulled herself as close to me as she could. 
 
    I practically salivated.  
 
    “Fuck,” I hissed. “You’re so ready for me, and I’ve barely touched you.” 
 
    Ephy nodded and thickly swallowed. “I want you so badly, Dex. So, so badly.”  
 
    Her voice was small and almost pleading, and the sound of it sent a shockwave of lust coursing through my body straight to my cock. It was already achingly hard in my trousers.  
 
    “Bring her here,” Cinis urged, and her voice was filled with heat. 
 
    I cut my eyes over to the queen of the Ardere as she stared at me from her perch on the bed. 
 
    She’d somehow managed to get rid of her skirt before I could notice. She stood on her knees on the bed, entirely naked with her soft, velvety black wings open behind her. Her two long braids did nothing to cover how hard her nipples were as she slid a hand down toward her pussy.  
 
    “Please,” Ephy whimpered.  
 
    I didn’t have to be asked again. 
 
    I moved over toward the bed and dropped the siren gently down onto the blankets.  
 
    Cinis leaned over her and caught my lips in a kiss.  
 
    She tasted like smoke and something fragrant and sweet that I couldn’t quite place as she slid one of her hands up around the back of my neck to hold me close. 
 
    Ephy’s legs were still wrapped tightly around my waist, but I felt the siren drop her back down onto the bed with a soft giggle as I drove my tongue into Cinis’ mouth.  
 
    The fire descendant was just as eager as always, but even then I could tell that she must have been waiting for this just as much as Ephy had. She kissed me like she had been starving and just waiting for my touch.  
 
    I moved my hands from Ephy’s body to slide one up the curve of Cinis’ perfectly cinched waist toward her breasts. My fingers danced along her smooth skin until it brushed across one of her pert nipples. 
 
    My lover’s entire body shuddered at the simplest touch.  
 
    It felt like a drug to see just how easily she would react to me.  
 
    “Dex,” she gasped into my mouth. “Do it again.” 
 
    I grinned, but I did what my lover asked and reached up to stroke her breast.  
 
    I was right. They’d definitely gotten bigger with her pregnancy.  
 
    Cinis gasped again as my hand dropped down from her breast, and my brow furrowed until I glanced down and saw that Ephy had started to press her plush, pink lips to Cinis’ thigh and left a trail of kisses over the expanse of glorious, exposed skin.  
 
    My dick twitched.  
 
    Then I leaned back from the two women’s embrace to pull my shirt off over the back of my head. I tossed it carelessly over my shoulder and onto the floor. I hated to move Ephy, but I needed to get my fucking pants off.  
 
    Gently, I unfurled her legs from my hips to stand.  
 
    The siren didn’t seem to miss the contact thanks to Cinis’ attention.  
 
    My fiery lover had dropped herself down onto the bed next to Ephy, and the two women were intertwined.  
 
    Ephy’s lilypad skirt was hiked up around her narrow waist as she threw one leg over Cinis’ hips. The siren laid in the crook of one of Cinis’ wings and cupped the queen’s breast in one hand. Cinis shuddered as Ephelia dragged her tongue over her nipple.  
 
    My hands were still on my trousers as I watched the two of them interact, and I was impossibly hard. Fuck. They were so goddamn sexy it hurt. How had I found so many beautiful women who loved each other as much as they loved me?  
 
    “Have you forgotten what it is you were doing?” Nara spoke up from behind me. Her voice was husky and low, despite the teasing tone.  
 
    I glanced over my shoulder to see the witch’s dark eyebrows raised. She’d already shed her clothing in a much faster display than I’d managed.  
 
    I trailed my eyes over her tiny, petite body and suppressed a growl at the sight.  
 
    “Should I help, Master?” she purred.  
 
    “Yes.” I dropped my hands from my belt and watched Nara slink over toward me like a cat.  
 
    She wrapped her arms around my body from behind, and I felt the press of her chest against my bare back as she deftly undid my belt. Then she dragged her black-painted nails down my chest and sent a shudder down my spine before she pulled my trousers down.  
 
    My dick sprang free, and I groaned. It was hard and aching, and I curled my fist around my member to give myself some sort of relief.  
 
    Suddenly, I could feel three sets of eyes on me in the room.  
 
    I let out a laugh as my three women watched me stroke myself in rapt attention. “Eager, aren’t we?”  
 
    “Very,” Cinis informed me with a wicked little grin on her face.  
 
    Ephy was still on top of her, but now she’d slid one of her hands down between the crux of Cinis’ thick, beautiful thighs. The siren’s slender fingers stroked at our shared lover’s pussy, and Cinis’ body gave a shudder of pleasure.  
 
    I watched as it rolled through her from her shoulders and all the way down to her toes. 
 
    “Well, now I feel lonely,” Nara said with a little pout.  
 
    The witch slipped out from behind me and wasted no time in clambering up onto the bed.  
 
    Cinis raised her arm up to welcome the tiny witch into their embrace.  
 
    Nara curled up in the crook of Cinis’ other wing and caught the fire descendant’s lips with her own.  
 
    My fiery lover threw her head back as Nara kissed her with an intensity I hadn’t expected, but then again, I’d never known Nara not to do anything intensely.  
 
    For a moment, all I could do was watch in lust as my three lovers stroked and touched each other.  
 
    I could see just how wet all of their pussies were from where I stood mesmerized. Ephy continued to gently fuck Cinis with her fingers while Nara straddled one of the queen of the Ardere’s thighs to find some pleasure of her own.  
 
    “Come here,” I ordered and dropped one of my hands down onto Ephy’s perky ass. “They can handle each other for a minute. I need to fuck you until you have exactly what you want.”  
 
    The siren looked up at me with hazy, lust-filled eyes and nodded her head so quickly I almost laughed. She licked her already wet lips, and despite her eagerness, very carefully and gently crawled over Cinis toward the edge of the bed.  
 
    Cinis made a pouting face and a little huff of annoyance at the sudden lack of Ephelia, but Nara quickly moved over to fill that void. The Headmistress of the Witches’ Estate slotted herself between Cinis’ thighs and slipped her own hand toward my pregnant lover’s heat.  
 
    I grinned at the sight but quickly looked back down at Ephy. She had moved all the way to the edge of the bed and had wrapped her long legs around my hips again. Now, she stared up at me with wide, ocean-blue eyes and a pleading look painted across her pale green face.  
 
    “Please?” she asked in a voice barely louder than a whisper. “Please, Dex, I want you inside of me so badly. I need your cock.”  
 
    “Yeah?” I murmured. I reached down to stroke her hair from her face, and she quivered at the slightest brush of my hand against her bare skin. 
 
    Her cheeks were flushed as she nodded. Despite the blush, she didn’t break my gaze.  
 
    “I want your baby,” she said. “I want you to make me yours in every way possible. I want you to claim my pussy and my womb.”  
 
    Her words were enough to send a rush of heat to my cock, and I couldn’t hold back any longer.  
 
    I slid into her waiting pussy with a sharp groan. She was so slick and hot that I nearly lost myself in her, but I tightened my grip on her hips, and Ephy gave a low, whimpering moan from the back of her throat. 
 
    Then she arched her back up off of the bed, and it just drove her further down onto my cock.  
 
    “Fuck yeah,” I grunted and slid my hand underneath her body to the small of her back.  
 
    I kept her up in that arched position against me. She was practically putty in my hands, and I knew I could do whatever I wanted, and she’d eagerly take it.  
 
    The aquamarine mark on my chest began to glow as I started to thrust in and out of Ephy’s slick pussy. The rhythm was slow at first. Each thrust made a soft little gasp bubble up from her mouth, and I loved the way she sounded. She was so receptive to all of my touches that it was addicting. I knew exactly what she wanted, and I was going to fucking give it to her. 
 
    “Look at that,” Nara mumbled. The witch had moved from straddling Cinis’ waist to sliding down the fire descendant’s body. Her short legs were now stretched out next to Ephy’s head as she positioned herself between Cinis’ thighs.  
 
    Cinis pushed herself up onto her elbows to follow Nara’s gaze toward Ephy and I. 
 
    The fire descendant’s eyes were burning red with lust, and I watched intently as she licked her lips.  
 
    Then I slowly thrust into Ephy again, and the siren’s perfect breasts bounced in time with my thrust as she whimpered.  
 
    Cinis’ eyes flashed again, and my fiery lover tightened her legs around Nara’s shoulders. 
 
    The witch grinned before she dropped her head down. Her tongue disappeared inside the slick folds of Cinis’ pussy as she started to lap at the other woman and devour her without needing to be asked. 
 
    Cinis met my gaze and bit at her lower lip. She slid one hand down to Nara’s mess of hair and slipped her fingers into the curls to hold her face down between her thighs as she writhed against her mouth.  
 
    Fuck. These women were going to be the death of me.  
 
    Ephy squirmed and tried to drive herself closer to me as I slammed into her again, Nara’s ass was in the air as she ate Cinis’ pussy, and Cinis watched me with her blazing, lustful eyes.  
 
    How had I gotten so fucking lucky? 
 
    “D-Dex,” Ephy stammered. “Dex, I can take more. Please, I want to feel you fill me up.”  
 
    I looked back down at the siren as she shifted around on my cock. I didn’t have to be told twice. 
 
    I pulled out of her wet pussy just long enough for her to start to squirm before I slammed into her hard enough to send the entire bed rocking.  
 
    She screamed.  
 
    It was a beautiful fucking sound.  
 
    Her back was still arched as I held her propped against me, and she melted in my grasp and tried to catch her breath, but I fucked up into her again just as hard.  
 
    The bed rocked again. 
 
    “Oh, Dex,” she whimpered. “You’re so big, I can feel you in my entire body.”  
 
    “Yeah?” I grunted and thrust into her again. “You’re so fucking tight, Ephy. How badly do you want me to cum inside of your sweet little pussy?”  
 
    Her eyes were wide as she looked up at me. “So, s-so bad, Dex. I want it so bad. I wa-want you to fill up my womb, I want you more than I’ve ever wanted anything else.”  
 
    The mark on my chest grew brighter, and I felt Ephy’s body tighten around mine. It was obvious she was already close.  
 
    “Not yet,” I growled. “Don’t you fucking cum yet.”  
 
    “But she sounds so pretty when she cums,” Cinis gasped.  
 
    Nara was still buried between her thighs and seemed to be leisurely enjoying her time there. I couldn’t blame the witch. Between Cinis’ thighs was a glorious place to be.  
 
    “Come here,” I ordered. “Both of you.”  
 
    Nara finally looked back at me. There was a pleased, dazed look on her face, and her chin was slick with Cinis’ juices. It shouldn’t have been nearly as sexy as it was.  
 
    “Yes, master,” she purred before she slowly crawled down the bed toward me.  
 
    Ephy quivered around my cock, but I held her pinned in place with my cock buried hilt deep inside of her tight pussy. She was clearly trying not to cum, but every slight shift of my body made her whine.  
 
    “Good girl,” I told Nara.  
 
    Cinis folded her wings back and made her way down the bed toward us as well. She perched just behind Ephy’s head on the bed and stroked her fingers through the siren’s long, periwinkle hair. She brushed a few strands back from her forehead tenderly.  
 
    “Help me make her cum.” I grinned at my lovers.  
 
    I could easily do it on my own, but I wanted to watch my three lovers touch each other. They were so fucking sexy and receptive to my touch as well as each other’s, and I’d be a fucking idiot if I didn’t want to watch.  
 
    “Of course,” Cinis purred. “The sweet thing deserves it, especially if she’s going to bear your child like I am. Isn’t that right, Ephelia?”  
 
    She looked down at the siren as she continued to stroke her hair. Then Cinis’ other hand trailed down Ephy’s pale green skin toward her pink nipples, and she began to tease the sensitive skin with a playful touch. 
 
    I felt Ephy clench around me with a desperate gasp, but she was still doing her best not to cum.  
 
    “You look so fucking good, lilypad,” Nara told Ephy. The witch bent her head down to catch the siren’s lips with her own in a passionate kiss. I watched as their tongues slid around each other and heard both of them groaning with pleasure.  
 
    Cinis pouted for a moment before she leaned down as well and started to kiss at Ephy’s neck and jaw.  
 
    I felt frozen for a moment as I watched the three incredibly sexy women kiss one another. I was a lucky, lucky man.  
 
    But then I took advantage of Ephy’s distraction to slide out of her and thrust into her again and again. Her body practically spasmed against mine, even with the other two women holding her steady.  
 
    It was obvious she wouldn’t be able to hold off any longer.  
 
    “That’s it,” I soothed and continued to fuck into her tight pussy at a harsh pace. Each thrust was deep and hard. I wanted her to feel all of me. “You’re doing so good, Ephy. Do you want to cum now?”  
 
    The siren whimpered again, but her mouth was preoccupied with Cinis’ tongue as it was the fire descendant’s turn to kiss her.  
 
    “Cum for me,” I ordered. “I want you to cum for me, and I’m going to fill your womb with my seed.”  
 
    Ephy didn’t need to be told twice.  
 
    Her tight, perfect body began to shake as I finally let her release her orgasm. She arched even higher against my body and gasped into Cinis’ mouth. Her pussy practically convulsed with pleasure as she finally released.  
 
    I fucked her through the waves of pleasure and ecstasy that rolled through her tight body until it was my turn to cum. Then I spilled my seed inside of her pussy as deep as I could. I was buried in her deeper than I thought I’d ever been before. It felt like we were connected on some other level as I slammed into her again.  
 
    She gasped. “Dex!”  
 
    Her cry was muffled into our other lovers’ bodies and mouths, but I still heard it.  
 
    “That’s it,” I grunted. “You’re taking me so good, Ephy. You feel my cum inside of you? That’s what you wanted, wasn’t it?”  
 
    I practically saw stars as I continued to fuck her through both of our orgasms. I was going to shoot every last drop of cum I could out of my body and into hers to give her exactly what she wanted. She wanted a baby, and I wasn’t going to refuse her. There was no fucking way. 
 
    I wanted to own every part of her, and she wanted it, too. I wasn’t going to turn that down.  
 
    “Can you feel that?” I asked. “Can you feel the baby I just put in you?” 
 
    My words alone were enough to make Ephy cry out again. Her body started to shake, and her legs tightened around my hips as another orgasm rocked through her slender frame.  
 
    The sight of her cumming pushed me over the edge again, and together, we rode out a second orgasm as I pumped into her. Then my hips slowly stuttered to a stop when I had finally given her all that I could. 
 
    Slowly, I pulled out of her slick pussy with a groan.  
 
    Ephy whimpered as I slid free. The apex of her thighs was slick and coated with both of our cum, and she dropped back down onto the bed in a limp, spent heap. 
 
    Cinis pulled away from the siren’s mouth with a wicked little laugh.  
 
    “Dex, I think you fucked her too hard,” she teased. She gently cupped Ephy’s face and stroked her cheek lovingly.  
 
    “She’s still breathing,” Nara joked as she pulled away as well. “I think she’ll be okay.”  
 
    I grinned at my other two lovers.  
 
    “And what about the two of you?” I asked with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    Nara sheepishly looked down. “I might have cummed watching you cum.”  
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh, and Cinis just rolled her eyes and continued to tend to Ephy.  
 
    “I will give you time to recover,” Cinis murmured. “Because I will leave you bedridden if we try to fuck at the moment.” 
 
    My eyebrows shot up at what certainly sounded like a promise.  
 
    “I would be more than fine,” I assured her as I stepped back from the bed to grab my trousers. “But unfortunately, I don’t think I can stay.” 
 
    The storm was still raging outside like no time had passed at all. Mihany clearly wasn’t losing steam, but that didn’t mean she wouldn’t soon, or that she wouldn’t simply grow bored and try to move on to causing chaos somewhere else. I needed to take advantage of the time I had to further my plans. 
 
    “I need to go find Elis so the two of us can head to the Conjurers’ Estate,” I explained.  
 
    I tugged my trousers back on and grabbed my shirt from where I had carelessly tossed it over my shoulder onto the floor. I quickly finished dressing and adjusted my belt.  
 
    “Are you sure it’s safe to go out in this?” Cinis asked. “Could the conjurers not come here?” 
 
    “You have no reason to worry about me,” I assured my lover. 
 
    “It’s not you I’m worried about, Dex,” Cinis said. “Elis is a child, and Mihany’s storm is quite a monster.”  
 
    I softened momentarily as Cinis told me she was worried for Elis. 
 
    “I promise you, I won’t let anything happen to him,” I said, and I meant it, too.  
 
    Elis was my responsibility. The young mage trusted me to keep him safe, and I hadn’t let him down so far. I did not intend to start anytime soon. 
 
    “I trust you,” Cinis said with a soft smile.  
 
    “We will keep Ephy company as she recovers,” Nara spoke up. Her lips were curled in a playful grin. “She may need one of my potions to get up on her feet again.” 
 
    “I’m fine, Nara,” Ephy murmured with a little, bubbly giggle. “It’s like I can still feel him inside of me.” 
 
    That was enough to make my dick twitch, but I really didn’t have the time for a third round.  
 
    “Take care of her,” I told my other two lovers as I grabbed my cloak and my bow and arrow. I hesitated before I grabbed the dragon bone staff as well. The conjurers might recognize what the staff was made of, but I knew that something so powerful might help me if something went wrong, so I carefully secured it to my back in a sheath I often used for my longer swords. Then I draped my cloak just right so as to make it less obvious I was toting something back there. 
 
    “Go,” Cinis urged. “We will be fine. Go take Elis to the Conjurers’ Estate and end this fucking storm.”  
 
    I nodded and flashed my lovers a smile before I slipped carefully out of my bedchambers.  
 
    I hoped the Conjurers’ Estate would be able to help Elis and I with our quest. I was already trying to formulate another plan in case this attempt failed, but I knew in my gut that this was the best course of action.  
 
    My steps were brisk as I made my way through the Assassins’ Estate and into Elis’ chambers.  
 
    I knocked gently on the door, and a few seconds later, the boy’s face appeared in the doorway. Nimith was sleeping on his shoulders.  
 
    The nipitar was technically my pet, but she had taken so strongly to Elis that it seemed like it was meant to be. The boy was so reserved and shy that I’d been ecstatic the little reptile seemed to bring him out of his shell. They had been nearly inseparable since Nimith hatched, and the sight of her asleep on Elis’ shoulder made me smile. 
 
    “Yes, Master Morgan?” Elis’ pale gray eyes were turned up at me with an inquisitive look on his face. 
 
    “How would you feel about going with me to the Conjurers’ Estate?” I asked. 
 
    Elis blinked in surprise. “The Conjurers’ Estate?”  
 
    It took me a second to realize there was something hesitant in his tone. It almost sounded like fear. 
 
    “Not like that,” I quickly assured him. “I am not trying to send you away. You’re one of us, Elis. You’re an assassin.”  
 
    Immediately the tension in the young boy’s shoulders dropped, and he let out a visible sigh of relief. 
 
    “Oh, okay, that’s good,” he said in a clear attempt to play it off like he had never been concerned in the first place. The act made me grin. 
 
    “I promise I wouldn’t do that to you,” I assured him once again. “But I do need your help.”  
 
    “Is this about the shadows you tried to have me summon before?” the young mage asked. 
 
    He had a sharp mind, that was for certain.  
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I want to see if you can summon the shadow selves of the wind goddess’ sisters. We have to destroy them before she can move on to another kingdom.”  
 
    “That sounds really difficult,” Elis said, but he already seemed determined to come with me. The kid reminded me a little of myself at that age, and I felt a surge of warmth in my chest for him.  
 
    “You’re more powerful than you give yourself credit for, Elis,” I told him. “And together with the conjurers at the estate, I know you’ll be able to do this.” 
 
    Elis stepped out from behind his bedchamber door. As if on cue, Nimith awoke with a little yawn and a chirp. Then the nipitar leapt from Elis’ shoulder and zipped off without another sound. 
 
    The young mage followed the golden nipitar with his eyes. “Well, I guess she doesn’t want to come with us to the Conjurers’ Estate.”  
 
    I laughed. “Apparently not. But that means you’re willing to help?” 
 
    “Of course, Master Morgan!” Elis exclaimed. “I want to do everything I can. I want to make myself useful here.” 
 
    “You’ll be making yourself more than just useful here at the Assassins’ Estate,” I told him. “You’ll be saving the kingdom.”  
 
    His eyes grew even wider. Then Elis turned and quickly dashed back into his room to grab his short sword and his cloak. He threw both of them on before stumbling to a halt in front of me again.  
 
    “I want to help save the kingdom!” he exclaimed. “Let’s go! I’ve always wanted to be a hero!”  
 
    I briefly grimaced as I fought the urge to tell the boy he may be in the wrong line of work for that term, but still, I couldn’t help but grin as I looked down at the young conjurer mage. He was so eager to do whatever it took to save the kingdom that it warmed my heart. I wished Master Abbot was still around to see just how good the last assassin he’d taken into the estate had turned out to be.  
 
    He’d taken a risk on a child with strange powers all of those years ago with me, and then again with Elis. And now, the two of us were going to take down a wind goddess before she could level the entire continent. 
 
    What could possibly go wrong? 

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    “Stick close to me,” I warned Elis as we neared the edge of the forcefield that surrounded the Assassins’ Estate. “The storm outside is far more powerful than it looks from in here.” 
 
    “More powerful?” Elis asked. His eyes darted from side to side as he took in the violently swaying trees and miniature tornados that seemed to pop up every few feet.  
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I’ll try to keep you dry. I can’t do anything about the wind, however, so you have to stay as close to me as possible so you don’t get blown away.” 
 
    “Blown away?” he echoed me again.  
 
    “I wish it was a joke,” I muttered. “But I saw plenty of people near the castle earlier that were swept entirely off of their feet. I am sure the two of us will be fine, but it is always better to be safe than it is to be sorry. That’s one of the most important things you can learn.” 
 
    “Does it help with assassinations?” he asked and cocked his head to the side. His light-brown hair flopped over his forehead with the gesture.  
 
    “It helps with assassinations, yes,” I said. “But it helps with everything in life, too. It’s just smarter to be careful. The last thing you want is to get careless. If you get careless, you or someone else can get hurt.”  
 
    Elis nodded. “Got it. That makes sense.”  
 
    “Stick close to me,” I warned one last time.  
 
    Then I raised my hand up above my head and channeled my water powers. I knew Elis wouldn’t see what I was doing, he was too short and had no reason to look up at my hand, so I hoped he wouldn’t catch on that any magical dealings were afoot where I was concerned. 
 
    I felt the familiar tugging in my gut as the water that flowed through my body channeled up through my arm and to my hand like some sort of coursing river. Instead of projecting my own water outward, however, I pushed up at the water around me as I stepped out of the forcefield with Elis in tow. 
 
    Luckily, the boy was smaller than me, so I didn’t have to extend my tiny, makeshift forcefield much further than my own size.  
 
    The wind slammed into us as soon as we were a mere foot out of the forcefield, and I grunted from the strength of the gust. 
 
    Elis ducked his head down and stood half behind me with his cloak drawn tightly around his body.  
 
    “Come on,” I said. “We can do this.” 
 
    “Right, we can do this!” Elis exclaimed.  
 
    I was sort of putting on a show for the kid’s benefit, because I knew I could navigate the windstorm on my own without injury, but I didn’t want him to worry. I remembered my promise to Cinis about keeping him safe and reached down to tug the boy under my arm. He hesitated for only a moment before he nestled himself under my cloak and stuck closely to my side as we walked.  
 
    I was glad he didn’t protest the added protection. He had started to fill out more the longer he spent at the Assassins’ Estate, but he still wasn’t a large kid, even with the regular food and exercise. I couldn’t help but be a little worried that he really would just blow away.  
 
    Elis stayed tucked into my side as we struggled against the wind. Each step felt like a battle in which I was forced to rage against Mihany and her anger.  
 
    “Whoa,” Elis spoke up. 
 
    The trees around us shook and shuddered like they were made of nothing. It might have been fascinating if they weren’t currently in the process of trying to uproot and knock into us. 
 
    I was honestly glad to see that Elis was intrigued by the wind as opposed to afraid of it, though.  
 
    He seemed like an entirely different kid than the one I had met all of those months ago. He had really started to come out of his shell as we worked on using his power. The thought that I’d had something to do with making him seem generally happier and more confident filled me with warmth. 
 
    Granted, it wasn’t enough warmth to make up for the fact I was in a giant fucking windstorm, but it was warmth nonetheless.  
 
    “How far is the Conjurers’ Estate from here?” Elis asked, and the kid practically had to scream to be heard over the wind. It was a good thing he was so close to me, otherwise I doubted I would have even heard him at all.  
 
    “It’s just north of the castle,” I said. “So we’ll have to go through the center of this storm. Luckily, all of the buildings in the center of the kingdom help act as wind blocks.”  
 
    Even as I said it, I knew it wasn’t quite true. I remembered vividly the market surrounding the castle as all of the stands and shacks blew about thanks to Mihany’s wind. I figured that whatever was left standing after the assembly would be there for good at this point. 
 
    For now, we were still far enough from the center of the kingdom that the wind was mostly bearable. It wasn’t pleasant, but there were only leaves and rocks being picked up and carried in the wind instead of entire buildings. I would take what I could get when it came to navigating Mihany’s anger. 
 
    “What are conjurers like?” Elis asked another question.  
 
    I had to fight a chuckle. He really did remind me of myself at his age. He was so full of questions and looked to me for guidance and answers. And I really did want to be like Master Abbot to the young mage. I wanted to help train him into the sort of man he very well could be.  
 
    There was a lot of raw power in such a small body, and I wanted to make sure he learned how to use it as best as he could while honing his other skills. That included answering all of his many, many questions. Asking questions was a key part of our job, and the fact that he was so eager to find answers was a good sign. It meant he wouldn’t simply rush into anything or take everything at face value.  
 
    “I haven’t had many interactions with them,” I admitted.  
 
    “Are they nice?” Elis continued to probe.  
 
    “The ones I’ve met have been nice,” I told him. “Conjurers, just conjurers, not mages like you, use their innate magic ability and some sort of totem to try and summon whatever they can from across the veil. It can be threatening to some people, but they aren’t like necromancers. They don’t tend to deal in dark magic.”  
 
    “Have you worked with necromancers?” the young mage asked.  
 
    I glanced down at him and saw that his eyes were wide behind the fringe of his hair. 
 
    “A few times now,” I chuckled. “I think I’m technically friends with one of them.”  
 
    I really wasn’t sure what to call Gozis the Darkmaster. We were far from strangers now, even if he did only know me as a cutthroat named Yeven Grangor. But calling us friends didn’t feel like quite the right term, either. I was just in a very strange position when it came to the weird, bald man. 
 
    “Friends?” Elis gasped. “Aren’t they dangerous?”  
 
    “You have to remember, Elis,” I began. “Everyone is dangerous. You can’t go into situations thinking that some people are safe and some aren’t based on their magic. It is always safer to assume that everyone could be a threat, and you use that information to your advantage.” 
 
    “Is this assassin advice?” he asked.  
 
    “It’s life advice, but it applies well to our estate,” I told him.  
 
    We were nearing the center of the kingdom now, and Mihany’s rage was on full, extravagant display. The three simultaneous storms I had noticed earlier as Nara and I left the assembly were still raging on. There really didn’t seem to be any sort of end in sight to Mihany’s anger.  
 
    The heavy winds crashed violently against the few smaller buildings at the edge of the town’s center. They shook on their foundations, but to my surprise, they held up. A few tiles from the roof and some stray boards were rocked loose, but they didn’t collapse. 
 
    Was the goddess losing steam, or were the buildings just shockingly sturdy?  
 
    I couldn’t be sure one way or another.  
 
    My arm began to ache from keeping the water at bay, but I didn’t lower it from above my head and drop the makeshift forcefield. I would much rather ache than get soaked to the bone. Besides, unlike me, Elis didn’t have water powers. It would drench the poor kid, and there would be nothing he could do about it. 
 
    I wasn’t going to subject him to something like that. 
 
    “Just a little farther,” I shouted over the roar of the storm, and a small dervish of wind kicked up dirt and debris as it spun wildly down the center pathway.  
 
    All of the people I’d seen pouring into the city center just a few hours before, thanks to the assembly, had disappeared from sight. It looked like everyone had fled back to their estates to get away from the wind and rain. I assumed they were all trying to figure out how to deal with the wind goddess still. 
 
    I felt a small surge of pride in the fact that not only did I already know what to do, but I was on my way to doing it. 
 
    There was something about being a step ahead that always filled me with joy. It was a point of pride for me not only in my work, but in my day-to-day life as well. 
 
    I knew that one of the ways to get to the Conjurers’ Estate would take us straight through the market that surrounded the castle, but after what I had seen there earlier in the day, I didn’t want to risk it. That had been one of the most chaotic places in the storm, and with Elis by my side, it would be substantially harder to navigate, even without all of the other magic users. 
 
    It would just be easier to take the longer way to the estate and bypass the risk, even if it meant we would be in the rain a little longer.  
 
    “Just a little longer,” I told Elis. 
 
    The boy didn’t seem bothered, though. I was impressed with his resilience.  
 
    His pale face was set into a hard look of determination that was a little funny to see on someone his age. He clearly had lived a very different life than most children, and a part of me wondered if he was somehow missing out. 
 
    But then I recalled just how happy he was when he was at the Assassins’ Estate being trained, how much he loved playing with Nimith, and how excited he was to hone his magic.  
 
    He might have been leading a different life, but as far as I could tell, it was a better one. After all, I had turned out pretty okay in the grand scheme of things.  
 
    “Do you think the conjurers will like me?” Elis asked as we started down a path through a narrow alleyway.  
 
    “Of course,” I said without hesitation. “Of course they’ll like you.” 
 
    The alley cut between the rows of short buildings and homes that wrapped around the center of town. If the castle was the heart of Ocadia, the outskirts of town were like the veins that carried the blood around. It was easy to move amongst the buildings without being stopped or seen. 
 
    It was also, apparently, easy to move through them while trying to dodge flying debris and magical stalls.  
 
    I didn’t need any sort of map to navigate the alleyways. My years as an assassin had honed that skill, and my memory of the area was as sharp as my memory of my own estate. I knew the alleys and pathways like the back of my hand, and it was easy to find a path from one end of town to the other without ever stepping into the open street.  
 
    The wind between the buildings in the alleyways was sporadic. At some moments it was like I had walked straight into a tunnel and felt nearly impossible to walk against, but other times it seemed to disappear completely. If anything, the fluctuations served to keep me on my toes and my alert high. It didn’t matter how used to navigating the alleys I was, I had to be on my guard.  
 
    Elis and I stepped out from an alleyway and onto a cobbled path that looped around the castle. If I squinted, I would be able to see the royal gardens from here.  
 
    The cobbled path continued in a curving arc around the castle grounds for a ways before it forked, and I guided Elis around the curve and then took the fork in the path that continued north and into a thicket of trees.  
 
    The small forest wasn’t nearly as thick as the one that surrounded my own estate, but it provided some sort of small barrier between the Conjurers’ Estate and the rest of Ocadia. I assumed they had chosen their location for the sort of protection the forest offered, just like the location of the Assassins’ Estate had been chosen.  
 
    Unlike the Assassins’ Estate, however, the Conjurers’ Estate didn’t have any sort of forcefield. It didn’t even have a stone wall that surrounded the property. 
 
    I was always shocked when I saw how careless other estates were with their protections. It was no wonder my estate was the most secure in the entire kingdom if the rest of the magic users didn’t seem to give a damn about their protections. In my experience, they all relied too heavily on their individual magic, and while magic was clearly a useful tool in defending an estate, it was far from the only thing needed to create a safe place.  
 
    I pushed my security thoughts aside as Elis and I stepped out from the copse of trees, and the young boy laid eyes on the Conjurers’ Estate for the first time. 
 
    Unlike the Necromancers’ Estate, the Conjurers’ Estate simply looked like a normal building. There wasn’t anything overtly flamboyant about the squat stone building. It looked sturdy, and it was much longer than it was tall. A small turret sat at each of the four corners of the building, but they didn’t extend much past the roof, and windows dotted the sides of the short building and sat perfectly spaced from the large, wooden front door. 
 
    The front courtyard of the estate wasn’t even landscaped.  
 
    Well, maybe it had been landscaped once, but it certainly wasn’t now. 
 
    A small tornado that looked to be a little taller than me spun violently across the grass and foliage of the courtyard and kicked up dirt and chunks of mud. They splattered across the grass and left deep gouges in the earth.  
 
    There looked like there had once been a narrow walkway that extended all the way from the forest’s edge where I stood with Elis and up to the front doors of the estate. But now instead of a pathway, there was just a hint of a path. Anything that had once marked the trail had clearly been picked up in the wind and strewn about elsewhere.  
 
    “Come on,” I told Elis. “Get ready to get rained on.”  
 
    The young conjurer mage stuck closely to my side as I quickly led him up the almost-path toward the large wooden front doors. 
 
    Before we could reach the door, I dropped down my forcefield. In an instant, the rain that had been beating uselessly against my magic fell down onto the both of us without any further warning. 
 
    “Shit,” I hissed as the cold water splashed against my skin and started to soak through my cloak. 
 
    I hoped I was managing to shield Elis from the worst of the rain, but one quick glance down at the kid told me he was just as soaking wet as I was.  
 
    We came to a halt in front of the door, and I reached up to knock loudly on the wooden surface.  
 
    It barely took any time at all for the large door to creak open.  
 
    A woman stood half-shielded by the door. It was clear that she was trying to block the worst of the storm from blowing straight into her estate. All I could see was the top of her nose, eyes, and forehead. The rest of her was hidden behind the door, and it was only her voice that even told me she was a woman. 
 
    “Yes?” she asked, and her tone was light and lilting.  
 
    “Dex Morgan,” I introduced myself. “I need to speak with the master of the estate.”  
 
    The woman’s eyes flitted over me and then down to the child I had tucked into my cloak. I could see that she was clearly trying to figure out what purpose I might have with the estate, but she stepped aside and nudged the door open ever so slightly. 
 
    I had a feeling she was only letting me in to keep the storm from blowing in, but I would take it.  
 
    I nudged Elis in first before I followed behind him. 
 
    The woman closed the door with a loud thud, and suddenly the howling of the wind was like nothing more than a distant memory. There must have been some sort of spells cast inside the estate to muffle sound. 
 
    I wondered if that was something that had been there before, or if it was something that had specifically been put into place after Mihany’s temper tantrum started last night. 
 
    The woman turned to face me, and I managed to get a better look at her now. She had short, dark brown hair that was cut to her chin and serious hazel eyes. She wore the familiar, sheer, flowing dark robes of a conjurer, and a wisp of smoke bound the robes together at the neck. They fanned open near her feet, and I saw that underneath, she was dressed in a comfortable-looking tunic and a pair of linen pants.  
 
    The light-colored outfit ran counterintuitive to her dark robes, but I supposed even people who may be capable of connecting with spirits across the veil needed to be comfortable as they worked.  
 
    Her lips were set into a thin line as she studied the two of us. 
 
    I pushed my hood back from my head, and Elis did the same. I was sure the two of us probably looked less impressive than usual as we stood dripping water in the Conjurers’ Estate foyer.  
 
    “What’s going on?” the woman asked, even though she hadn’t introduced herself.  
 
    “I have a vested interest in exploring your craft,” I explained. “This is my ward, Elis. He is a conjurer mage.”  
 
    I didn’t think there was any sort of point in beating around the bush. I needed the conjurers’ help, and it wasn’t like I could keep Elis’ power a secret if I intended to use their help. They would all know soon enough. 
 
    The woman’s eyes widened in clear disbelief, and they fell onto Elis with a new fascination flickering behind her dark irises.  
 
    “A conjurer mage?” she repeated. It was as if she didn’t even believe the words as they came out of her mouth. “Those are very uncommon. Rare, even.” 
 
    “I know,” I said. “But it’s the truth. His powers are strong, but still unpredictable. I am not a mage myself, and so I was hoping someone here would be able to advise us on how to better train his powers.”  
 
    I was being purposefully vague about what his powers could do exactly. I wanted to get a read on how this woman reacted before I exposed Elis’ specific abilities for what they were. He had a powerful and rare gift, so it wouldn’t be wise to simply tell that to everyone I stumbled across in hopes they’d actually be able to help.  
 
    The woman continued to study Elis. She raked her eyes over him like she could somehow see what I was describing. I wondered what she thought Elis could conjure, or if she found it strange that we had made the perilous trek all the way out to the estate in what would easily go down as a legendary storm.  
 
    Apparently whatever conclusions she had come to struck her fancy. 
 
    The woman hesitated before she sighed and stuck her hand out toward me.  
 
    “Kendry Grezza,” she introduced herself. “I am the Headmistress of the Conjurers’ Estate.”  
 
    I reached out to shake the woman’s hand and hoped that I hid the surprise on my face. It wasn’t that I didn’t believe women could have power, after all, I was in a relationship with the Headmistress of the Witches’ Estate. It was more that the woman didn’t carry herself like she was in charge. 
 
    There was a demure curl to her shoulders despite the sharp inquisitiveness of her eyes. She didn’t strike me as the sort of person who would do whatever it took to be the one in charge. 
 
    Maybe that was how she had done it. 
 
    I wasn’t sure how politics worked amongst the conjurers, but I had a feeling there was more to this woman than met the eye.  
 
    “Thank you for speaking with us,” I said as I shook her hand. 
 
    Kendry nodded. “Of course. I didn’t want to leave you standing out there in this storm, for starters.” 
 
    “I appreciate that,” I chuckled. “This wind goddess thing has really gotten out of control.” 
 
    Elis looked up at me, and his brow furrowed, but before he could comment on my response, he seemed to realize that I was playing my cards close to my chest. 
 
    It was never smart to reveal just how much I knew to someone I didn’t trust yet, and even then, sometimes it was still smarter to keep everything to myself until the time was right. 
 
    I didn’t want the Headmistress of the Conjurers’ Estate to know that I had the situation under control. If she did, it might mean that she wouldn’t be willing to speak with me and help Elis hone his gift. 
 
    That was far from the case, but I knew how to play these sorts of games. I had watched Master Abbot do it for years before his death.  
 
    “That feels like an understatement,” Kendry sighed. “Come on, we can speak in my office. I have a fire burning there. It should warm the two of you up. You’re still soaking wet. We can discuss the nature of your ward’s conjuring ability where it’s warm.”  
 
    I hadn’t even realized my teeth were chattering from the cold. I had gotten so used to the feeling that it hadn’t even registered in my mind that I was soaking wet.  
 
    “Thank you for the hospitality,” I said. 
 
    Kendry started to walk down the hallway, and I followed behind her with Elis tucked into my side.  
 
    I didn’t want to let the young mage out of my sight in the Conjurers’ Estate. His powers made him a rarity. Even if I hadn’t exposed what exactly it was he could conjure, being a conjurer mage was already enticing enough, and while I didn’t think Kendry would be so insane as to physically take him away from me, I couldn’t be too careful. I’d promised Cinis that I would keep Elis safe, and damn it, I was going to keep Elis safe, even if it made me seem a bit overbearing.  
 
    I memorized the layout of the estate building as we followed the Headmistress down the corridors, and there wasn’t anything that interesting about the building upon first glance. If anything, the building was a little duller than I had been expecting. It reminded me of some sort of school or a lodge. There were a few large common areas and some closed doorways I assumed led to bedchambers for the conjurers who lived at the estate, and the decor was subtle. The walls and floors were made of stone, but there was an occasional pop of color from a tapestry or a rug on the floor.  
 
    I couldn’t help but wonder if Kendry was specifically leading me on a path that excluded all of the interesting parts of her estate, or if they were hidden away somewhere. 
 
    I had a feeling that it was something more along the lines of the latter.  
 
    Finally, the Headmistress of the Conjurers’ Estate pushed open a wooden door with a metal plate on the outside. The word “headmistress” was engraved into the metal. We had officially arrived at her office. 
 
    She stepped inside and held the door open for the both of us. 
 
    Heat immediately wrapped itself around me as I stepped into the room. The chill that had settled into my bones started to melt right away, and I practically sighed in relief.  
 
    Kendry’s office was cozy and had far more character than what I had seen of the rest of the estate. A large fireplace took up much of the room, and it sat along the wall in a hearth made of multicolored stones. A large, roaring fire burned and cast dancing light into the room and onto a simple desk in front of a bolted shut window. There were papers in neat, organized piles on the desk, and a comfortable-looking chair sat behind it. 
 
    Kendry moved to sink into her chair and watched both of us. 
 
    Elis untangled himself from me and moved to stand in front of the fire. He let out a sigh of relief as the heat from the flames started to dry some of the moisture from his cloak. He was substantially less damp than I was, but I didn’t mind. The last thing I wanted was for him to catch a cold, especially when I needed him in top form to use his powers.  
 
    Kendry’s eyes didn’t leave Elis as he shrugged off his cloak and draped it over the crook of his elbow. He thrust his hands out in a straight line toward the fire to warm his palms. 
 
    I wanted to step in front of the kid to keep her gaze away from him, but instead, I let her look. I needed to be just cooperative enough that she would be willing to give me what I wanted, even if I didn’t like the way she was looking at my ward like she already wanted to steal him for herself. 
 
    “A conjurer mage,” she repeated.  
 
    “Yes,” I said and moved to sit down in one of the chairs across from her desk. “I’m sure you know far more about those than I do.” 
 
    I was not going to tell this random woman that I had any sort of magic, much less that I was a mirror mage.  
 
    She nodded and folded her hands neatly atop her desk. “They’re quite rare. It’s been some time since I’ve seen one myself. Are you sure that the boy’s a mage, though? It happens all the time around here that an… ordinary person convinces themselves they’ve found someone rare and magical. But in our craft, it takes a very keen eye to really tell a rose from a weed. If you understand my meaning.” 
 
    I ignored her underhanded implications and merely smiled politely.  
 
    “Elis,” I called over to the kid. 
 
    He didn’t hesitate to scurry over to me. “Yes, Master Morgan?”  
 
    I kept my eyes locked onto Kendry’s. “Show the headmistress what you can do.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    Elis looked over at me. His pale gray eyes reflected concern.  
 
    “Are you sure?” he asked in a small voice. I knew without having to ask that he was thinking back to the last time I had asked him to conjure a spirit. He had managed to pull over a powerful being that had broken free of his hold and started to attack me. 
 
    The spirit had quite literally attempted to pull the life from my body. It had been a struggle to fight it, but Elis had eventually managed to sever the connection and banish it back from where it had come from. The entire ordeal had frightened him, and for good reason, but he had handled it well in the end.  
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I’m sure. I’m right here in case anything goes wrong. Just let the headmistress see what it is that you can do, and I will intervene if things go too far.”  
 
    Elis set his jaw and nodded before he closed his eyes. Then he took a few steps back from Kendry’s desk and into the center of the office.  
 
    The headmistress eyed him with clear curiosity as she leaned forward to rest her hands on her desk to get a closer look at what Elis was doing.  
 
    The young mage thrust his hands out in front of him, and within seconds, smoke wisped and curled around the boy’s head. A spirit started to pour out of him, but before it could try to fill the room, Elis pulled his hands back toward his chest, and with it, the spirit receded into nothingness. 
 
    I couldn’t hide the grin on my face as I saw how easily he manipulated the conjured form. When I had first met the boy, something like that would have been impossible for him, but here he was, conjuring a spirit on command and sending it away before it could even fully form.  
 
    He had improved so much in such a short time, and pride swelled in my chest.  
 
    “Good job,” I said with a reassuring nod. “That was fantastic, Elis.”  
 
    I looked over at Kendry and saw that all of the doubt she’d worn at my claim Elis was a mage had disappeared. Instead, she looked enthralled at his power. 
 
    “Dear gods,” she whispered to herself.  
 
    “So you see, I don’t think I have found a weed.” I smirked.  
 
    “He has fantastic control for someone so young,” she said, and she didn’t even bother to keep the awe from her voice. “Most practitioners of the art have to study for years to be able to summon even a wisp of a spirit. I don’t know if you have any idea how rare this level of power is.” 
 
    Her tone was raw and hungry as she spoke, and I made note to keep Elis just a little closer to me now that his secret was out.  
 
    I was used to dealing with power-hungry people, but that didn’t mean I had to like them.  
 
    “Thanks,” Elis said. His eyes cut from me to the Headmistress of the Conjurers’ Estate. There was a shyness there that hadn’t been there seconds before.  
 
    It seemed Elis had managed to pick up on her tone. The boy shifted closer to my chair, like he wanted to make sure I sat between the two of them. 
 
    I was once again touched by just how much Elis trusted me.  
 
    “I have worked with him as best as I can, but I am not a conjurer,” I said. “Are you willing to help us now that you know I’m not lying?”  
 
    Kendry didn’t seem apologetic for her skepticism, and I could appreciate that at least. I always found people who hid their judgment to be unbecoming. I would rather someone tell me exactly what they were thinking rather than force me to investigate. It certainly made my job easier.  
 
    “Where in the world did you come across a conjurer mage who works with spirits?” she asked instead of answering my question, and her eyes were still wide as she glanced between the two of us. “I cannot possibly overstate how rare even one of these gifts is, much less in combination with the other.” 
 
    “That is unimportant,” I brushed off her question. “We came here today for guidance.” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Kendry said, and though her tone made it clear she wasn’t finished with questioning me quite yet, she moved on for the time being. “Please, what can I do to assist you?”  
 
    Her eyes lingered on Elis in a way I wasn’t too fond of. She seemed kind enough, but I doubted she had become the headmistress of her estate simply by being kind. There was a level of ruthlessness involved in this sort of thing that couldn’t be ignored. 
 
    I wasn’t going to get too comfortable. 
 
    “We are attempting to grow my ward’s power,” I said simply, and although it wasn’t a lie, it was far from the complete truth. But shadow selves were an incredibly sensitive topic, and the last thing I wanted was to jump into that with a woman who I didn’t even know. Besides, I wasn’t even positive if Elis had the capabilities of summoning Mihany’s sisters.  
 
    But if we learned how to handle his powers better, we might be able to work toward summoning the sisters back in the safety of our own estate.  
 
    “I see,” Kendry mused, and her gaze darted between me and Elis as she seemed to debate what I’d said. If she thought I wasn’t telling her the complete truth, she didn’t comment on it. “It is admirable that you brought him here. It’s always best to admit when you’re outclassed.”  
 
    I tightened my jaw, but I wasn’t about to give in to this woman’s clear goading. She didn’t know who she was talking to, and considering I wanted to keep it that way, I would play along to get what I wanted.  
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed. “Elis has made substantial progress learning his abilities on his own, but I am not a complete stranger to how dangerous something like this is. His gifts are rare, yes, but I was hoping that you or someone else here would be able to hone them to meet our purpose.”  
 
    “I can make no promises that I will be able to teach him anything,” she began slowly. “But I would not be opposed to trying. We have no spirit conjurers here at the estate, but the principles of conjuring remain the same throughout our specialties. It may not be easy work, but I am willing to help him try.”  
 
    “Thank you,” I said and gave a slight nod of my head. Even if I didn’t like the woman, I was still grateful she was willing to try. If she hadn’t been, I would have been back to square one on how to summon Mihany’s sisters.  
 
    The Headmistress of the Conjurers’ Estate studied me for a long moment.  
 
    “I do have questions, however,” she finally said. 
 
    “I’ll answer whatever I can.” I still wasn’t being entirely honest with the woman, but she made no comment on it.  
 
    “You said it was unimportant where you found the boy,” she began. “But I do think it’s important. Gifts like this can run through a family.” 
 
    For a moment, I was surprised at the facade of care she had for Elis. After all, she truly had no idea of the depths of the circumstances, and I was a man asking her to help me make this young boy even better at doing something incredibly dangerous with no further explanation.  
 
    But as she awaited my response, that facade of care slid away into something greedy. I could see it all in her eyes. She was less concerned with how I had come to be in charge of Elis, and more interested in how she could find someone like him for herself. The raw, naked hunger was back on her face once again, and she didn’t even bother to hide it. 
 
    In other circumstances, I might have been impressed with her lack of shame. It wasn’t uncommon for the heads of estates to crave power, but this was different. We were discussing a child, not some token or magical item.  
 
    And I knew with unwavering certainty that if this situation were reversed, I would be prying much more about the safety of the child involved and the nature of the situation.  
 
    I felt a surge of gratitude toward Master Abbot once again. If someone else, someone like Kendry Grezza, had come across the boy, what would have become of him? I was more than a little thankful he was a ward of my estate instead of anyone else’s.  
 
    My face hardened. “He has no family other than my own. But as I said, that does not matter in the current circumstance. We came here only for guidance in his craft.”  
 
    My tone was sharp and biting, and the Headmistress of the Conjurers’ Estate’s face almost twitched before she smoothed the expression with a neutral smile that did not meet her eyes. 
 
    “Of course,” she said flatly. “But that does still leave the question about your pursuit. Spirits are nothing to be trifled with, sir. For a non-magical man, you seem to have come across a very… interesting magical thing here.” 
 
    “I am a very interesting man.” I matched her flat, even tone. Then I began to rise from my seat. “If you cannot help us, that’s fine, but I would appreciate our time not being wasted by pointless questions.”  
 
    Elis looked over at me with wide eyes, but thankfully, he kept his mouth closed. 
 
    I knew how to read people better than most of the citizens in Ocadia knew how to read a book. Kendry Grezza would not send us away. In fact, I was more concerned that she wouldn’t let us leave her estate than the other way around. 
 
    And just like I expected, she reached out one hand before I could even stand completely.  
 
    “Wait.” She sighed. “I think that I can help you. Conjuring is not as easy as peering into a glass box and taking what you want, especially when it comes to working with spirits. There is a veil, and it is murky and near impossible to navigate. With years and years of practice, some conjurers can direct their powers more easily toward an intended target, but there is still a degree of randomness to what is brought over.”  
 
    “Go on,” I urged her, but I had yet to sit back down.  
 
    “I do not know that I will be able to train him,” she explained. “Much less in the short time I assume you will give me with the boy.” 
 
    Her lips were drawn into a thin, unamused smile. 
 
    I matched it with one of my own. “You assume correctly.”  
 
    “Right,” she sighed again. “As I said, we don’t have the years needed to hone that sort of skill, but I can attempt to help. At the very least, I can make the attempts I’m sure you’ll try to make on your own… safer. He is far too valuable to risk injuring in some absurd stunt.” 
 
    My teeth ached from how hard I clenched my jaw. I hated that she was speaking about Elis like he wasn’t even there, or that he was some sort of object and not a literal child. But I needed her help, and I knew when arguments would only make a situation worse.  
 
    I would play the game I needed to play to get what we needed. The fate of Ocadia rested on our shoulders, and I wouldn’t let the kingdom fall.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said smoothly. “Any help you can offer is appreciated.”  
 
    “Alright,” she finally said without any further argument. “Come with me.” 
 
    Kendry pushed herself up from her desk and smoothed out her robes with an easy brush of her hands.  
 
    Elis looked over at me, as if for guidance. He seemed to have been attempting to school his features into the same sort of look I had on my own face. The effort nearly made me laugh, but instead, I just reached out and rested my hand on his shoulder as we followed after the Headmistress. 
 
    She swept out of her office with her robes trailing behind her like a plume of smoke.  
 
    “Where are we going?” Elis asked me in a low, hushed tone. His eyes didn’t leave the back of the conjurer’s head as he spoke. 
 
    “I would like to see what exactly you can do,” Kendry answered before I could. Then she stopped at the end of the long hallway and looked over her shoulder at Elis. “I was very impressed with what you did in my office, but I know that was far from the extent of your full power. But it isn’t safe to have you simply go around summoning spirits without the proper protections in place. We have a room in the lower portion of our estate that will help with that. Come along.”  
 
    With that, the conjurer began to walk again.  
 
    Elis’ eyes were wide as he stumbled along after her with me on his heels.  
 
    I couldn’t quite get a read on Kendry Grezza. She was clearly intrigued by Elis and his gift, and even though it was obvious I had kept quite a bit of the truth from her in our conversation about Elis and the nature of our visit, she was still willing to help us.  
 
    There was clearly something she wanted from the situation, and I intended to keep a close, watchful eye on her until I was able to suss out exactly what that was. But in the meantime, I was more than willing to take advantage of her help. If she had something that could help protect Elis while he summoned, I wanted to see it.  
 
    The conjurer turned down the hall and into a large stairwell. The steps were wide enough for numerous people to go up and down at once, and they seemed to go on forever as they disappeared into the dark, gaping maw of the lower portion of the estate.  
 
    Elis stiffened next to me and hesitated before he took the first step.  
 
    “You’re alright,” I murmured. 
 
    Instead of replying out loud, he reached out to grab my hand from under my cloak. He squeezed tightly and began to follow Kendry down the stairwell without letting go of me. 
 
    I felt a rush of warmth in my chest and followed behind Elis carefully. I was still touched that the boy trusted me so much, and I wanted to do everything I could to continue to earn that trust. It wasn’t just that I saw so much of my younger self in the mage, but he was one of my future assassins, and that alone meant he was as good as family in my eyes.  
 
    The stairwell seemed to go on forever. The torches neatly placed along the walls kept the stairwell bright, but they didn’t make it feel any less ominous after we made the third turn and the steps still continued. 
 
    How far underground were we actually going? 
 
    The Conjurers’ Estate hardly looked like anything much from the outside, but maybe that was intentional? 
 
    Finally Kendry led us down the end of the stairwell and stepped into yet another wide hall. The ceiling was low enough that if I were just a few inches taller, my head would have brushed the ceiling. 
 
    I still felt the intense urge to duck but fought against it.  
 
    The walls were made of the same stone I had seen upstairs, but now in the cool lower level of the estate, there was something distinctly magical about them. I couldn’t quite place it, but I could sense something humming and emanating from them that I hadn’t upstairs.  
 
    Maybe it was just the lower light or the cooler temperature, but something really was different. 
 
    Like the stairwell, torches were spaced evenly along the walls to illuminate the space. Doors sat between the torches on the walls. As we passed them, I saw that each of the doors had some sort of runic drawing inscribed into the wood. Some of the drawings emanated a hazy, purple glow, while others were a dull black. 
 
    This was a very strange place.  
 
    “What are the symbols on the doors?” I asked.  
 
    Kendry glanced over her shoulder at me as she continued to walk. Her steps were easy and assured. It was clear that she knew where she was going.  
 
    “They lock the conjurer inside the room.” Her eyes flickered down to Elis as she said it. 
 
    Next to me, the young boy stiffened, but he didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Why?” I asked for him, and I gave his hand a reassuring squeeze. 
 
    Kendry resumed her attention forward and kept up her easy, brisk pace. “Sometimes attempts at conjuring can go awry. It’s best to have levels of protection in place so if something does go wrong, the conjured items or what have you don’t manage to break the containment ring and affect anyone else. Or gods forbid, attack anyone else.” 
 
    “What happens to the conjurer locked in the room, though?” Elis spoke up. His voice didn’t waver as he asked his question, and I was proud of him for following my example.  
 
    “If they have prepared adequately, nothing. They will be entirely fine,” she said. 
 
    “But what if they haven’t?” Elis asked. 
 
    “Then they face the consequences,” Kendry said. “But don’t worry, that isn’t going to be the case with you. Come.” 
 
    She moved to push open a large set of double doors that waited at the end of the hallway, but I caught a light hold of her elbow to halt her first. 
 
    “I would like your word on that,” I said in a low and unyielding tone. 
 
    Kendry’s eyes flared slightly as she glanced at my grip on her, and when I sensed Elis’ eyes on the both of us, I relaxed my hold ever so slightly. 
 
    “Your word,” I repeated. “My ward will be facing no such consequences, and every possible precaution to ensure his safety will be taken.” 
 
    Kendry narrowed her eyes slightly, and then she straightened her posture. “My word as Headmistress. Your ward is safe within these walls, sir.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I nodded and released the woman. 
 
    She swiftly turned and proceeded through the double doors, and just like the other doors I had seen, these bore the enchanted locking runes. The symbols were a dull black, though, which I assumed meant they were not activated.  
 
    We followed the Headmistress of the Conjurers’ Estate into the room, and I sucked in a deep breath as I looked around and took in the sight.  
 
    The room was massive. It was at least three times the size of Kendry’s office above us. Even with the low ceilings that had given the rest of the lower level a cramped sort of feeling, the room felt like it extended on forever.  
 
    The walls were made of stone that seemed to radiate magic, but it wasn’t the walls that caught my attention. On the stone floor was a giant carving. It took up a large portion of the center of the room and I found myself almost mesmerized by the pattern it created.  
 
    It was a strange series of overlapping, concentric circles that extended out toward the edge of the pattern. In the center was a single circle carved in much heavier relief than the rest of the lines.  
 
    I bent down to study the carving, and Elis finally released my hand. I stroked my fingers over the carved line on the floor, and once I touched it, I realized it wasn’t just a solid line. There were some sort of letters carved in overlapping rows to make up the line.  
 
    I dragged my fingers along a few inches of the line to make sure I hadn’t imagined it, but it seemed that the entire carving was made up of words I couldn’t make out in letters I couldn’t identify. They were gouged so deeply into the ground it looked almost like they had been carved into each individual stone before they were even laid.  
 
    The overlapping circles formed a massive ring, with one in the center, and twenty taking up evenly spaced positions all along the outside of the circle. 
 
    This was clearly the ring Kendry had mentioned in passing which was used for larger conjurings.  
 
    I felt the Headmistress’ eyes on me now. 
 
    I straightened up and caught her gaze. “Is this what you will use with Elis?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “This is known as the Conjurer’s Heart. It’s a long-practiced form of magic in our art, used exclusively to summon spirits. It’s used to help hone the power of the conjurer and keep it contained within the walls of the ring. The inscriptions you were feeling on the ground keep the summoned spirits bound within the ring. It’s nearly impossible for them to break loose, so I wouldn’t have any worries. It has been some time since we have had a reason to use this.” 
 
    “Have any spirits broken loose before?” I asked. 
 
    Kendry hesitated, and her blunt haircut bobbed as she wavered. “Yes, only a handful of times in the last century, but it has happened. They have all been rare circumstances with which the power put into the Conjurer’s Heart was overloaded.” 
 
    “Overloaded?” Elis’ light-brown eyebrows knitted into a look of serious concentration. “What does that mean?”  
 
    “The power that the conjurer in the central ring put out was too much in combination with the other conjurers,” Kendry explained. “Up to twenty conjurers can fill the outer layers of the ring. Each added magic user is another level of protection for the conjurer in the center, but like I said, on rare occasions, the power that the central user puts out is too much, and they summon spirits that are too strong to be contained.”  
 
    “You said this wasn’t going to be dangerous.” I tried my best to keep the biting edge from my tone, but I don’t think I succeeded. I dropped one hand onto Elis’ shoulder protectively as I stared at the woman in front of us. 
 
    She sighed. “I said that your ward would be safe within these walls, not that there wouldn’t be any danger in this endeavor. I will gather the best conjurers my estate has to offer, and together we will help your ward attempt to summon the spirits you wish to reach.” 
 
    I hadn’t really offered the Headmistress anything in return, and while I wanted to believe she was simply helping me out of the goodness of her heart, I had a hard time believing that.  
 
    “Why?” I asked.  
 
    She seemed unbothered by the question. “Your ward is powerful. It has been a long time since I have seen a mage in action, and I would simply like to see it again. Perhaps you would be willing to share him with our estate–” 
 
    “No!” Elis cut in. His cry was loud and fervent. “I’m an assassin! Not a conjurer!”  
 
    I kept my face as impassive as possible as the boy stepped in front of me and folded his arms over his chest. He stared daggers at the Headmistress of the Conjurers’ Estate like she had personally affronted him.  
 
    While I was touched that Elis was so willing to align himself with the Assassins’ Estate, it was sort of counterintuitive to being a member of the Assassins’ Estate by announcing it.  
 
    Kendry’s eyes flicked between Elis and me. I met her gaze without any sort of wavering, and we seemed to have some sort of silent conversation.  
 
    In the end, it was clear that her desire to see a conjurer mage in action won out over whatever other emotions it was clear she was battling. 
 
    She didn’t even comment on the “assassin” thing. 
 
    She cleared her throat. “Right, my apologies, Elis. I did not mean to insinuate that I would take you away from your master. I am sure the work he intends for you is… within your best interests. I would hope.” 
 
    I clenched my jaw at the judgmental tone she took on at the end of her little speech, but I let Elis speak for himself on this one. 
 
    “Good,” the boy said sternly. He kept his arms folded over his chest and his face set in a dour, serious expression that was almost funny on someone so young.  
 
    “If you’ll excuse me,” Kendry spoke to me now. “I am going to go gather some of my conjurers so we can see what exactly we can help Elis do. Pardon me.”  
 
    The Headmistress of the Conjurers’ Estate swept out of the room without another word.  
 
    I looked down at Elis, and once I was certain we were out of the woman’s earshot, I laughed. 
 
    “You can’t go around announcing you’re an assassin,” I said without any sort of malice. 
 
    Elis’ cheeks colored, and he looked down at his feet. “I’m sorry, Master Morgan, I just got worried she was going to try and take me away.” 
 
    “You don’t have to apologize,” I said. “I wouldn’t let that happen. But next time, keep the assassin thing to yourself. You don’t want to blow your cover whenever you’re out on an actual job, do you?” 
 
    Elis’ face brightened, and he gave an eager nod. “Right! I have to keep the element of surprise!”  
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “I can assure you, very few people in this city know of my true occupation, and I consider that one of my greatest successes.” 
 
    I reached down to ruffle the boy’s hair as I glanced around the room again.  
 
    The magic that hummed through the air was so palpable that I could practically taste it. I wondered if it was because there were conjurers in the other rooms on the lower level of the estate practicing their magic, or if there was just something embedded into the walls of this room. Whichever it was, it seemed to thrum with a life and pulse of its own that I felt down into my bones. 
 
    “Do you feel that, too?” I asked Elis. 
 
    The boy’s brow furrowed, and he looked around the room like he was trying to see what it was I was talking about before he nodded his head.  
 
    “I think so?” he said. “The air feels buzzy.” 
 
    “That’s magic,” I said. “There is a lot of magic being used here at this estate.” 
 
    “Wow…” Elis’ eyes were wide, and he looked around with a sort of new appreciation. “That’s really cool.”  
 
    I couldn’t disagree.  
 
    It felt different than the other estates I had visited. There had been a heaviness to the magic at the Necromancers’ Estate, and there was a definite chaos to Nara’s coven, but here the magic seemed like it was charged with lightning. It was missing any of the negative or wild feelings I had picked up on at the other estates, but it was still magic. 
 
    Maybe it was just the way that conjurers worked and how they harnessed magic that made everything feel like that. It wasn’t a wholly unpleasant feeling.  
 
    Before I could delve deeper into my thoughts on the difference in the magic use, the wide set of double doors swung open again, and Kendry stepped back through.  
 
    A line of conjurers in the same wispy dark robes trailed behind her, one after another, into the room until I counted twenty conjurers including the headmistress herself.  
 
    The conjurers’ faces all seemed to blur together thanks to the robes they wore, some with the hoods pulled up over their heads, but they all seemed to study Elis with naked interest.  
 
    The young mage shifted closer to me. He didn’t reach out for my hand again, but I dropped one of my palms down onto his shoulder in what I hoped was a clearly reassuring gesture.  
 
    Some of the tension he held in his body seemed to ease, but he still wasn’t relaxed.  
 
    Good. I wanted him to keep his wits about him and stay ready for whatever might happen.  
 
    Kendry had said she intended to help us, and while I generally did believe her, there was no such thing as being too cautious.  
 
    “Thank you for your patience,” the Headmistress of the Conjurers’ Estate said. “These are the best conjurers I have to offer. Everyone, this is Dex Morgan and his ward, Elis. Elis is a conjurer mage.” 
 
    A low din of whispers flooded the room as the group of conjurers Kendry had brought with her reacted to Elis’ presence.  
 
    Elis shifted a little closer to me as everyone stared at him in obvious curiosity.  
 
    “Thank you for helping us,” I addressed the room before turning my focus back to Kendry. “What do you want us to do?”  
 
    “I am afraid you won’t be able to help with this,” she said. “As a non-magic user, it would be too much of a risk to try to include you in the ritual.”  
 
    I tightened my grip on Elis’ shoulder just a little as a warning that he should bite his tongue. I didn’t want him to try and defend me, even if he didn’t know he’d be striking on the truth.  
 
    That would certainly not go well.  
 
    “Alright,” I said. “But what about Elis?”  
 
    “Elis, will you come stand in the center of the ring?” Kendry asked. I could have imagined it, but it seemed like she had taken on a softer tone as she addressed the boy. I appreciated the attempt at gentleness.  
 
    Elis was stiff under my palm, and he looked up at me as if to ask for permission.  
 
    I nodded to give him the go-ahead, and hesitantly, the boy stepped out from under my palm and made his way toward the center of the room where Kendry gestured.  
 
    “What now?” he asked. 
 
    I was so proud of him for his bravery in the face of this unknown situation.  
 
    “I will have the rest of the conjurers fill the rings that surround you,” she explained. “Including myself. Together, we will be able to focus our power to aid you in your summoning. It will also increase the safety of the rings. With all of our power being channeled toward you, you are at a lower risk of losing control of whatever it is you bring across the veil.” 
 
     “Okay,” Elis said. “That all makes sense.”  
 
    Kendry gave a wave of her hands, and the rest of the conjurers in the room started to fill out the Conjurer’s Heart without another word. Soon, every open ring in the room was filled with Elis at the center and Kendry herself at the head of the configuration, just in front of the boy. 
 
    “You’ll want to step back as far from the ring as you can, Mr. Morgan,” she warned me. “I don’t foresee any difficulties in the summoning, but it is better to be safe than sorry.” 
 
    “Right, of course,” I said and quickly moved back from the ring. I kept my hands clasped together under my cloak and my eyes on Elis.  
 
    “Whenever you’re ready, Elis,” Kendry said. “To start, I’d like you to simply channel your powers, and we will see what exactly you can do. Then we’ll go from there.” 
 
    “Right,” Elis said. “I can do that.”  
 
    My eyes flitted from Elis to the other conjurers who surrounded him. It was only then that I realized each of the conjurers had a small totem clutched in their left hands. From my distance, they didn’t look like anything more than hunks of wood, but I could tell from the careful way the conjurers wrapped their hands around the wooden shafts that the items were important.  
 
    I couldn’t see the totems well, but I had a feeling they bore inscriptions that matched what was carved into the floor below them, and I wondered if they found it bothersome to need such items. 
 
    Elis never needed to keep track of any little trinkets to wield his magic. 
 
    The thought brought a smug smirk to my lips, but I quickly reined it in.  
 
    Elis sucked in a breath, and I focused all of my attention back on the young boy again. I had no idea what he would be able to bring over from across the veil, but I hoped that whatever it was, Kendry saw a way to help him hone his powers so he could pull the shadow selves of Mihany’s sisters through eventually.  
 
    I knew it was a difficult thing to ask of any conjurer, much less a child, but Elis was strong, and I knew he had more than enough determination to do whatever it was he set his mind to.  
 
    The torches in the room flickered, and suddenly the floor below the conjurers’ feet began to glow in the same shade of purple I had seen from the doors.  
 
    It was entrancing to watch.  
 
    Purple light spread slowly from the center ring where Elis stood and then outward toward the rest of the magic users who surrounded him. It began to fill the entirety of the Conjurer’s Heart configuration faster and faster with each passing second until the entire ritual ring was alight. 
 
    The room was washed in a strange purple glow that reflected up on the undersides of the conjurers’ faces.  
 
    “Focus, Elis,” Kendry said. Her voice was low and soothing as she stroked her thumb over the top of her totem in a hard to follow pattern.  
 
    “I am,” Elis grunted.  
 
    His brow was beaded with sweat, and his face was scrunched in clear concentration.  
 
    I held my breath as I watched my ward struggle with his powers, but that only lasted a few seconds.  
 
    Before I knew it, thick, heavy dark smoke was emanating from Elis. It wrapped around his head and body like a cloak. The shadows swirled around him faster and faster, and with a start, I realized there was more than one figure surrounding him, and they were significantly more substantial than any he’d summoned before. 
 
    “Elis… easy now…” Kendry’s voice had taken on a warning tone, but despite how even her voice was, panic cut through the headmistress’ words like an undercurrent. Her eyes were locked onto Elis and had gone the size of dinner plates as she watched his power work. Then the Headmistress of the Conjurers’ Estate went pale. She extended her arms outward toward Elis, and the rest of the conjurers in the ring followed suit.  
 
    The conjurers surrounding Elis all seemed to struggle against the strength of whatever it was exactly that he had brought forth. 
 
    I took a step further back. The smoke was still curling around him, but I could have sworn I caught flashes of facial features mixed amongst the smoke. The figures were gaining shape rapidly, and I was certain now that he’d summoned two spirits at once. 
 
    He had barely had to use his power to accomplish this. The thought came to me with a start, but I knew I was right. I had watched Elis summon spirits before, and even when he had done it unwittingly, it had always been a slower process than the one I had just witnessed. 
 
    I could have blinked and missed the time it took him to bring not one, but two spirits into being. 
 
    My stomach lurched. 
 
    Two spirits. No… two shadows. Two writhing, powerful, and shadowy selves that just happened to arrive while Mihany warred against the kingdom outside. 
 
    Shit. Did this really have to happen here?  
 
    “Headmistress Kendry!” Elis’ voice was high and thin as he whipped his head over to look at the Headmistress of the Conjurers’ Estate. “I don’t think I’m going to be able to keep them in!”  
 
    I could see the sweat that had begun to drip down the boy’s face as he clearly struggled against whatever powers were trying to siphon off his energy. Even though they were hardly more than writhing masses in the smoke, I could tell there was something different about the two forms.  
 
    Their movements were sharp and jerky, like they were unused to maneuvering with any sort of physical form. They strained against the invisible confines that kept them tethered to Elis’ being with a force stronger than I had ever witnessed.  
 
    Elis dropped down to his knees, and I lunged forward. “Elis!”  
 
    “No!” One of the conjurers on the outside of the ring shouted. He threw his arm out to stop me before I could cross the boundary of the Conjurer’s Heart.  
 
    “That’s my kid in there!” I snarled. 
 
    “Don’t break the magic barrier!” the conjurer warned. “It will put him at even more risk. Please.” 
 
    There was clear desperation in the conjurer’s tone, and I could see that he meant what he said. I took a step back and stopped pressing against his arm.  
 
    I felt panicked and at a loss as I watched Elis’ head tilt back toward the ceiling. His pale eyes began to roll into the back of his head, and his mouth dropped open.  
 
    Fuck. This couldn’t be normal.  
 
    I looked over at Kendry to gauge the Headmistress’ expression and was alarmed to see that she looked just as concerned as I felt. Panic coated her features as she watched Elis begin to writhe against the power that surged through him. The shadows nearly obscured the purple aura the carved lines on the ground emitted and almost sent the room into darkness. 
 
    But before I could call out to her to ask what was wrong and if there was anything I could do, the tension that had built in the room seemed to snap. 
 
    The shadows broke free of their tether to Elis. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    Chaos erupted inside of the Conjurer’s Heart formation.  
 
    The two formless shadows shot out from Elis’ body like bolts from my crossbow and slammed into the nearest conjurer without any sort of mercy.  
 
    Elis laid in a limp heap on the ground in the center of the ring, and the purple aura the ritual ring emanated was now impossibly bright and nearly blinding to look at. 
 
    Fuck it. I wasn’t going to let my ward get hurt.  
 
    I lunged over the barrier of the ring and immediately felt awash with power from the twenty-one conjurers inside the formation’s lines.  
 
    Magic thrummed through the air like a war song, and it was so thick and palpable that I could taste it on my tongue.  
 
    I didn’t stop to debate what I was doing as I leapt over the purple lines on the ground and sprinted toward Elis.  
 
    The boy’s eyes were closed, and his mouth was still open. His skin had taken on a pale, waxy sheen that shot worry straight through to my heart.  
 
    Behind me, the shadows continued to lunge at the conjurers. They moved with a sharp, feral sort of desperation that I had previously associated with only one person. 
 
    Mihany.  
 
    The shadows didn’t seem able to truly harm any of the conjurers, however, and I took that as a good enough sign to focus on the boy in front of me.  
 
    I dropped down onto my knees next to Elis in the center ring and pulled him halfway into my lap. 
 
    “Elis.” I gave him a gentle shake. “Elis, look at me. Open your eyes, Elis.”  
 
    Panic surged through my chest like a wave with each passing second the boy didn’t respond.  
 
    Then I reached down and gently pried open one of his eyelids, and his pupil was still moving and darting rapidly. The pressure of my fingers on his eyelid seemed to startle him from whatever daze he was in, and he shot up in my lap.  
 
    Elis gasped out a heavy breath and clutched his chest with one hand.  
 
    “Dex.” His voice was thin and tired. “What’s going on?” 
 
    I looked back over my shoulder and saw that the shadows were still incorporeal enough to be seen through. The purple light from the floor shot up through them and cast them in a strange, murky glow. Every few seconds however, I was able to catch sight of some sort of facial feature.  
 
    I knew in my gut that I was right. These were Mihany’s sisters, and they were fucking pissed.  
 
    “I think you actually did summon the shadow selves of the wind goddess’ sisters,” I told him in a low tone. I doubted that any of the conjurers could hear me over the chaos they were trying to combat, but I could never be too careful.  
 
    “Oh,” Elis said. He sounded surprisingly calm given everything that was happening, and if the situation at hand wasn’t so dire, I would have laughed. “Well, that isn’t very good.”  
 
    “No,” I agreed. “No it is not.”  
 
    One of the shadows let out a piercing wail that chilled me down to the bone. I whipped my head around to look over my shoulder and saw the spirit swoop down toward two conjurers.  
 
    Most of the conjurers were still standing firmly in their rings along the ritual formation. They were all thickly coated with sweat, and the exertion it took to contain the sisters within the barrier was clearly written across all of their faces. I doubted any of them were shadow conjurers, but they were clearly trying their best to keep the power of the Conjurer’s Heart going.  
 
    This was probably not what the Headmistress of the Conjurers’ Estate had been expecting when I had asked for her help.  
 
    The two conjurers at the heart of the shadows’ attack hit the ground before I could launch myself over to help them. 
 
    Shit. This was getting out of hand far quicker than I had imagined.  
 
    It could have just been my mind playing tricks on me, but I could have sworn that a sort of wind had picked up in the large, nearly empty room.  
 
    That was not good.  
 
    I’d seen what Mihany had been able to do, and I didn’t want to see that play out in double.  
 
    “Stay in the center of the ring,” I warned Elis. “That’s where the Headmistress said you’d be the safest.” 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” Elis asked. His pale eyes were wider than I had ever seen them, and he still looked ill, but he was clearly putting on a brave face.  
 
    “I know it isn’t going to be easy, but I need you to try and get a hold of them again,” I said. “They can’t get out of this ring.” 
 
    Elis gave me a serious-looking nod. “I’ll do my best, Dex.”  
 
    His thin brow knit in concentration as he slowly stumbled back up to his feet. I felt another surge of pride in my chest for the boy as he straightened up. He was barely steady on his feet, but he was clearly willing to do whatever it took to keep the rest of the kingdom safe from the two shadowy wind goddesses.  
 
    He was a kid after my own heart. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” he asked me. 
 
    “I’m going to fight,” I said.  
 
    “What is going on!” Kendry hollered in my direction. “How did the boy summon shadows? You did not mention he could summon shadow selves!”  
 
    I whipped my head around to see the Headmistress of the Conjurers’ Estate with both of her hands extended in front of her. She gripped her totem tightly in one hand while the other shook. Sweat poured down her face and plastered her dark hair to her cheeks, and her eyes were bright with something that looked like anger.  
 
    “Not the time to explain!” I shouted and reached under my cloak to tear the dragon bone staff from its sheath. 
 
    Power thrummed through my fingertips, and I let it flow through me as I turned to face the shadow selves of the wind goddesses.  
 
    They were already more substantial than they had been mere seconds before, and my stomach lurched at the sight. They shouldn’t have been more than wisps of smoke with flashes of facial features, but they were more fully formed than they had any right to be.  
 
    I knew with a stark, painful clarity that they had been waiting for this moment. They had been primed and ready at the veil to break through. All they had needed was a conduit, and we had given them one.  
 
    One of the shadow sisters whipped toward me. Her face was a blur, but through the dark smoke that surrounded her form, I could still make out piercing silver eyes. They bored into me with a deep, hate-filled intensity.  
 
    And then she lunged.  
 
    Fighting shadows was not like fighting any living thing. They moved like smoke and weren’t constrained by the realities of life. They had no flesh or bones to make them easy to hit. It felt like I was swinging into the darkness and simply hoping to connect with something. 
 
    The staff twitched in my hands as one of the sisters circled around me.  
 
    The pressure of that moment was like a vise around my entire body, but the longer I could hold her attention, the more time it gave the conjurers to send them back through the veil.  
 
    They weren’t even fully formed, but the power I felt coming off of the shadows made me feel nauseated. It crackled just like the storm I knew continued to rage outside and threatened to drop me to my knees.  
 
    But I would not be so easily bested. I swung the staff out in an attempt to disperse some of the shadow’s hazy form before I pushed all of my intention and energy through the staff.  
 
    I wished I’d had some more time to practice with Nara, but luckily, the staff seemed to understand exactly what I wanted without me needing to voice it aloud. I was painfully aware of the limitations of the staff, too, so I kept my request simple.  
 
    Help me get rid of this bitch.  
 
    The staff trembled, and then a jolt of power rushed up my arm. It felt like a river running backwards through my body, and I had to square my feet so I wouldn’t be knocked off balance from the surge of magic.  
 
    A heavy gust of wind came out the end of the staff and blew straight into the goddess’ shadow form. The force of the wind nearly pushed me back, but I stood my ground and braced myself as the magical gust of wind bored into the shadow.  
 
    The shadow self gave a loud screech as the magic from the staff literally left a gaping hole in her half-formed body. It might have been funny if it wasn’t so fucking terrifying.  
 
    Then from behind me, I heard another loud screech as the second wind goddess swooped down toward me.  
 
    I could feel the aching cold that came from being surrounded by the shadows creeping into my body without any sort of warning. I recognized the feeling from the last time I had fought against a rogue shadow Elis couldn’t control. 
 
    They were quite literally trying to sap the life from my body.  
 
    This was clearly different than the time before, though. Despite the eighteen conjurers still on their feet and battling to send the shadow selves back across the veil and into the dark ether where they belonged, they just kept getting stronger. 
 
    Each passing second left the two figures looking more and more corporeal.  
 
    Their strength was like nothing I had ever encountered. Even Mihany wasn’t so wild and feral. This was like fighting a new creature entirely, and it left a sour taste in my mouth. 
 
    Both of the sisters launched themselves into me at the same time, and I nearly dropped to my knees from the force of the attack. Even my staff seemed to cower at the power that the two goddesses’ radiated, and they swirled around me like they were attempting to capture me in the center of their own personal whirlwind. They moved so quickly that it was rapidly becoming impossible to see anything through their thick, heavy smoke.  
 
    But I wasn’t going down without a fucking fight.  
 
    The shadows had no way of knowing I had a plan, but I always had a plan. 
 
    I wanted all of their focus on me. It might have been actively sucking the air from my lungs and the life from my body, but the more they focused on me, the easier it would be for them to be expelled by Elis and the rest of the conjurers.  
 
    I just hoped they fucking worked fast before I had no more fight left to give.  
 
    The shadows swirled in closer, and now I was able to make out their faces clearly amongst the thick, dark smoke. They seemed disembodied from the rest of their forms, but they were still there, and they were a mess of bright, molten metal eyes and gnashing teeth.  
 
    The goddesses were clearly feral and hungry for violence. It came off of them like some sort of stench.  
 
    Whatever time they had spent in the shadow plane had seemingly sapped whatever humanity had been inside of them at one point in time. It felt more like I was looking at two animals than the shadow selves of two goddesses. Their hunger for violence was palpable and heavy on my tongue.  
 
    I raised my staff again, and one of the shadows lunged toward it like she intended to pull it from my hand while the other shadow aimed for my body. If I was somewhere different, somewhere where I was actually able to use my magic to do more than swing a staff and pray no one noticed the spells I cast, the fight would have gone much differently.  
 
    But my goal for the fight wasn’t to destroy the shadow selves right here in the basement of the Conjurers’ Estate. I wasn’t at all prepared for that. I just needed to buy some time.  
 
    And that time felt like it was quickly running out.  
 
    I braced myself for impact from the shadows, but the impact never came. 
 
    Instead, both of the shadowy goddesses let out a simultaneous, sharp wailing cry as their nearly corporal forms started to vanish.  
 
    I followed the trail of vapor they left back to Elis. 
 
    The young conjurer mage stood at the center of the Conjurer’s Heart formation with his arms raised up over his head. His body shook from the force of leashing the spirits to him, but he was doing it.  
 
    The purple glow of the carvings on the floor began to grow stronger, too, as the conjurers’ around me finally seemed to regain their footing in the fight.  
 
    The shadows continued to scream, and it was one of the most haunting things that I had ever heard, and then… 
 
    Silence.  
 
    It hung heavily over the room like it was a physical thing all on its own. Then Elis dropped down onto his knees with a gasping breath, and I lunged forward to catch him before he could hit the stone ground. 
 
    “Did I do it?” he asked me. His voice was so groggy it sounded almost as if he had gotten into some of Pamphrus’ stash of wine he kept in his chambers. 
 
    “You did it,” I told him. “They’re gone now. You did so good, Elis.”  
 
    The boy flashed me a hazy, exhausted-looking smile. He was still far too pale for my liking, and his body was coated with sweat.  
 
    “What was that?” Kendry Grezza’s voice broke the silence of the room. 
 
    I kept my hold on my ward as I looked over at the Headmistress of the Conjurers’ Estate.  
 
    Her face was drawn, and her lips were pressed into a thin line. She seemed as if she was trying to stay upright on her own feet, and it was clear she was still the one who had fared best out of the rest of her estate.  
 
    I felt a small pang of sympathy for all of the conjurers who had helped Elis harbor the spirits. It was probably not what they had signed up for when they’d agreed to step into the ritual formation at their headmistress’ request.  
 
    “Two shadow selves,” I said without any further elaboration.  
 
    Something passed across Kendry’s face, and in that moment, the two of us seemed to have a silent conversation.  
 
    She had acknowledged that I was something more than I had told her I was, and I hadn’t denied it. I held a deceased sorcerer’s dragon bone staff in one hand and an exhausted young mage in the other. Clearly, there were things I had not told her, nor did I have any intentions to.  
 
    But I had also held my own against the two shadows and drawn their focus long enough that her conjurers could send them back. And I hadn’t let them hurt Elis. 
 
    All of that seemed to lead the two of us to some sort of silent truce.  
 
    Kendry was clearly too reasonable of a woman to push for things she knew she wouldn’t get, and in this case, she wasn’t going to get answers.  
 
    “I think the two of you should leave my estate,” she said instead of asking any questions.  
 
    I didn’t disagree. “Elis, do you think that you can walk?”  
 
    “Yes,” he said, but I had a feeling that even if he couldn’t, he would have said yes at that moment. He was a stubborn little thing.  
 
    “Come on,” I murmured, and once I secured the bone staff under my cloak, I hefted one arm up under him to scoop him into my arms like a ragdoll. He barely weighed anything at all.  
 
    Elis lolled his head against my shoulder and heaved a nearly imperceptible sigh of relief.  
 
    I didn’t wait for the headmistress to say anything else to me before I turned on my heel and walked out of the large set of double doors.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Dex,” Elis mumbled as we made our way out of the depths of the Conjurers’ Estate.  
 
    I frowned. “Why are you sorry?”  
 
    “Because I couldn’t keep the spirits tethered to me.” He had a look of guilt splashed across his face, and I felt a small pang in my chest. 
 
    “Elis, there was no way you could have stopped what happened,” I assured him as we neared the front door of the estate. “They were waiting for someone to try and open the veil. They would have attacked anyone who tried to conjure a spirit.”  
 
    “But I failed.” He sniffled and reached up to wipe his nose with the back of his hand. “They were trying to hurt you! They hurt some of those other people, and they were just trying to help me.” 
 
    “You didn’t fail,” I told him a bit more sternly. “If it wasn’t for you, they would still be out, and more people would get hurt, but you sent them back. You did better than anyone else in your position could have done.”  
 
    He blinked his watery eyes up at me and sniffed again. “Are you sure?”  
 
    “Yes,” I said without any hint of doubt in my tone. “I am positive. You did everything just right.”  
 
    “Okay, Dex.” His voice was small. “Thank you.” 
 
    “There’s no need to thank me, Elis,” I reminded him. “Get ready for the storm, though. I’ll carry you back to our estate. You don’t need to be walking after all of that power you just put out.”  
 
    “I’ll be fine, you can put me down,” he protested, but even as he said the words, it was clear he didn’t mean them.  
 
    The kid was practically limp in my arms, and I knew if I set him down on his own two feet, he wouldn’t make it even a quarter of the way back to the Assassins’ Estate in the storm raging outside.  
 
    I adjusted both of our cloaks on our heads before I pushed out into the storm.  
 
    The wind buffeted against me, but compared to what I had just dealt with in the basement of the Conjurers’ Estate, it felt like nothing. 
 
    That thought alone was enough to concern me. 
 
    Mihany was a wild, deeply powerful goddess. Not only that, but she was a fully-formed powerful goddess. The two shadows I had just dealt with in the Conjurers’ Estate were just that, shadows. 
 
    But if two shadow selves could put out that much power… 
 
    The thought made me feel sick to my stomach.  
 
    This situation was getting more and more serious with each passing second, and I had no time left to waste.  
 
    I held Elis close to my chest as I pushed against the storm. I didn’t have the free hand to try and keep the water off of the two of us, so instead I just accepted that we would get soaked to the bone.  
 
    The walk back from the Conjurers’ Estate to the Assassins’ Estate was long and unpleasant, but my head was too full of other things to really mind just how awful it was.  
 
    I needed to change my plan.  
 
    Before, I had just intended on destroying Mihany’s sisters without her knowledge, but after I just saw what they could do, and the violence they were willing to enact, I knew a change had to be made.  
 
    I wanted to talk to the Goddess of the Prevailing Winds one last time. I needed to see if I could convince her to back down in her attempts at raising her sisters now that I knew just how deadly they were.  
 
    I had always thought Mihany was the worst of the bunch, but apparently, I had been mistaken. Not only that, but I was a little concerned that she might have felt her sisters’ presence after Elis conjured them. I needed to make sure the wind goddess was not going to go after my ward and attempt to use him to raise her sisters herself. 
 
    After all, one single conjurer mage would be much easier to control than an entire group of necromancers.  
 
    My mind was heavy as we finally stepped through the forcefield of the Assassins’ Estate and out of the rain. I was about to ask Elis if he could walk the rest of the way into the estate when I looked down and saw that the young boy was asleep in my arms. 
 
    Well, that explained why he hadn’t said anything on the walk back. 
 
    I wasn’t surprised. He had just exerted more power than I assumed he had even known he possessed. A nap felt well deserved. I held the young boy closer to my chest as I pushed open the front doors of the estate and stepped into the reception area. 
 
    Mazne let out a sharp gasp at the sight and bolted to her feet. 
 
    “Dex!” she cried out. “What’s wrong? Is Elis okay? Oh, no!” 
 
    She ran around the side of her desk faster than I had ever seen her move and stumbled over to the two of us.  
 
    “He’s fine,” I assured her. “He’s just sleeping.” 
 
    “What happened?” Her eyes were wide as she looked between me and the boy in my arms.  
 
    “We were just at the Conjurers’ Estate,” I explained. “And he raised the wind goddess’ sisters. There was a bit of a fight.”  
 
    Mazne stared at me in shock, and without another word, she reached out to take Elis from my arms. 
 
    Elis wasn’t exactly a large kid, but Mazne was far from a large woman. I was impressed that she was even able to stand upright as she held him. He rolled his head onto her shoulder and let out a soft, wheezing snore.  
 
    As if on cue, Nimith zipped into the room. The small, golden nipitar let out a few startled little squeaks before she dropped down onto Mazne’s other shoulder and started to nuzzle Elis’ face with her long snout. 
 
    It looked like the small, dragon-like creature was about to start grooming the young boy like she was some sort of cat. 
 
    If everything wasn’t so serious, it might have been adorable.  
 
    “You’re certain he’s okay?” Maz asked me.  
 
    “I’m sure,” I reassured her.  
 
    Before I could give Mazne the orders to take Elis off to be safely locked away, a small group of my assassins wandered into the foyer.  
 
    Pamphrus furrowed his brow at the sight of Mazne trying desperately to stand upright with Elis over one shoulder and Nimith on the other. He looked between the receptionist and me with his brow still knitted. 
 
    “What’s going on, Dex?” he asked. 
 
    The tension in the room felt tangible, and I had a feeling I wasn’t the only one who felt it.  
 
    Incrassatum and Spodium shared a look before they shifted on their feet like they were standing at attention.  
 
    “Take Elis to my office,” I said. “I want someone to have eyes on him at all times. Bar the door and do not let anyone enter. Keep someone posted at the window. No one gets in or out of the room, and someone stands guard on the outside as well.”  
 
    The three assassins and Mazne all seemed surprised as I barked orders. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Pamphrus tried again.  
 
    I noticed that the large assassin still had marks around his throat from where Mihany had gleefully attempted to choke the life out of him.  
 
    “Elis needs to be kept under lock and key for his own protection,” I reiterated. “This is incredibly important.” 
 
    “Of course,” Mazne said and tried to nod her head, but all she did was nearly knock herself off balance in the process.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Spodium spoke up. 
 
    Incrassatum shot the other peasant-looking woman an annoyed look, but Spodium ignored her.  
 
    “Elis could be in danger if the wind goddess senses he raised her sisters,” I explained quickly. “Go. Bring him to my office, keep Nimith with him. Mazne, you go too in case he wakes up in a panic. Do whatever you have to do to keep him safe. Now.” 
 
    My assassins and long-time friend did not need to be told again. They all quickly started down the hallway with the sleeping boy and anxious nipitar in tow.  
 
    Then I took a deep breath as I steeled myself against what I was about to do. 
 
    I had a wind goddess to find.

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    It looked like the storm outside had grown stronger than it had been just moments before.  
 
    As I stepped out the front doors of the Assassins’ Estate, I saw a handful of trees begin to violently uproot themselves through the forcefield. Plant matter and dirt swirled through the air and smacked up against the edge of the forcefield with enough force to leave marks against the thin, watery shell. 
 
    I had no idea if Mihany had somehow sensed her sisters’ presence in the kingdom, but the sight of the storm’s increased strength did not bode well.  
 
    I made my way through the front gates of the Assassins’ Estate and then around to where the Forest of Hud bordered our back walls. It was a little surreal to watch the storm as it raged through the calm of my forcefield. It felt completely separated from the rest of the world, but I steeled myself against the storm and what might happen to me in it. 
 
    Then I adjusted the hood of my mildly damp cloak before I stepped out from the safety of my property toward the Forest of Hud. I knew what I needed to do. I just didn’t like it.  
 
    “Mihany!” I shouted, but I could barely hear my own voice over the sound of the wind as it whipped through the branches of the trees.  
 
    It slapped against my face as sharp as a razor, and I felt the sting from each gust. That didn’t matter, though. I had a job to do, and a goddess to speak with.  
 
    “Mihany! Show yourself!” I shouted again.  
 
    I had no idea if the goddess would even be able to hear me. I didn’t know where in the kingdom she was as she caused this massive storm, but I had a lingering feeling she wouldn’t have dared to go too far from my estate.  
 
    After all, she had only started this temper tantrum because I had told her no. It only made sense for her to linger as near to me as she could.  
 
    I sucked in a deep breath and prepared to scream the goddess’ name again, when suddenly, everything went still. 
 
    For the first time since Mihany had quite literally stormed off from my estate, there was no wind or rain. The silence fell just as heavily as the storm itself, and my ears practically rang from the stillness.  
 
    Something in the air had shifted.  
 
    The hairs on the back of my neck rose to attention as I glanced around. I didn’t have to see Mihany to know she was around. I could feel her presence in the air as it practically crackled around me.  
 
    I was glad to have my staff with me, and I adjusted my grip on the dragon bone. 
 
    “I know you’re here,” I called out into the air around me.  
 
    Then I waited. Each second felt like it dragged on longer than the last before finally, the air in front of me began to shimmer.  
 
    It looked as if it was made of some sort of gauzy fabric as opposed to being just wind, and seconds later, Mihany stood in front of me. 
 
    Her sharp features had softened ever so slightly, and she wore a pleased look across her face as she stared down at me. Her pale yellow hair floated in the air around her and curled loosely around her face and limbs. The gesture seemed almost protective, as if her hair had a mind of its own and some sort of desire to protect the body it was attached to. 
 
    “Dex Morgan,” Mihany practically purred. “Have you finally changed your mind?”  
 
    I was baffled for a moment. Had she really thought throwing a massive tantrum would make me change my mind and agree to work with her? Had that been her legitimate plan?  
 
    I found that hard to believe, but as I stared at the surprising openness across Mihany’s beautiful face, I realized it might have been closer to the truth than I expected.  
 
    “I knew you would come around eventually,” she continued. “They always do. And you’re a smart man, it makes sense as to why you would want to work with a goddess. Did you like the storm? It is some of my most impressive work. I’ve been having a wonderful time watching all of the little people of Ocadia struggle against it.”  
 
    I couldn’t ignore the hint of smugness in her tone, but I didn’t have the time nor the patience to address that at the moment.  
 
    “Tell me about your sisters,” I demanded instead. “What do you expect to happen if you were to see them again?” 
 
    A look of confusion briefly flitted across Mihany’s face as she stared at me. It took her a second before she was able to formulate any sort of answer.  
 
    “What do you mean?” She didn’t move any closer toward me, but I could tell that her curiosity was piqued.  
 
    “Exactly what I asked,” I tried again. “What do you expect will happen when you finally see your sisters again? Give me the details of how you believe that exchange will go. What were they like?”  
 
    A range of emotions flitted across the goddess’ face in the span of a few seconds before she settled into an easy, sharp smile.  
 
    “They will be grateful, of course,” she began. “Grateful that I was finally able to bring them back to the surface after that wretched agony that is the shadow plane. World-dwellers like you have no idea what it’s like. There is no place in the entire world that is more… devastating. Eternal torment. Nothingness. Searching day after day for your own identity. It’s enough to drive anyone mad.”  
 
    Given what I had just seen, everything Mihany said made sense, only it wasn’t any sort of hypothetical. It had clearly driven her sisters mad.  
 
    “What else?” I prodded her along. “Tell me what else.”  
 
    “Well, they will be overjoyed that we are all three together again,” Mihany continued, and her sharp eyes softened ever so slightly. “They always looked to me to make the decisions. We were all born at the same time before we were split up across the world. But I was the one who realized I had parts of myself missing. I was the one who took the initiative and found out about my lost sisters to track them down, so we all knew that I was the sister in charge. I imagine that we will easily fall back into our old patterns where I take control.”  
 
    Given everything I had just seen, I had my doubts about Mihany’s little fantasy. The two shadows that had raged inside of the Conjurers’ Estate were not meek or submissive. In fact, they had seemed more unhinged than Mihany herself, but I intended to keep that information to myself for just a little longer.  
 
    “Meluna will be thrilled,” she continued without prompting, and her childlike excitement was palpable. “She was the meeker of the two. She was much calmer than me, or even Belinay. She was known as the Goddess of the Heavenly Airs. A softer title than Goddess of the Prevailing Winds, is it not?” 
 
    “Heavenly Airs?” I repeated.  
 
    “Yes,” Mihany confirmed with a nod. “My sisters were weaker, as I said. Their powers were lesser than my own, but given the breadth of my powers, that’s hardly a surprise. Mel controlled the gentler parts of the wind, the parts that created frigid winter winds or warm summer breezes. It left her much more docile, almost like a pet.” 
 
    I found it strange that Mihany was speaking of the sister she had tried so desperately to raise from the dead like a pet, but then again, it also made sense given everything that I knew about Mihany.  
 
    It also sounded like her sister had been able to control the temperature of the air around her. It was an intriguing power, but understandably much less impressive than Mihany’s ability to conjure storms and cyclones.  
 
    “What about your other sister, Belinay?” I goaded her on.  
 
    Mihany’s lips were still curled upward in a smile. “Belinay was known as the Goddess of the Eternal Squalls.” 
 
    “And what does that mean?” I asked.  
 
    “Belinay’s powers were like Meluna’s,” Mihany said with a wave of her hand. “Much less impressive than my own. She had the ability to control wind, of course, but only to create individual currents at once. Combined, we were unstoppable, but without me, my sisters were merely impressive.” 
 
    “And so you think that if you were to raise them from the shadow plane, they would simply fall back behind you, just like old times?” I asked.  
 
    “Of course,” Mihany said without giving herself any time to question it. “Why wouldn’t they? For ages, that was how we existed once we found one another, so it’s how we will exist again.” 
 
    “So the three of you will just vie to end the world all over again?” I asked.  
 
    Mihany’s brow furrowed for a moment, and she tilted her head to the side to study me. “No. Not just that. We will rejoice in the fact we are together again. We may have been sent to the shadow plane together, but I never found them there. I struggled and toiled without any hope for so long until I finally managed to get those damned necromancers to pull me through. But even then, I did not find my sisters.”  
 
    A strange sort of realization dawned on me. “You miss them.” 
 
    “Of course I miss them,” Mihany huffed. “They may be weak, but they are my family. I would assume even a world-dweller could understand something like that. We would create the most wonderful sort of terror if we were together again, and we would be thrilled to do it. They were calm, certainly, but only when compared to me. And no one can hold up when compared to me.”  
 
    I felt a strange pang of sympathy in my chest as I stared at Mihany. She seemed so sure of herself and so confident in the way she expected events to play out that it almost hurt to know I was going to have to destroy that feeling.  
 
    She might have been an unhinged bitch at first sight, but it was clear that she really did love her sisters. 
 
    I supposed that love could drive even a goddess to do crazy things. 
 
    “It wouldn’t go like that, Mihany,” I said carefully. 
 
    Her brows furrowed even more, and she narrowed her eyes. “What are you talking about, Dex Morgan? What do you know of my sisters?”  
 
    The calm that had finally fallen over Ocadia seemed at risk as Mihany took a step toward me. Wind began to swirl around her feet, but I did not move or back down. 
 
    “It wouldn’t go like that,” I repeated. The last thing I wanted to do was get her riled up again, but she needed to know the truth. Maybe the truth would be the last thing she needed to finally see that her plan was flawed.  
 
    “What are you talking about?” she practically growled.  
 
    “Your sisters are not the people you remember,” I said. “I have seen their shadows, and they are not the women you’ve described to me.” 
 
    “You saw them?” she gasped. For the first time, her composure truly seemed to break. Her eyes were wide and painfully hopeful, but I didn’t stop to acknowledge it. I needed to get everything out before she could storm off again.  
 
    “Their shadows are not the women you’ve described,” I reiterated. “You said that you were the strongest, the sister who was in control? That would not be the case any longer. Whatever happened to them in the shadow plane clearly changed who they were. They weren’t calm or docile. They were full of rage, and stronger than I think you’d ever seen them.”  
 
    Mihany’s face was awash with a mix of emotions that all seemed to battle for the dominant place. I saw the disbelief and anger she felt at my words struggling against the overwhelming sadness. And that alone was enough to convince me that Mihany was far more like us world-dwellers than she cared to admit.  
 
    “How do you know this?” she finally asked. “How have you seen my sisters? Where are they? Where are you hiding them from me, Dex Morgan?”  
 
    Her hair started to float higher around her and practically loomed. It was like I could sense malice coming off of each individual tendril as Mihany took another step toward me. Wind swirled around her feet and sent grass and dirt skittering up into the small gale she created. It was nothing compared to the storm that had overtaken the kingdom, but it was nothing to scoff at, either.  
 
    “Remember what you said about being a shadow self?” I urged instead of directly answering her question. “You just told me about the terror and how horrible it was. You told me that it was a living nightmare, and you were not there for nearly as long as your sisters have been. They’ve been trapped in that hell for substantially longer.”  
 
    Mihany’s face darkened. “And what does all of this mean?”  
 
    “You would not be in control,” I told her again. “They might have been your sisters once, but they aren’t any longer. They barely seemed to have any restraint left in them at all. They attacked without any hesitation. They seemed to have lost whatever made them your siblings in the first place, Mihany. No gentleness, no meekness. Only rage.”  
 
    The goddess stared at me. For the first time since I had truly met her, she seemed to be at a loss for words. There was none of the wildness that I had grown so accustomed to seeing in her. Instead, the goddess looked pained. Her strangely beautiful face was contorted in distress.  
 
    “No,” she finally managed to get out, but even then, the word felt small. I think we both knew then that she was finally coming around to what I was saying.  
 
    It had taken long enough.  
 
    “I hate to have to tell you this,” I said.  
 
    The strangest part was that this was true. I didn’t want to have to tell her that her sisters were long gone, but someone had to. The only thing that would come from her trying to raise her sisters was pain on all fronts. She wouldn’t get her family back, and the rest of the kingdom would be launched into chaos.  
 
    “You could be lying to me,” she tried. “You could be lying to me so I abandon my quest to free them from the shadow plane and all of its nightmares.”  
 
    “Why would I lie to you?” I pointed out. “When the truth is still just that, true. Your plan has never been a good one. There have been flaws and holes in it from the start, this is just the biggest one. Your sisters are no longer the beings they once were, and you are only setting yourself up for failure if you try to raise them with the expectations that things will be exactly the way they were before. They will not obey you. You will not be in control.”  
 
    I’d pointed out to the Goddess of the Prevailing Winds multiple times now that she would only be setting herself up for failure if she tried to raise her sisters from the shadow plane, but maybe this time it would finally stick. 
 
    After all, this was the first time she actually seemed to be listening to me instead of simply brushing me off because I wasn’t saying what she wanted to hear. 
 
    Mihany’s face was an open wound.  
 
    I couldn’t help but be surprised at the level of raw emotion she let herself show, but it was plain as day across her features. I could map the heartache and denial as if I was tracing it on a map. 
 
    And I’d never felt so much pity before. I rarely pitied anyone, it didn’t go well in a line of work like my own, but I couldn’t help it. 
 
    I’d seen what Mihany was capable of already, and it was terrifying, but I’d also seen how wildly disconnected she was. She was as single-sighted as I’d always heard Sky Gods were, but now I could see she was even more than that. 
 
    Her grief now was as potent as her anger earlier, and I found myself wondering when she’d last had someone around who could genuinely comfort her. 
 
    Then I remembered she’d spent a large chunk of time in the hellish shadow plane, and I realized it had probably been a long, long time. 
 
    “You know that I wouldn’t lie,” I continued in a gentler tone. “You have been following me for long enough to know that it isn’t the sort of man I am. I am not a liar. I have not lied to you once, you have just refused to see the truth when I lay it out in front of you.”  
 
    “No,” Mihany finally broke her silence. The word was small in her mouth, but it was enough to tell me everything I needed to know.  
 
    She was so close to believing me. All it would take would be a small shove in the right direction, and she would believe me, but I knew she would fight going over that edge with everything she had.  
 
    The goddess had made it her entire goal to bring her sisters back so the three of them could finally be reunited and take over the world. Of course she wouldn’t give in, even when the truth was right in front of her face.  
 
    I fought the urge to scream. I was so, so close to finally getting her to see reason.  
 
    Mihany gave a slow shake of her head. “If you cannot help me, Dex Morgan, I will find someone else.”  
 
    Shit.  
 
    Before I could say anything to stop her, Mihany stepped backward and disappeared back into the air once again. It swallowed her whole and left nothing to even signify she’d been there in the first place.  
 
    There were a few, precious seconds of peace, and then the storms began again.  
 
    Fantastic.  
 
    The winds burst seemingly out of nowhere with more strength than I had been expecting, and they practically knocked me off of my feet. In front of me, the Forest of Hud seemed to shudder at the sudden violence, and I could feel the trees’ displeasure like it was my own. 
 
    “I’m not happy about this, either,” I said through gritted teeth as I steadied myself with one palm against a tree trunk. 
 
    Thunder boomed, and lightning cracked across the sky, and then the rain started to pour. It was like someone had slashed a blade across the sky. Water poured out from the open wound without mercy, and before I could even throw my hands up to create a shield around myself, I was soaked through to the bone.  
 
    Great.  
 
    Things were just getting better and better, weren’t they? First the shadowy sisters had nearly killed my ward, then Mihany had once again refused to accept the truth despite all of the facts, and now I was soaking wet and pissed. 
 
    Then I frowned as I wondered if I was really so pissed at all. I was worked up, that was for sure, but the more I thought about it, the more I realized I was closer to worried. 
 
    The image of Mihany’s grief sprang to mind, and the pain in her yellow eyes seemed to drive a stake through my chest. 
 
    Damn it. I was actually worried about the goddess. 
 
    And once again, I couldn’t help it. She’d been a pain in my ass, but life was certainly never boring with her around. She was intriguing, incredibly powerful, and kind of quirky in an almost-concerning way. I rarely met with such beings in Ocadia. And when I did, they were never as stunningly beautiful as Mihany was. 
 
    Knowing she was out there warring against all that grief made me anxious for her. 
 
    Well, that and anxious for all of Ocadia.  
 
    I heard another large crack from above, and I looked up, expecting to see yet another slash of lightning across the dark, angry sky. 
 
    Instead, I saw something much worse. 
 
     A comet streaked through the darkened clouds and cast them all in momentary, fiery light.  
 
    Worse yet, the comet was heading straight for me.  
 
    I sighed and dragged one palm down my soaking wet face. 
 
    Just… wonderful. First Mihany, and now Feroxis. Things just kept getting better and fucking better.  
 
    The last thing I wanted was to send a giant, fiery god bouncing across Ocadia after he collided with my forcefield, and so I gave a lazy flick of my hand and muttered to the forcefield to get the power to cease.  
 
    In an instant, my estate was nearly flooded from the strength of the rain falling overhead. The delicate trees that Mazne was so fond of nearly wilted under the pressure.  
 
    I watched the comet with a disdain I didn’t bother hiding as it moved faster and faster toward me. It wasn’t that I had any sort of overwhelming vitriol toward Cinis’ father, Feroxis. But I was far from his biggest fan. 
 
    The fire god had the sort of grating personality that I felt would annoy anyone. He was overly confident and a braggart while remaining entirely absent from his daughter’s life until she didn’t want him there. And as the man in love with his daughter, and the father of the child she had inside of her, I was less than fond of the god.  
 
    The comet collided with the front lawn of my estate with a loud crash. The ground shook beneath my feet, and I was glad to have my staff with me to support my weight.  
 
    The air was filled with the smell of burning plant matter that was immediately drowned out by the rain violently falling down from the sky above. It left my estate in a strange, steaming mess.  
 
    It took me a second to even see Feroxis through the steam cloud he created, but he was every bit as overly confident as I remembered. 
 
    The god swaggered toward me as he stroked his goatee. His eyes were turned upward toward the clouds he’d just come from, and he seemed unbothered by the steam that radiated from his body.  
 
    Even with my disdain for the man, I was still able to see the traces of Cinis on his face. They had the same determined set to their jaws and fire in their eyes. 
 
    “Feroxis,” I greeted. I hoped he didn’t hear the flatness in my tone, but I was too tired of dealing with gods to bother hiding it. 
 
    Thankfully, Feroxis seemed too absorbed by his own presence to notice my annoyance.  
 
    He made a move as if to brush some of the falling rain from his arm, as if it hadn’t immediately created steam as soon as it touched his burning skin.  
 
    “Dex Morgan,” he greeted in return with the same sort of jovial tone he’d used the last time we’d spoken.  
 
    “Why are you here?” I asked. I pointedly turned my gaze from the deity in front of me to the giant fucking crater he’d left in my yard. We’d just managed to fill the first crater he’d left. If his impromptu visits continued, I was going to have nothing left of my estate but a bunch of pockmarked ground and singed plants. 
 
    Maybe I should just leave the forcefield up the next time to see what happened.  
 
    Feroxis gave a chuckle and continued to stroke his goatee. “Is that any way to address your father-in-law?”  
 
    I couldn’t tell if he was joking or not. 
 
    “Why are you here, Feroxis?” I tried again. 
 
    The god in front of me smirked and clapped his hands together. Apparently my second attempt was good enough.  
 
    “Even from the clouds, I was able to see what was going on here,” he said.  
 
    There was a twinge of pride in his tone that was impossible to ignore. It set my teeth on edge.  
 
    “Miha’s work was always easy to see,” he added with a chuckle. “She always did know how to make a show!” 
 
    “This is not the time for that,” I said through gritted teeth. “I’m not exactly thrilled that you’re so pleased she’s nearly torn my kingdom to shreds. And I’m sort of on a ticking clock here. She isn’t going to remain subdued for long, and I would rather her not actually destroy my fucking kingdom, so if you don’t mind.”  
 
    I didn’t think I had to spell it out to the god that I wanted him to leave. He didn’t seem to pick up on the message, however, and I couldn’t tell if it was because he was electing to purposefully ignore me. 
 
    Honestly, given everything Cinis had told me about him, it was a possibility.  
 
    “She really is impressive, isn’t she?” Feroxis mused, and there was something fatherly in his tone and the way he spoke about the chaos Mihany had created. 
 
    That was what finally pushed me over the edge.  
 
    “Are you serious?” I snapped. “Are you being serious right now?” 
 
    Feroxis’ eyebrows rose, but I didn’t give him a chance to say anything else in return.  
 
    “You hardly spend time with your actual daughter,” I pointed out. “Your actual pregnant daughter, but you come all the way down here to waste my time to be proud of some fucking wind goddess and the chaos she creates?”  
 
    I might not have been a fire descendant or a deity of any kind, but I could practically feel flames wrapping me up as I spoke. I think I finally understood what Cinis meant when she described the fiery passions of her people.  
 
    “Mihany’s storms that you’re so proud of have nearly destroyed your daughter’s kingdom,” I said. “You know, Cinis? Your actual daughter. The queen of the Ardere? Mihany attacked her kingdom and sent her subjects into a frenzy. They’ve been causing wildfires all across the kingdom, and they’ve started to bleed into Ocadia. Now Cinis has to deal with that while helping me fight Mihany, all while being pregnant. And you come all the way down here to do this?”  
 
    I felt incandescent with rage. I could hardly remember another time that I had ever been so angry, much less with a deity, but I supposed there was a first time for everything. 
 
    Feroxis at least had the dignity to seem a little chastened. The god reached up to rub the back of his neck as he avoided my eyes.  
 
    “I had no idea Cinis was having such troubles,” he said and cleared his throat.  
 
    I felt like if I stared at the man hard enough, I would begin to bore holes in him with my eyes.  
 
    “Of course you wouldn’t,” I snapped. “How about instead of coming here to bother me, you go help your daughter? She could actually use your help. For once.”  
 
    I didn’t break my gaze from Feroxis. It was practically a challenge to the god.  
 
    He broke my gaze first and gave a heavy sigh. “That seems to be the best idea.” 
 
    “I’m so glad you agree,” I said.  
 
    Feroxis dropped his hand back down to his side and stared at me. He seemed to be studying me, but I wasn’t sure what it was he was trying to find.  
 
    To my surprise, the god didn’t try to smite me for my insolence, or whatever it was that gods did. Instead, he chuckled.  
 
    “You know, Dex Morgan,” he began. “I had my doubts about you consorting with my daughter, but I am beginning to understand what it is she sees in you.”  
 
    “Great,” I said flatly.  
 
    Feroxis simply chuckled again. Then he gave a shake of his head, and without another word, the god launched himself back up into the sky again. Instead of flying straight back toward the clouds, however, the comet streaked in the direction of the Ardere.  
 
    Even through the heavy rain, he was easy to see, and I tracked his progress across the sky with a discerning gaze until I couldn’t see even a flicker of his flames in the distance.  
 
    I felt my shoulders sag once I was finally alone.  
 
    My mind flashed back to the conversation with Mihany, and any sense of ease that I’d had in Feroxis’ absence vanished like it had never been there at all.  
 
    Mihany had left with the threat of finding someone else to help her raise her sisters. I hadn’t told her how I had managed to see their shadow selves, but now she knew that it was possible to raise them, and that could be more dangerous than I’d initially thought.  
 
    There were no conjurers at the Conjurers’ Estate who could deal in spirits, but would that stop Mihany from trying to force them to raise her sisters? Or worse, would they tell her about Elis? Then again, would she even go to the Conjurers’ Estate, or would she try the necromancers? Would she even stay in Ocadia? 
 
    There were too many variables, and none of them left a situation I’d want to watch play out.  
 
    I wished I had more time, but the ticking clock I had told Feroxis about had seemingly reached its end point.  
 
    It was time that I took care of Mihany’s sisters once and for all. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    After the events at the Conjurers’ Estate, I knew Elis would be able to pull the shadows of the wind goddesses back through the veil. They had been so eager to break free the first time, and I doubted that would have changed in the few hours it had been since we sent them back. 
 
    If anything, they were probably angrier now than they had been before.  
 
    I wasn’t going to ask Elis to simply try to pull the shadows of the goddesses back through the veil on his own, however. He was just a child, and something like that would be far too dangerous. I could never ask him to do something like that without any sort of protection. 
 
    I would need to form some sort of ritual barrier on the ground, like the Conjurer’s Heart formation we had used back at the Conjurers’ Estate. 
 
    There was no way I could bring a conjurer to the Assassins’ Estate to ask them to create the formation, though. 
 
    Luckily for me, I knew a magical expert. 
 
    I really fucking hoped Nara hadn’t gone back to her coven yet. 
 
    I raised the forcefield back up before I turned and ran inside the estate. The lack of wind and rain was an immediate relief, but I didn’t waste any time drying myself off as I quickly made my way to my chambers.  
 
    The door to my bedchambers was just barely open.  
 
    Shit. If any of my women were still there, the door was usually closed. 
 
    I pushed it open the rest of the way and stepped inside. To my dismay, there was no sign of Nara anywhere. Sure, the witch was small, but she wasn’t exactly easy to miss. Her dress, corset, and boots were no longer on the ground in the heap where she’d left them before climbing into bed.  
 
    In fact, none of my women were in my chambers. 
 
    Cinis and Nara must have left after I’d taken Elis to the Conjurers’ Estate to try and hone his powers. But where was Ephy? Even if the other two had vanished, I could usually count on the siren to be around.  
 
    I stepped farther into the room and glanced around, as if I could somehow have missed the siren amongst the furniture in the room. 
 
    “Shit,” I hissed.  
 
    Even if Nara wasn’t here, I could have asked Ephy to send her a message to tell her to come back to the estate immediately, but without her here, that put a definite damper on getting a message to the witch. 
 
    It was at about that point I remembered the fucking bird. 
 
    There was no way Nara had legitimately left her fucking bird at my estate, right? She had to have been kidding about that. 
 
    Yet, even as I had the thought, I knew not to put it past the witch to decide her bird’s new home was somewhere in my estate.  
 
    I dragged a palm down my face.  
 
    Okay, well, I guess it was time to find the damn bird.  
 
    I’d done a lot of objectively strange things over the course of my career as an assassin, but this probably sat near the top of the list. I made my way over to my wall of weapons to secure my staff safely amongst the vines before I turned and left my chambers. 
 
    If I was a bird owned by a witch, where would I be?  
 
    I felt like the obvious answer was “not at Dex’s estate, surely,” but I pushed past that.  
 
    The next most obvious answer was “wherever Nimith likes to be,” because while the nipitar was very much not a bird, she also was a small flying creature. There had to be some sense of camaraderie there.  
 
    I quickened my pace as I walked down the hall of the estate and made my way toward the front reception area. Nimith tended to enjoy bothering Mazne, so maybe this bird, Chainmail, according to Nara, did too.  
 
    The reception area was clear of people as Mazne and a few of the assassins were still guarding Elis, which I considered to be a small blessing. I glanced around and cleared my throat.  
 
    “Chainmail?” I called out into the open air. “Chainmail? Chainmail the bird?”  
 
    I had no idea what the stupid thing answered to, but sure enough, after the third Chainmail, the biggest raven I’d ever seen swooped down from the rafters and landed on my shoulder.  
 
    “Kerah!” the bird cawed. Its sharp talons dug carelessly into the meat of my shoulder as it began to groom itself on top of me.  
 
    Okay, yeah, this was definitely Nara’s bird.  
 
    I craned my neck to study the raven as best as I could from its perch on my shoulder and saw that there was a small tube attached to the bird’s leg. It looked like it was just large enough to slot a piece of parchment bearing a message into it. 
 
    Well, that made more sense than the bird carrying the messages in its mouth.  
 
    I took a hesitant step forward with the bird still on my shoulder and glanced down at Mazne’s desk. It felt like my receptionist was rearranging how she kept her items at least once a week, but it didn’t take me long to find a scrap of paper and a quill amongst the chaos.  
 
    I scrawled out a quick message to Nara.  
 
    Come to the estate, need magic help immediately - Dex.  
 
    It was short, sweet, and to the point.  
 
    And hopefully it was enough to get Nara here sooner rather than later. Logically, I knew it would take Mihany some time to find someone else to conjure her sisters, but I could feel time practically slipping through my fingers like sand the longer I was forced to wait.  
 
    “I need you to get off my shoulder so I can put this note in your little carrier,” I told the bird before I realized how absurd it was that I was talking to a bird. 
 
    The raven cocked its head to the side like it understood me and hopped down from my shoulder and onto Mazne’s desk. 
 
    “Kerah!” it cried out again.  
 
    I could have sworn it stuck its leg out toward me.  
 
    Okay. Well. This was fucking weird.  
 
    I gingerly rolled up the note to Nara and slipped it into the small tube. The bird seemed pleased to have been given a task and gave another caw once I sealed the container.  
 
    “Bring the note to Nara,” I ordered and really hoped that was how the messaging system worked. Nara hadn’t exactly explained it to me after I told her to get her bird out of my estate.  
 
    I might have imagined it, but it certainly seemed like the bird nodded.  
 
    “Nara,” I repeated and overenunciated the syllables of her name like that would make it stick in the bird’s tiny bird-sized brain.  
 
    I half-expected the bird to repeat her name back to me.  
 
    Instead, he hopped up off the desk and spread his wings. Before I could say anything else, Chainmail zipped off toward the front door.  
 
    “Shit,” I muttered and quickly jogged over to actually open the door. The last thing I wanted was for the bird to slam head first into it, because then I’d have to go get Nara myself.  
 
    The bird flew out the door without any hesitation and disappeared into the sky past the forcefield. I tracked its progress with my eyes as far as I could, and despite the strength of the winds and the rain, it was managing to hold its own against the storm.  
 
    I wondered if the bird would try to peck anyone at the coven in retaliation for being sent out in the storm again. I couldn’t lie and say the thought wasn’t more than a little amusing.  
 
    Either way, as crazy as it was, I had a strange amount of faith in Nara and her bird. The Headmistress of the Witches’ Estate was the headmistress for a reason. She might have been unconventional, but her methods did work. Even if they were a little unhinged from time to time.  
 
    I knew I had a little bit of time before the bird could feasibly reach Nara’s coven, though, so I closed the door of the estate and made my way back to my chambers to prepare myself for the fight to come.  
 
    I made my way back over to the wall of vines where I had just stored my staff and watched as the plants retracted at my presence. It was a pretty handy security system, if I was being honest.  
 
    All of my weapons were suspended in the vines, readily in view. I pursed my lips as I studied them all. I already knew from my discussions with Nara that bringing the dragon bone staff was a risky idea, despite the fact that Jolin Obhain had used a dragon bone to act as a conduit for the rain goddess’ power when he defeated her shadow self.  
 
    His bone had been a gift, whereas mine had presumably been taken forcefully, and that seemed to make all the difference. 
 
    I wondered if Jolin had experienced the same fears that I was feeling when he’d decided to use his bone to help him defeat a goddess’ shadow self. I hesitated, but ultimately, I grabbed the staff.  
 
    It was too powerful of a weapon to leave behind, and right now, the risk felt well worth it.  
 
     But as I stared at the wall of weapons, I decided that I still needed other weapons if I wanted to stand any chance against the wind goddesses’ shadow selves.  
 
    When Elis had raised a powerful spirit a few days before during our training, the only thing that had kept it from sucking all of the life from my body had been the fact I’d injured it with a weapon.  
 
    I’d been surprised that it had worked, but I had managed to cut off parts of the spirit as they became more whole. The shadows of the wind goddesses were already a little more substantial than I’d like, so it made sense to bring combative weapons with me as well as the magical ones.  
 
    After the brief run-in I’d had with the sisters at the Conjurers’ Estate, I knew they were far stronger than I’d originally anticipated, and I’d need every advantage I could get.  
 
    I looked up at my weapons again as I began to strategize. 
 
    My longbow was usually my go-to weapon in most circumstances, but I didn’t need range in this fight. I needed something I could use to do damage up close and personal.  
 
    I turned to my collection of swords. I had quite a few, and they all had their special purposes. My eyes skimmed over my katana, flamberge, fu tao, dao, and rapier before I landed on the claymore suspended near the end of the line.  
 
    It was objectively a massive sword. The weapon was close to five feet in length and made of a wicked-looking polished steel. The edge was honed to a razor’s edge despite the sword’s impressive size. The extended edges of the pommel made the swords look like a giant cross, and the hilt was wrapped in a butter soft leather the color of blood.  
 
    It wasn’t the largest sword in my collection, that was the zweihander hanging in the vines next to the claymore, but the claymore would offer slightly more maneuverability.  
 
    I played the fight with the wind goddesses’ shadow selves back in my head. If it was a one-on-one fight, I probably would have gone for the zweihander, but that wasn’t the case. I needed the ability to move freely just as much as I needed length. 
 
    I pulled the claymore free from the vines. It was heavy in the palm of my hand, but it was balanced perfectly. I took a step back from the wall to give it a practiced twirl in one hand. I’d never be foolish enough to fight with one hand using the claymore, but it was good practice to get my hands used to the weight of the sword again.  
 
    The weapon felt good in my hands, like it belonged there. Maybe I would start to practice with my swords again.  
 
    The sword was far too long to sheath at my hip where I would usually hand a sword, so I slung the sheath over my shoulder and slipped the large blade inside. It sat snugly against my back while still being easily retrievable.  
 
    I still had my dagger on my weapons belt, and after a moment’s hesitation, I added my throwing stars to the mix and affixed their patch to the weapon’s belt. They might prove to be a horrible idea against wind goddesses, given that anything I threw out could end up getting thrown right back at me, but I’d learned long ago that sometimes throwing stars came in handy at the oddest moments. 
 
    I would rather be overprepared when it came to an unknown situation than underprepared.  
 
    When I left my chambers, I felt like a one man army with the sheer amount of weapons I had clanging against my body.  
 
    I nodded at Pamphrus in the hall. He stood outside my office doors with his arms folded over his massive barrel chest, but his brow furrowed at the sight of me laden down with weapons.  
 
    “Big fight?” he asked. 
 
    I hesitated. I didn’t want to keep my assassins out of the loop on serious matters, but I also knew that if I told them what I was about to do, they would insist on staying to help. I wouldn’t put them in this sort of danger, even though it did warm my heart to know they would willingly stay to help me without even having to ask.  
 
    “Something like that,” I said. “How’s Elis?”  
 
    “According to Maz, he woke up a few minutes ago,” Pamphrus grunted.  
 
    “Good,” I said.  
 
    The relief I felt was hard to articulate. I’d been so worried after everything that had happened at the Conjurers’ Estate. Despite the strength and level of his powers, Elis was still a kid. It was hard not to worry about him.  
 
    “He says that he wants to help,” Pamphrus added, and I could have sworn the gruff assassin was fighting a smile. Apparently, he’d come around to Elis in the months since Master Abbot’s death.  
 
    Back when I had first met Elis, Pamphrus had been the one who’d tried training him first. The boy’s spirit conjuring had proved to be a little too much for the gruff man, and so Master Abbot had relegated his training over to me.  
 
    It was strange to think about how quickly everything had changed in our lives. One day, we were just assassins, and the next we were ensuring the safety of the kingdom from a rogue wind goddess trying to kill the king. 
 
    “He’ll be able to help soon enough,” I said. “He needs to get his rest first, though. If he asks, tell him I’ll be back soon. Keep standing guard.” 
 
    “Aye aye, captain.” Pamphrus gave me a gruff nod as I turned and made my way down and out of the hall.  
 
    I hadn’t been sure when to expect Nara, but I certainly hadn’t expected her to already be waiting for me in the foyer of the Assassins’ Estate with two other witches.  
 
    I recognized the pair from earlier in the week, Cialina and Lumariel. They were the two other members of Nara’s coven who had helped her learn more about Idali’s staff.  
 
    The three witches together made a strange sight.  
 
    Nara was the shortest, even in her platform boots. She’d changed from when I’d seen her earlier in the day and now wore a deep purple dress with massive bell sleeves. It cinched tightly at her waist and fluttered out to barely cover her thighs. Her boots laced all the way up to her calves as she stood between the two other witches.  
 
    Cialina’s short-cropped blonde hair was plastered against her skull from the rain, and her outfit was assembled of gauzy strips of fabric and scarves that hadn’t fared much better. The only thing that looked untouched by Mihany’s temper tantrum outside was her plummy-red lipstick.  
 
    Lumariel hadn’t fared much better. Her long black hair was sopping wet and hung limply around her face. Her feet were bare and splattered with mud that flecked along her reddish-brown tattoos. They disappeared up under the hem of her inky-blue skirt.  
 
    “You’re here already.” I didn’t hide the surprise in my tone as I came to a halt in front of the trio. “And you brought Cialina and Lumariel.”  
 
    “He remembers our names.” Cialina nudged Lumariel with her elbow and wiggled her nearly nonexistent eyebrows.  
 
    “We are rather hard to forget,” Lumariel pointed out.  
 
    “Power comes in threes,” Nara said casually, like that was a normal thing people who weren’t witches said on a day-to-day basis. “And you said it was an emergency.”  
 
    “It is.” I nodded over my shoulder. “Come on, follow me outside.” 
 
    The three witches followed closely on my heels as I made my way out the back door of the estate and into the courtyard. It looked like there would be more than enough space there for a ritual formation, or at least I hoped there would be.  
 
    “Do you know anything about forming ritual formations, like the Conjurer’s Heart?” I asked. 
 
    Nara’s dark brows furrowed, and she tilted her head to the side. “Why do you need a ritual formation?” 
 
    “What’s a Conjurer’s Heart?” Cialina asked.  
 
    “That feels like a trick question,” Lumariel said. “They don’t have any.” 
 
    “Not all conjurers are bad, Mariel.” Cialina reached out to pat her friend’s tattooed arm. “And I’m sure they wouldn’t all try to end a relationship via a letter.”  
 
    “Grigor ended things?” Nara gasped. “Why didn’t you tell me, Mariel?”  
 
    “Ladies!” I exclaimed to catch the three witches’ attention. “Please, this is an emergency.” 
 
    Nara cleared her throat. “Right. Yes, a ritual formation?”  
 
    “When Elis and I went to the Conjurers’ Estate, he used one to hone his powers. It’s intended to keep whatever the conjurer summons inside of the formation. Their specific iteration was called the Conjurer’s Heart, it kept the summoned items inside the circle for safety. I don’t need that exact version, however, because I’m not a conjurer and wouldn’t be able to help ground him.”  
 
    I was careful not to reveal that Elis was a conjurer mage, not just a conjurer, and not to mention why I needed a ritual formation at all. I trusted Nara with my life, and I knew she wouldn’t bring witches she didn’t implicitly trust with her, but I could never be too careful when it came to discussing my ward’s powers or my own.  
 
    The Headmistress of the Witches’ Estate nodded thoughtfully and glanced around the courtyard.  
 
    “How much time do we have?” she asked. 
 
    “I need it done as soon as possible,” I said. “We’re losing time already.”  
 
    “Got it,” Nara said. “Stay back, just to be on the safe side. I don’t want any rogue magic coming your way.”  
 
    I held my hands up in a mock-surrender and backed up toward the steps that led into the Assassins’ Estate.  
 
    Nara turned back toward the two members of her coven and began speaking rapidly. I couldn’t quite make out what she was saying, but it involved a lot of hand gestures. After she finished whatever she was saying to the other two witches, the three of them split apart and started to move across the grass with a clear purpose. 
 
    It was fascinating to watch, and if we weren’t in such a hurry, I might have actually enjoyed watching Nara work. There had always been something so interesting to me about the way other magic users practiced their craft.  
 
    The three witches walked in concentric circles with Nara in the inner, Cialina in the middle, and Lumariel forming an outer ring. They walked in opposing directions and formed a rather entrancing sight. Then they began to chant together.  
 
    It sounded almost like a song. The words were impossible to make out, and I didn’t even know if they were speaking any sort of language I would understand, but as they chanted, they all touched at pieces of jewelry they wore that must have acted as totems.  
 
    It didn’t take long for something noticeable to begin to happen.  
 
    The grass under each of the witches’ feet began to singe and burn. The scent of burning plant matter filled my nostrils as they continued to pace and carve out a large ritual formation in the grass through the power of magic alone.  
 
    I was more than a little impressed.  
 
    Within ten minutes, the ritual formation of concentric circles was complete.  
 
    “Shit,” I murmured, and my eyes skimmed the circle as I took it in.  
 
    It was about twenty feet wide, with each of the rings spaced out equally. It was clear the center of the ring was where Elis would stand.  
 
    “Will this work?” Nara asked as she planted her hands on her hips and stared at me expectantly.  
 
    I moved from my perch on the steps to investigate the ring a little closer. Just like the Conjurer’s Heart that Kendry Grezza had shown me, I could feel the power emanating from this ring. It felt a little wilder and a little less grounded, but maybe that’s what we needed to defeat the shadow selves of the wind goddesses.  
 
    “Thank you, Nara,” I said. “This will be perfect.”  
 
    “What about us?” Cialina asked with a pout. 
 
    I snorted. “Thank you, Cialina and Lumariel.” 
 
    The blonde witch seemed pleased.  
 
    “What else do you need from me?” Nara asked.  
 
    I hesitated as I ran through everything that could possibly go wrong while Elis summoned the goddesses.  
 
    Nara seemed to pick up on my hesitation and cleared her throat. “Cialina, Lumariel, I will meet you back at the estate.”  
 
    “Ugh,” Cialina groaned. “My hair just started to dryyyyy.”  
 
    “Come on,” Lumariel sighed. “She has that look on her face.” 
 
    “What look?” Nara sounded affronted and folded her arms over her chest.  
 
    “The look that says you aren’t going to explain anything.” Lumariel said this like it was a simple matter of fact, and I had to bite back a snort.  
 
    “Go,” Nara urged again.  
 
    “Fine, fine,” Cialina said with another dramatic sigh. “We’ll see you around, Dex.”  
 
    I could have sworn she winked in my direction.  
 
    Then the two other witches vanished around the side of the estate building, and I waited until I was certain they had to have left the forcefield before I looked at Nara. 
 
    “Oh, you have your serious face on,” she remarked. “What happened at the Conjurers’ Estate?” 
 
    “Elis managed to summon the shadow selves of Mihany’s sisters,” I said.  
 
    Nara’s eyes widened. “He did? How?” 
 
    “They were waiting on the other side of the veil,” I explained. “I don’t think he would have been able to seek them out and summon them specifically, but they were waiting to break through already.” 
 
    “Is he okay?” she gasped.  
 
    “He is,” I assured her. “He’s upstairs resting now with Mazne and Nimith. But it was quite the incident. He freaked out the conjurers, but at least that means Kendry won’t try to take him for her own estate.” 
 
    “Kendry’s bloodthirsty,” Nara warned. “Don’t let her fool you. She’s as ruthless as they come.” 
 
    “You two have had some run-ins, then?” I raised my eyebrow. 
 
    “You could say that,” Nara answered in the vaguest manner possible. I knew for a fact that there was a story there, but it wasn’t the time to discuss it.  
 
    “I need you to take everyone from my estate to the coven,” I changed the subject. “You asked what else you can do, and that’s what you can do. It’s too much of a potential risk to have anyone else here when I have Elis summon the shadows again.” 
 
    Nara’s eyes practically bulged. “You’re going to have him summon them again right now?”  
 
    “I spoke to Mihany after I got back from the Conjurers’ Estate,” I said. “She didn’t take what I had to say too well, and I think our time is rapidly running out. We need to deal with this now before she manages to find someone else to try and raise them for her.” 
 
    “I leave for an hour, and I miss everything!” Nara threw her hands up in exasperation. “And if it’s so dangerous, why can’t I stay to help you? Wouldn’t it be smarter to have more people here to fight? I fought Mihany just fine!”  
 
    “It’s not that,” I assured Nara. “I know you’re more than capable, but it’s the rest of the people on the estate grounds that I’m worried about. Can you imagine my assassins trying to fight the goddess? Sure, they’re all the best at what they do, but they aren’t magic users. Fuck, can you imagine Mazne in all of this?” 
 
    Nara’s face softened, and she shifted her stance as if she had wanted to be angry and was annoyed that I had a good point.  
 
    “I guess that makes sense,” she muttered.  
 
    “I just need everyone else out of harm’s way, and I trust you to take care of them.” I took a step forward and uncrossed Nara’s arms from her chest. 
 
    She sighed heavily and looked up at me with her lower lip pressed out in a pout. “One day, you aren’t going to be able to convince me to do something, and then you’ll be fucked.” 
 
    “I would love to see that day happen.” I smirked. 
 
    Nara gave a playful roll of her eyes as I leaned down to press a kiss to her plush lips.  
 
    “Go,” I urged. “Get everyone out of here and tell Elis that I’ll be in there to get him soon.” 
 
    “I’m going, I’m going,” Nara said as she trotted off. “And Dex? Please be careful!” 
 
    “I’m always careful!” I shouted after the witch as I watched her disappear up the steps and into the Assassins’ Estate.  
 
    After she left, I stood alone in the courtyard. I turned my focus down to the ritual formation on the ground and dragged the toe of my left boot over one of the lines scored into the grassy earth.  
 
    I could feel the power as it thrummed up through my body.  
 
    This would work. 
 
    It had to work.  
 
    The sound of clattering drew my attention back to the estate for a moment as I saw Nara practically herding my assassins through the building like they were cattle. I fought a laugh at the absurd sight and committed it to memory.  
 
    I was sure my assassins would want to give me an earful later for siccing Nara on them, but it was for the best. Once I explained, they’d be fine, but I knew for a fact that it wasn’t an arrangement anyone was a fan of. 
 
    The idea of my assassins intermingling with Nara’s coven was absurd enough on its own, much less the idea of them intermingling under duress.  
 
    I glanced around the courtyard as I played my plan over in my head again and again.  
 
    Elis would raise the sisters while safely in the ritual formation, and I would kill them. When the moment came, I would offer myself up as a sacrifice to bear the weight of their power, and if all went well, they would be destroyed and I would be alive. 
 
    I didn’t let myself dwell on what might happen if things didn’t go well. It had to go well, and so it would. I had too much to lose if it didn’t.  
 
    Hell, the entire kingdom had too much to lose if it didn’t go well.  
 
    If the sisters managed to break the ritual formation or escape my estate before I could destroy them, everyone would be fucked.  
 
    A loud crack of thunder drew my attention up to the top of my forcefield. I watched as heavy droplets of rain splattered against the top of the watery dome.  
 
    Suddenly, an idea came to me, and a grin started to spread across my face.  
 
    The forcefield kept things out of the estate. But what if it had a way to keep things in, too? 
 
    I didn’t waste any time before heading back inside the estate. My idea was still churning freshly in my mind. It made a surprising amount of sense, the more I thought about it. 
 
    Master Abbot was never the type of person to plan for only one sort of emergency, so why would the magical force field he had installed around his entire estate only do one thing? It just didn’t make sense.  
 
    I knew in my gut that there had to be some sort of way to reverse the power of the forcefield to keep things in instead. I was sure of it.  
 
    I stepped into my office and was almost startled at the sight of Elis sitting at the chair behind my desk with the nipitar curled around his neck. I had nearly forgotten that he hadn’t been escorted off with everyone else. 
 
    “Dex!’ he exclaimed and sat up a little straighter at my presence in the doorway. Even the nipitar seemed to perk up at the sight of me. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” I asked.  
 
    Elis looked alright, but he was still a little paler than he should have been.  
 
    I wished that there was another way to do this that didn’t involve him, but unfortunately, that wasn’t an option.  
 
    “Better,” he said quickly. 
 
    I studied his face to make sure he wasn’t lying or simply saying that to reassure me. Despite the tiredness I could clearly see creeping in around the edges of his face, I found myself believing the young boy.  
 
    “You’re sure?” I asked as I stepped farther into the office. “If you’re not feeling well or up to this, we can wait.”  
 
    Elis’ brow scrunched. “We can’t wait. Things are pretty bad out there, right? Waiting might hurt people, and I don’t want to do that. I’ll just take a big nap afterward.”  
 
    My heart warmed as I continued to study the boy. “As long as you’re sure.” 
 
    “Positive, Dex!” he assured me. He started to scramble up from the desk chair, but I held up my hand to stop him.  
 
    “You don’t have to get up quite yet,” I assured him. “There’s something I want to try first.”  
 
    The boy cocked his head to the side and watched as I brushed past him. I made my way over toward the window that sat open from behind the desk. 
 
    When I had first taken over the office after Master Abbot’s death, the window hadn’t been much of a window at all. Instead, it had been a smooth wall panel that wouldn’t open no matter what I did. It wasn’t until the Water Goddesses told me that it was a water-based forcefield that I was actually able to unleash the safety feature my former Master had put into place.  
 
    Power emanated from the window. I could see the thin veins of magic as the forcefield pulsed and contorted through the air before expanding out over the entirety of the Assassins’ Estate.  
 
    Elis spun around in my chair and watched me with a curious look in his eye. 
 
    I figured I might as well explain, considering I had an audience.  
 
    “This is the forcefield Master Abbot installed before his death,” I told the boy as I ran my hands over the windowsill.  
 
    “Are you trying to take the forcefield down?” Elis asked. His voice was laced with surprise and confusion, and I could have sworn I caught the sight of relief on his face when I shook my head no.  
 
    “Not quite,” I murmured. “I’m just coming up with a contingency plan in case things don’t go how I’ve planned with the shadow selves of the goddesses. I don’t think they will be able to break the ritual formation, but I would rather have a backup plan in place than risk the lives of everyone in Ocadia on my own overconfidence.”  
 
    “That makes sense,” Elis said. “What are you going to do?”  
 
    “The forcefield keeps anything that I don’t want getting inside the estate out,” I said. “Which leads me to believe that it could, in theory, keep in anything that I wanted inside.”  
 
    Elis’ eyes widened. “That makes sense, too!”  
 
    “That’s what I thought,” I chuckled. “Master Abbot was the one who created the forcefield, and he generally wasn’t someone who didn’t think of backup plans. I’m just not sure how the mechanics of this work.” 
 
    I stepped closer to the window and raised my hand to gently ghost over the forcefield that spilled over the ledge and out onto the rest of the estate. I could feel the thrum of power beneath my fingertips like it was some sort of living thing.  
 
    I supposed it was, in its own way. It felt similar to the way water felt to me now after becoming Ephy’s life force.  
 
    Maybe that was it.  
 
    I had used my water magic to activate the forcefield in the first place after the Water Goddesses had appeared in the fountain to help teach me how to actually use my new gifts. They had explained to me that the key to water magic, and most elemental magic, was intentionality. I had to act with intention so I wasn’t metaphorically making wild swings and hoping something stuck.  
 
    When I had first activated the forcefield, I’d used my magic to unlock it, and every time I had raised and lowered the forcefield since then, it had always been with intention.  
 
    I knew in my gut that that had to be the secret, if it was ever a secret in the first place.  
 
    I dropped both of my hands down fully onto the window’s edge. Then I felt the power that I had faintly felt humming from the forcefield before now creeping up into my skin. I closed my eyes and began to focus on what I wanted. 
 
    The forcefield’s hold needed to be reversed. Everything within its reaches needed to be kept inside of the walls, as opposed to the other way around.  
 
    I pushed out with my magic as I focused on the thoughts. It started as it always did with a familiar tugging sensation in my gut. It felt as though I was standing in a river, and the current was attempting to pull me in a certain direction.  
 
    I didn’t fight that metaphorical current. Instead, I let my magic flow with it through me. I felt like I had been charged with lightning as I continued to press my water magic from my body to guide the forcefield.  
 
    It was strange to feel something changing so spectacularly on the inside, while knowing that on the outside, everything remained the same. It was only when the strength of the tugging in my gut subsided that I even knew the transformation was finished.  
 
    I opened my eyes and stepped back from the window to study my handiwork. Everything looked the exact same at first glance, just as I had suspected, but when I squinted and took a closer look, I could have sworn that the way the water of the forcefield flowed had changed. It seemed to move in the opposite direction now as it surrounded the estate.  
 
    A few seconds later, the water and debris that had swirled around the outside of the forcefield only moments before rained down onto the estate with a vengeance.  
 
    “Did it work?” Elis asked.  
 
    The boy’s voice gave me a small start. I had almost forgotten I’d been working with an audience.  
 
    “Look outside,” I told him.  
 
    I offered Elis my hand, and the boy took it to stand up. He was unsteady on his feet for just a moment before he gave me a determined nod and moved over toward the window.  
 
    “Whoa,” he gasped. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re alright?” I asked him as he continued to stare outside in shock. 
 
    “I swear,” he assured me. “I’m completely okay!”  
 
    I studied him closely to make sure he wasn’t just telling me what I wanted to hear, but it really did look like he was okay. Sure, he was a little paler than usual, but other than that, the same vigor and the brightness in his eyes that he usually carried had both returned.  
 
    I was just being overprotective of the boy.  
 
    “Alright, but promise me that you’ll tell me if you start to feel poorly,” I said.  
 
    “I promise, Dex,” Elis said, and he made a crossing gesture over his heart for good measure.  
 
    I chuckled. “Alright, alright, come on. Let’s go see our handiwork.”  
 
    Together, the two of us made our way out of the estate.  
 
    We were immediately pelted with all of the things the forcefield had previously kept out, and despite the fact I knew it was for the best, I sorely missed the protection the forcefield offered as a fat droplet of rain smacked me in the head.  
 
    “It definitely seems like it’s working,” Elis said. “But is it going to keep people in? I don’t know how any of this works.”  
 
    He raised an interesting point. Sure, it no longer protected us from water now, but did that mean it was going to keep people in? 
 
    I pursed my lips. “I think the only way to find out is to try and leave,” I said. “But I’m not sure its effects will apply to either of us. When the forcefield is normally up, members of the estate can get in and out without issue, so it would stand to reason that even with the new effect in place, it would do the same thing.” 
 
    Elis frowned and reached out to touch the forcefield.  
 
    Sure enough, his fingers passed right through the barrier as if it wasn’t there. 
 
    “Wait.” I turned and glanced around at my feet.  
 
    My eyes fell onto a large rock on the ground, and a grin split across my face.  
 
    “Step back,” I warned Elis. 
 
    The boy’s brow furrowed, but he didn’t protest. 
 
    I bent down to pick up the rock. It was weighty and solid in my palm. Once I was sure Elis was out of the way, I gently tossed the rock at the forcefield. I’d wanted to throw it but had second thoughts when I remembered the way the body had splattered against the forcefield before. I didn’t want to throw a large stone as hard as I could only for it to bounce right back at me.  
 
    The rock collided into the barrier without breaking through. 
 
    Behind me, Elis whooped out a joyful cry.  
 
    “We did it!” he exclaimed. “Well, you did it! I was just there.” 
 
    I laughed. “We did it. I couldn’t have done it without having you there to talk my process out with.”  
 
    Elis smiled up at me for a moment, but the look faded quickly when he took in the grim set to my jaw.  
 
    We’d had one victory, but that was the easy part. Everything else we had to do was going to be an uphill battle.  
 
    I squared my shoulders and looked down at the conjurer mage in front of me.  
 
    “Are you ready, Elis?” I asked. 
 
    He nodded. His lips were set in a hard line I assumed was meant to make him look tough. 
 
    I reached out to clasp my hand on his shoulder. “Then let’s go raise some shadows.” 

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
    I led Elis to the back courtyard where the witches had created the ritual formation circle on the ground.  
 
    “Is this like the one at the Conjurers’ Estate?” Elis asked as he toed at one of the singed markings in the grass. 
 
    “It should be,” I said. “I had Nara and a few of the witches from her coven set it up for us. So it might not be the exact same, but the principal is the same. You stand in the center ring, and it should help channel your power so you can summon the two shadow sisters from beyond the veil.” 
 
    “What if I’m not able to?” he asked me. “What if it was only because of all the other conjurers helping earlier?”  
 
    “I don’t think that’s the case,” I explained. “You’ve summoned some powerful spirits before that we thought might be shadow selves. Plus, I don’t think the wind goddesses really needed to be summoned. I think they just needed someone powerful enough to lift the veil just a little.” 
 
    “And that’s what I did,” Elis finished. There was a new, resolute look on his face. “I can do this.”  
 
    “I believe in you.” I gestured to the center of the circles. “I’m going to be right here if you need me, okay? And as soon as things start to look like they’re getting too dangerous, I want you to leave the rings and go inside the estate. The enchantments on the building themselves should hold and keep you safe.”  
 
    “But don’t I have to stay inside the ring to keep them from breaking loose?” Elis asked in concern. 
 
    “Usually, yes,” I said. “But we just tested the forcefield and know that they can’t possibly get out. Things were dangerous enough at the Conjurers’ Estate, and that was when you had help. I can’t risk you getting hurt in all of this, so if things start to get out of control, promise me you’ll do as I say and protect yourself.” 
 
    The boy frowned, but eventually he sighed. “Okay, Dex. I’ll do what you say.”  
 
    I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding and felt a small wave of relief. “Thank you. Now, let’s get going.”  
 
    Elis gave a grimly determined nod before he stepped fully into the ritual formation on the ground. I watched him make his way to the center ring like it was a death march before he stopped, turned, and faced me.  
 
    “You’ve got this,” I told him. “I’m right here. This is going to be okay.” 
 
    “Thank you for helping me, Dex.” Elis’ voice was softer than I’d been expecting, and I was once again reminded that for all of his power and determination, he was still just a kid. “I couldn’t do any of this without you.” 
 
    “Of course, Elis.” I tightened my grip on my staff and took a step back from the ritual formation. “Now, let’s do this.”  
 
    As I watched Elis adjust his stance in the center ring, I quickly went over everything I knew about shadow selves.  
 
    I knew they were the last splintered fragment of a sky deity’s soul that was cast into a different plane after their mortal death, and I knew that being a shadow was like being in an eternal nightmare.  
 
    Just bringing a shadow self back had killed the necromancers that had fully raised Mihany to her full power in the south, and before they’d died, it had raised hell and caused untold problems in the kingdoms down there.  
 
    According to Gozis the Darkmaster, the only way to defeat a shadow self was to offer up a sacrifice. It had taken a sacrifice of life to raise one, and it took a sacrifice of life to kill one. The power and magical energy that the shadow contained had to go somewhere, and that’s where my knowledge of Jolin Obhain came in. 
 
    Gozis had explained that Jolin Obhain was the only person in the last thousand or so years who had been able to destroy a shadow self without destroying himself in the process. He’d used a dragon bone that he’d been gifted after helping rehome the dragons that had once resided in Ocadia as a conduit for the power so it wouldn’t overwhelm him. And somehow, he’d survived. 
 
    My situation was a little different than Jolin’s. My staff hadn’t been a gift, and unlike the man in the myths and legends, I was not a normal man. I was a mirror mage and imbued with the water from the Water Goddesses’ sacred spring. I had power that Jolin didn’t, and I hoped it would make all the difference.  
 
    The time for contemplation was over, though.  
 
    I watched Elis shift in the center of the ring and close his eyes. The young mage extended his hands out in front of him like he was trying to grasp something that wasn’t there. Already, his face was scrunched in concentration and exertion, and a bead of sweat started to roll down his face. 
 
    The ritual formation circles at his feet began to glow. Unlike the Conjurer’s Heart formation at the Conjurers’ Estate however, this did not glow purple.  
 
    Instead, the circles lit up in a bright, vibrant green that was almost hard to look at. I blinked and took a step back as the light became nearly overwhelming. 
 
    I had no idea what Nara had done to the circle, but it was strong, that was for sure. It was a decent enough reminder to never underestimate the witch. She wasn’t Headmistress of the Witches’ Estate for no reason.  
 
    Sometimes it was easy to forget just how powerful my lover was when she spent much of her time finding new and intricate ways to make my life… interesting.  
 
    I could feel the heady power of magic as it started to radiate through the air like it was a physical thing. For a moment, I had a feeling that if I closed my eyes, I would be able to see the power twining around in front of me.  
 
    Elis’ hands shook as he kept his arms extended out in front of him. Despite that, he still seemed steady as he worked to coax the shadows out from their hiding places behind the veil.  
 
    “Don’t fight it,” I called out to Elis. “You don’t have to try to contain them.”  
 
    I was a mage like Elis, but our powers couldn’t be more different, and I was reminded of just how true this was in this moment. I wanted to call out to the boy in encouragement but decided against it when I realized it could break the concentration he clearly needed for something like this. 
 
    The staff in my hand felt like it twitched in my palm. My brow furrowed, and I looked down at the magical weapon. It certainly seemed more alive than it usually did.  
 
    I couldn’t help but wonder if the power Elis put out had activated something in the staff. I’d heard the old adage “like calls to like” when I was first introduced to magic, and I was never reminded more of that saying than in this moment.  
 
    I tightened my grip on the staff, just to be certain it wouldn’t act of its own accord for one reason or another, and I looked back up at Elis.  
 
    Something imperceptible in the air began to shift, and I knew what was about to happen.  
 
    I adjusted my stance and prepared for whatever might come as Elis threw his head back so violently that it looked like it had been snapped. The boy’s eyes were wide open, but it didn’t look like he saw anything at all.  
 
    Fear clenched at my gut, but before I could act, a dark stream of smoke and shadow shot up from the boy’s mouth like he’d been holding it in his gut this whole time.  
 
    It was unlike any other summoning I’d seen from the young mage, but I knew what I was witnessing.  
 
    The wind goddesses were here, and they were fucking pissed. 
 
    The ink-black shadows were so dark I couldn’t even see through their forms as they intermingled as one. They erupted from Elis and into the air like an explosion from the barrel of a cannon. The force of their presence was nearly enough to knock me back off of my feet. 
 
    I took a gasping breath as I forced myself to stay upright. I dug the end of my staff into the dirt and held my ground as I watched the shadows fill the air. They hung like a fog over the ground before they began to twitch and form nearly substantial bodies. 
 
    They weren’t people, not yet, but I could make out the lines of their bodies through the intangible. It took a moment for them to separate from one another and become more than a startling mess of blurred limbs and wild, whipping hair.  
 
    Their molten metal eyes turned on me in a flash of rage.  
 
    Already, their power was more than they’d had in the basement of the Conjurers’ Estate.  
 
    Had Nara’s ritual circle amped up Elis’ power to new heights, or were the shadow selves of the goddesses simply that ready to be made whole again? 
 
    I had a few miniscule seconds of calm before everything all seemed to happen at once.  
 
    Elis dropped to his knees with an audible thud that I practically felt in my bones.  
 
    Above us, the largest crack of lightning I’d ever seen split the sky into fragmented pieces.  
 
    Then rain began pouring like someone had punctured the clouds. It came down all at once in a heavy curtain. I’d expected it to stop against the forcefield like it had every other time before in Mihany’s storms, but then I remembered I had reversed the effect of the forcefield. 
 
    The rain pounded down onto the still glowing ritual circle and practically soaked me to the bone in an instant. But even through the haze of water, I was still able to see the half-defined shadow selves as they faced me. 
 
    The shadowy goddesses lunged toward me like predators seeking prey. 
 
    I raised my staff and pushed my magic and intention through the dragon bone harder than I ever had before. I’d never done it before, but an idea struck me: If Jolin Obhain had used the dragon bone as a conduit to receive power, surely I could use it as a conduit to expel power, right? 
 
    I forced my own magic into the staff, and it accepted it with a greedy hunger.  
 
    When I whipped the staff toward the goddesses, a long whiplike bolt of water shot from the tip of the intricately carved staff and slashed at their slowly forming bodies.  
 
    I couldn’t tell which goddess was which, but one of them let out a high-pitched, hissing snarl and jerked backwards as the trail of water left a vaporous gap in her still forming body.  
 
    Shadow and smoke quickly rushed to fill the gap, but the minor victory filled me with a sense of glee I couldn’t shake. 
 
    “Come on!” I goaded as the second goddess hesitated for only a second. “Come at me!”  
 
    Around us, the weather grew worse than it had even at the height of Mihany’s tantrum.  
 
    The sky above had gone black as night in the middle of the day, and if it weren’t for the green glow of the ritual circle, I might not have been able to see what was happening in front of me at all, much less see the shadows as they stalked me. 
 
    They were wild and dangerous, but there was something terrifyingly calculating about the way they whipped around me. 
 
    The wind on the estate grounds seemed to feed off of the goddesses’ energy and behavior. Small tornadoes began to touch down on the ground around us as the temperature in the air fluctuated wildly. One second it was freezing, and the next, the air felt like it could boil the rain that fell down around us. 
 
    I remembered what Mihany had said about her sisters and their powers. One of the sisters could control the temperatures of the wind, and the other had been able to control individual currents at once. 
 
    I felt like I was witnessing both of their powers at full strength firsthand, and they were fucking terrifying when combined.  
 
    I had no idea how far the extent of their powers ranged, but from just a quick glance, it seemed like the wind goddesses were having at least some effect outside the walls of my estate. That made some sense, however. Their individual forms and powers were trapped within the forcefield while the wider scope of their resurrection had effects elsewhere.  
 
    It did not make for a fun combination.  
 
    The smaller of the goddesses launched herself toward me like a bolt from a crossbow. The shadow shot through the air and slammed into my chest with enough force to knock me back off of my feet.  
 
    I gave a startled gasp and dropped my staff as I fell back to the ground. The grass was thickly saturated with water, and I felt my power coursing to the tips of my fingers and into the soaked grass. Then I flung my hand up and used the water from the ground like a projectile. It whipped into the goddess’ shadowy form and left pinprick holes in her solidifying body.  
 
    The violently green light from the ritual formation on the ground bled through the holes in her body.  
 
    The second goddess lunged and started an attack of her own. The air around me began to grow so hot that it felt impossible to breathe. I’d barely managed to get up onto my knees after the first attack, and already I dropped back down onto the ground. 
 
    I knew I was only being overwhelmed because I hadn’t had a chance to figure out how to fight against them, but now that I was adjusting to what their individual powers were, I had a better grasp on how to take them on.  
 
    “Elis!” I shouted.  
 
    The boy didn’t react to the sound of his name, and I realized he probably couldn’t hear me over the roar of the wind and rain that beat down around us without mercy.  
 
    “Elis!” I practically screamed.  
 
    This time, the young mage’s head jerked up. His eyes were wide and a little unfocused. He was still conscious, which was a step above what had happened at the Conjurers’ Estate, but he still seemed more than a little worse for wear.  
 
    “Get inside!” I thrust my head toward the estate as I rose to my feet and unsheathed the claymore from my back. “Get inside now!”  
 
    My sword was illuminated a strange sickly green in the light of the ritual circle. 
 
    I raised the blade up, but I was focused on Elis. The boy had managed to push himself up to his feet. 
 
    For the first time, the goddesses seemed to realize that we weren’t actually alone in the ritual circle. One of them, the larger of the two, whipped its half-formed head toward Elis. Her eyes glinted a violent, terrifying silver, and I could practically see the thought as it flashed through her mind.  
 
    She was going to attack Elis. 
 
    “Run!” My voice sounded raw with desperation to my own ears, even over the sounds of the wind and rain.  
 
    Then I lunged toward the larger goddess with the claymore raised, but before I could swing, the smaller goddess barreled into my side and knocked me off course. She swirled around me until I couldn’t move without slamming into her dark, wisping form.  
 
    It reminded me of one of the cyclones Mihany created when we’d last battled, and I wondered which of the sisters had learned the technique from the other.  
 
    I felt like I was watching everything playing out in half-speed.  
 
    Elis’ gray eyes widened to the size of saucers as the goddess flew through the air toward him. He fumbled at his belt and pulled free a small dagger. I wasn’t even sure where he’d gotten the weapon from in the first place, but he brandished it in front of himself like it would save him. 
 
    I swung my own blade down at the goddess encircling me with a feral strength I hadn’t known I possessed.  
 
    The sword left a clean slash in her body, but it quickly filled with shadow before I could break through.  
 
    My heart hammered in my chest as the other goddess neared Elis. She was only a few feet, a foot, inches, centimeters from grabbing the boy’s neck with her wisping, barely-formed hands when suddenly, Elis was thrown backwards. 
 
    What was going on?  
 
    I searched the scene wildly to figure out what had happened, when my eyes landed on a streaking flash of gold in the darkness.  
 
    Nimith’s claws were latched into the back of Elis’ tunic, and her wings flapped against the reckless wind with a strength I hadn’t known the little nipitar to possess.  
 
    Somehow, the small dragon-like animal was able to drag a half-stumbling Elis toward the estate.  
 
    The wind goddess snarled, but the nipitar snarled back. It was a shockingly fearsome sound to hear from the usually sweet and docile creature. Nimith bared her needle-sharp teeth and snapped at the wind as she continued to fight against the currents.  
 
    I watched in shocked admiration as Elis managed to topple into the estate thanks to Nimith’s help just as the wind goddess launched herself at him with renewed vigor.  
 
    My breath caught in my chest in a panic, but the goddess slammed against the invisible barrier of the estate.  
 
    She couldn’t get in.  
 
    The relief that flooded through my body was only temporary. Elis was safe, but I still had a pair of goddesses to deal with, and now all of their focus was on me. 
 
    The cyclone that the larger of the two goddesses had formed around me still spun. She moved faster and faster until I couldn’t see through her hazy form at all. She was like a nearly solid wall. 
 
    The wind yanked grass and dirt from the ground, and it joined the goddess and her currents. If I didn’t break her grasp soon, I was going to be sucked into the center of a personalized tornado, or worse, the air would simply be sucked from my lungs.  
 
    I already felt short of breath, but I ignored the sensation as I raised the claymore up again.  
 
    With Elis removed from the ritual formation, the circles had gone dim. The only way I was able to see the half-rendered forms of the rogue goddesses was by the startling flashes of lightning that lit up the sky. 
 
    I had to time my move just right to make my next swing count. With each passing second in the vortex, I realized I couldn’t just expect to cut the wind, but if I waited until any part of the shadowy goddess passed through with the wind itself, I could cut her.  
 
    So I did.  
 
    I swung my arms and brought down a powerful sweep of the blade that hacked through the wind.  
 
    The spiraling goddess let out a high-pitched, wailing scream as the sword apparently hit home.  
 
    The goddess already began to try and reform her body within seconds, but I managed to break through the cyclone before she could trap me inside again.  
 
    I held my sword up in front of me like a threat. It seemed to work, because both of the goddesses hesitated, if only for a second, before lunging at me again. 
 
    I really wanted my staff, but the magical weapon was a few feet away in the grass. If I made a break for it, that would only show the goddesses that the staff was something important, and that wasn’t a risk I could take.  
 
    I’d have to play it smart and bide my time, if that was even possible. The goddesses were already proving to be as unpredictable as the wind they reigned over. I had no idea just how in control the goddesses were, or if whatever had happened to them in the shadow plane had led them to be nothing more than powerful, vicious creatures who wanted only to cause pain.  
 
    I didn’t have time to figure that out, because both of the goddesses launched themselves at me at once.  
 
    I slashed and swept the broad blade of my claymore like it was an extension of my own arms.  
 
    Around me was a flurry of rain, wind, and splitting shadows. I felt the goddesses’ hunger for power in the air around us, and it made my stomach roil. There was something almost sickening about their desire, and I hated that I could feel it so palpably.  
 
    They were savage in their pursuits against me, and I unexpectedly felt exhaustion from the fight creeping into my limbs with each new swing of the blade and carefully planned step backward toward my staff.  
 
    Things hadn’t been like this when I’d fought Mihany. But then again, when I had taken on the third of the sisters, I’d had my women with me. Together, we had been able to defeat the goddess and cause her to flee.  
 
    Unlike their sister, though, it was clear these goddesses were not going to flee. With each passing second, they had grown more and more substantial. It had happened so steadily that I almost didn’t realize the change. But when they’d first broken through Elis, I had seen two dark and shadowy masses that might have had a person trapped somewhere in the mist. Now, I stared at the obvious forms of two vicious goddesses.  
 
    The family resemblance to Mihany was perhaps the most shocking part of their newly formed bodies. The larger of the goddesses’ eyes were a blazing, molten silver, while the smaller goddess had eyes the color of copper.  
 
    I knew that if Mihany had been there, the three goddesses would have formed a terrifying, beautiful gradient.  
 
    A realization dawned on me with a sickening clarity. If I didn’t manage to take both of the goddesses down at one time, I would simply be opening myself up for an attack from the other. I had no idea how long the intentional sacrifice that I had learned so much about would really take, or what would happen if it was interrupted, and I didn’t intend to find out.  
 
    How was I supposed to incapacitate a goddess that wasn’t even fully formed yet? It felt like madness.  
 
    Both of the goddesses lunged at me before I could form a full plan. I raised my sword up and slashed out at them with all of the strength I could muster, but the goddess with the copper eyes darted out and away from the tip of the blade with ease.  
 
    It seemed that the more substantial they grew, the easier time they had fighting. It was not a welcome realization.  
 
    The goddesses began to swirl around me, like they intended to trap me in a massive cyclone of their own creation. A pit opened up in my stomach as I realized it was slowly getting harder and harder to breathe.  
 
    Shit.  
 
    I steadied my breathing to prevent myself from hyperventilating and attempted to conserve my air as I adjusted my stance with my sword. 
 
    The two goddesses and their cyclone were just barely out of reach. They swirled and whipped around me just past the tip of my claymore’s blade. If I were to lunge, I might be able to strike them to break their grasp on their cyclone and my lungs, but there was no guarantee it would work. I might just end up wasting more of the precious energy I felt slowly seeping from my body like water through a hole in a pot.  
 
    I was running out of time to think, though. I had to act. It felt like my lungs were held tightly in a vise that was growing tighter and tighter.  
 
    The goddesses might have been a blur before, but I could clearly see the definitions of their bodies amongst the wind, debris, and water they whipped up to form their cyclone.  
 
    All I had to do was time things just right, and I should be able to break through like I had before.  
 
    I adjusted my stance and my grip on the claymore’s hilt as I watched the two Wayward Wind Goddesses spiral around me.  
 
    The cyclone was growing tighter and tighter around me. Even better. Or at least, it would have been better if spots weren’t beginning to dance in front of my vision as I slowly ran out of air.  
 
    Once I had as good of a grasp on the timing of it as I could, I lunged.  
 
    I swung my claymore down over my head like I was attempting to split a log into firewood. The blade slid through the storm like it was made of butter, and just when I thought I must have miscalculated things, I heard a loud, piercing wail.  
 
    The debris that had hung suspended in the air dropped down onto the ground in an instant. Air filled my lungs, and it took all I had to stop myself from dropping to my knees in relief as I took in a deep, gasping breath.  
 
    But there wasn’t time for that, because I had a goddess to take care of.  
 
    I wasn’t sure which of the goddesses I had struck, but the edge of my sword was lodged in her shoulder.  
 
    She didn’t bleed, but darkness seeped from the wound in its place. Her head was thrown back as she let out another piercing wail. The sound made me want to drop to my knees and cover my ears, but I held strong and put more pressure onto the blade. 
 
    Then the goddess dropped down onto her knees in front of me. Her hands thrust out to her sides as she attempted to conjure more wind to throw my way, but it seemed that the injury was enough to incapacitate her and stifle her magic.  
 
    It seemed strange that she wasn’t doing more to stop me, but then it hit me:  
 
    This was clearly a ploy.  
 
    I yanked the dagger from my belt and whirled around just in time to see the second wind goddess bearing down on me. Lightning crackled in the sky behind her as she threw herself down at me with a sharp, violent cry.  
 
    I thrust the dagger upward and toward her gut with my sword still extended toward her sister. I didn’t need to look back to know that the blade had dropped out of the other goddess’ shoulder.  
 
    Shit. Shit. Shit. 
 
    I turned my attention completely back to the feral goddess in front of me. Up close, her silver eyes seemed to burn with hate and uncontrolled power.  
 
    I slashed out with my dagger again to drive her backward as I managed to swing my sword up with one hand. It was a difficult task given the length and weight of the sword, but I whipped it up and around toward the goddess with all of the strength I could muster. 
 
    The goddess recoiled as I launched a barrage of attacks on her with as much force and strength as I could muster. I might not have been a god, but I had a kingdom to protect. There were people I loved who needed me to do this, and I would not fail them.  
 
    I felt a new wave of adrenaline coursing through my body like a drug as I dropped my dagger to hold my sword’s hilt with both hands. I put all of the force I could into each swing of the blade as I drove the goddess back further and further away from her sister.  
 
    The goddess seemed unable to keep up with the brutal strength of my attacks.  
 
    But I was fueled by the reminder of all the people I was trying to keep safe and the fact that by now, these damned goddesses had just pissed me off.  
 
    I backed the goddess with the silver eyes back into the forcefield that surrounded my estate, but instead of slipping through like she usually would have been able to, her back was pressed flat against the wall of water magic as it kept us both in.  
 
    Something that might have been fear flashed in her eyes as I raised my blade to deliver what I prayed would be a final blow, when suddenly, an ear-splitting shriek came from behind me.  
 
    It was the sound of wind caught in a tunnel mixed with a dying animal.  
 
    I felt the air lurch around me like it had a body of its own and turned at the last second to see the second goddess throw herself at me. Her hands were outstretched like talons as she flew through the air.  
 
    But before she could connect with me and deal any sort of damage, she was suddenly knocked off course.  
 
    It looked like a blur of white had taken her off her feet, but then when the dervish of wind stilled, I felt my jaw drop.  
 
    Mihany had come back. And she had just attacked her sister to save me.

  

 
   
    Chapter 19  
 
    I was awash with a strange mix of emotions as I watched Mihany circle her sister like an animal circling prey. It was a terrifying sight to see, and the family resemblance was uncanny.  
 
    Before, I’d thought Mihany was as close to wild as anyone I’d ever seen, but compared to her copper-eyed sister, I realized just how wrong I had been. Sure, the goddesses shared the same sharp features and knowing eyes, but there was something undoubtedly feral about Mihany’s sister that the Goddess of the Prevailing Winds lacked. 
 
    Even in Mihany’s chaos, she had still held to a plan. She was still, at her core, a person. She wanted her sisters back for a reason. 
 
    The other two Wayward Wind Goddesses were a different story. They seemed more animal than goddess, and it was clear from the way they moved and attacked. They wanted nothing more than to cause pain and chaos as retribution for the pain and chaos they’d been forced to endure in the shadow plane.  
 
    For a second, I was afraid that maybe I had mistaken why Mihany had come and that I was about to fight three goddesses at once, but then the goddess I had once called my enemy kicked into action.  
 
    She lunged at her copper-eyed sister with another sharp, violent cry and slammed into her at full force. Wind kicked around her stronger than I’d ever seen, and her long, floating locks of hair shot out like tentacles to grab at the other goddess with a ferocity I’d never seen before.  
 
    Mihany had come back to fight, but she hadn’t come back to fight me.  
 
    I remembered all of the conversations I’d had with the goddess leading up to this moment. She had understood that I was right for a long time now, and I guessed it had just taken seeing her sisters and their pure rage to fully process everything I’d told her.  
 
    As much as I wanted to watch Mihany as she fought, I didn’t have the option. The silver-eyed goddess I held at bay against the wall of the forcefield seemed to have been stirred from her momentary stupor just the same as I had. 
 
    I whipped my head back around to face her as I felt the temperature of the air around me plummet. Suddenly the rain that pelted the ground around my feet turned to ice and slammed into my skin like arrows.  
 
    I ignored the pain as I concentrated on my water powers. I felt the pulling in my gut and threw one of my hands out toward the goddess in front of me.  
 
    The shards of ice that fell from the sky followed the gesture of my hand and launched themselves toward the Wayward Wind Goddess without any sort of mercy.  
 
    She let out a shriek and tried to swirl the wind around her to protect herself like some sort of shield from the blow, but the ice still penetrated her barrier. I slashed my sword at the silver-eyed goddess, but she managed to dodge the blow by ducking under the blade faster than any human could have managed.  
 
    She practically tumbled away in the wind, and I whipped around to face the direction she’d gone. 
 
    The courtyard of the estate was entirely destroyed. Grass, dirt, and other foliage were ripped up from the ground and danced violently through the air. But my attention was on Mihany as she fought.  
 
    The blonde goddess was a whirlwind as she battled her sister. Her hair moved in tandem with the gusts of wind she shot from her hands. Her golden eyes blazed as she launched attack after attack on the other goddess with the copper eyes. A small tornado pooled and spun under her feet as she hovered in the air to lob attacks from above. It was one of the most impressive, terrifying things that I’d ever seen. 
 
    I was very, very glad Mihany was on my side this time.  
 
    As much as I wanted to continue to watch in awe, I knew she was going to need my help as the second sister launched herself into the fight. Before I could throw myself into the fray, however, I took advantage of the moment of confusion and sprinted a few yards toward where my staff had been thrown by the wind. Then I sheathed my claymore and grabbed the dragon bone staff.  
 
    Power began to thrum under my touch as I turned to rejoin the fight.  
 
    I swung the staff in a wide arc and sent a small wave of water shooting from the tip. The water glowed a faint aquamarine blue as magic ran through it, and the whip of magical water slashed into one of the goddesses with a crack so loud that I could hear it over the roaring wind. 
 
    It left a deep, angry-looking welt across her arm, and I wound up to deal another blow.  
 
    Mihany was only a few feet from me as she and her copper-eyed sister circled each other like two massive beasts. They both fought with a ferocity that left their chests heaving with each breath they took. 
 
    “Why did you come back?” I shouted over the wail of the wind as I flung another arc of enchanted water toward the goddess who’s silver eyes still burned into mine.  
 
    Mihany bared her teeth in a snarl at her opponent as she lunged at her. The two goddesses tumbled around one another in a mess of limbs, long hair, and miniature tornadoes. It was a few seconds before she was able to respond, and when she did, her voice was high and breathless, but it seemed like she was trying to pretend she wasn’t struggling in the fight.  
 
    “These creatures are not my sisters any longer,” she seethed.  
 
    Her words shocked me. I had known that deep down, she must have understood I was right, but it was one thing to have her admit I was right, and another thing entirely to have her write off her own sisters.  
 
    She wasn’t wrong, but it still had me at a loss for words.  
 
    The two shadowy goddesses we fought seemed to come to some sort of silent agreement and quickly darted around to change positions, as if they might have more luck trading who they fought.  
 
    I was prepared for an attack, however, and used the staff as a conduit for my water magic to throw the rain around me out like sharp projectiles.  
 
    They were blown slightly off course by the wind, but that didn’t matter. They still hit their target. The copper-eyed goddess gave a sharp, keening cry on her way to me as even more sharp bolts of water punctured her skin like needles.  
 
    “And besides,” Mihany shouted as she turned on her silver-eyed sister. “I find you far too intriguing to let you die. It would be a waste.”  
 
    If the situation wasn’t so hectic and dire, I might have laughed at her words. 
 
    Instead, I just swung my staff out in a low arc to push the wind that my new opponent lobbed at me right back in her direction.  
 
    It was nowhere near as impressive control as the goddesses around me had on the wind, but it was enough to create a strange cocoon of peace around me. I would take what I could get.  
 
    I used my brief seconds of peace to throw another watery attack at the goddess with the copper eyes. To my surprise, the water moved far faster than I’d ever seen it, but when I glanced over my shoulder, I saw it was because of Mihany. 
 
    She had one hand thrown outward in my direction with the other thrown out toward the sister she fought.  
 
    She had propelled my water.  
 
    It slammed into the copper-eyed sister with enough force to send the Wayward Wind Goddess toppling back off of her feet. I watched in shock as the vengeful shadow rolled backward through the air and back up onto her feet. 
 
    I would have been impressed if she wasn’t actively trying to fucking kill me.  
 
    “Thanks!” I shouted over to Mihany. “Can you do it again?” 
 
    “Of course I can do it again,” she scoffed. “I’m a goddess.”  
 
    I smirked and created a large orb of water. It was bigger than any of the orbs I had ever formed, and it took all of my magical energy and physical strength to send it off toward the terrifyingly dense shadow with the copper eyes.  
 
    Just as she had promised, Mihany picked up the slack and used her wind to send the orb hurtling toward her sister like a comet. It moved so quickly, I could have sworn I heard it whistle. 
 
    “Thanks!” I used the goddess’ stunned moment to throw myself at her with all of my strength. I swung the staff like a bat, and it collided with her now entirely solid form as I dealt blow after blow.  
 
    The goddess seemed to struggle against the strength of each of my attacks, so I mixed in more water bolts in between each physical blow. Soon enough, I had the goddess in front of me on her knees with my water wrapped around her like a chain. 
 
    Her molten copper eyes flickered with hate, but there was something else behind the look.  
 
    Fear. She knew she was going to lose. 
 
    The sight filled me with a new sort of adrenaline as I dropped my staff and unsheathed my claymore. I kept one hand out to keep control of the water and balanced the oversized sword in the other. 
 
    “You have to get rid of her with intention,” I hollered to Mihany. The whipping winds had died down with one of the goddesses subdued, and so I felt like I could finally hear my own voice again.  
 
    “Intention?” Mihany asked.  
 
    Her voice was much closer to me than I had expected, and when I glanced over my shoulder, I saw that she had also managed to pin her silver-eyed sister to the ground. She had one hand extended out in front of her, and a powerful gust of wind flew from her palm. It seemed never-ending, and she used the force of the wind to keep her sister pinned without mercy.  
 
    I wondered how long she could keep that up, but I guessed she wasn’t called the Goddess of the Prevailing Winds for nothing.  
 
    “Intention,” I repeated. “It takes intention to bring a shadow self into the world, intention and sacrifice, and it takes intention and sacrifice to get rid of one as well. To permanently destroy one.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Mihany’s voice had taken on a sharpness that told me I needed to cut to the chase.  
 
    “You have to be willing to take on the energy that the death exerts,” I explained quickly. It was getting harder and harder to keep the goddess in front of me bound. She might have been beaten down, but she still squirmed and tried to break the bonds of my water magic, and I felt the mark on my chest burning as I tried to force the water to hold.  
 
    “What!” Mihany’s voice was shrill. “Do you understand the levels of power that are required to do such a thing? That could fell even a goddess. That’s madness.”  
 
    “The staff,” I grunted. It was getting harder and harder to keep control of the water coursing through my veins. “On the ground next to me. It can be used as a conduit for the power, and it will keep you from being destroyed in the exchange. I grant you permission to use it.” 
 
    I was speaking to the staff more than Mihany with the last sentence. I could practically feel the staff radiating with annoyance from its place on the ground that I was going to allow someone else to use it, but there were no other options.  
 
    “What are you going to do then, Dex Morgan? Are we simply going to take turns?” Mihany’s voice was sharp, but it wavered. There was clearly concern layered behind her words that she did not want to let me hear.  
 
    “I’m going to live,” I said. And then I swung the claymore in a wide arc with one arm. 
 
    The blade glinted as it cut through the dark and angry air toward the copper-eyed goddess’ exposed neck. 
 
    It felt like time slowed into nothing, like I was moving through honey as the blade drew closer and closer to its target. My breaths came out in slow, even puffs as I came to terms with just what I was about to do.  
 
    Then I summoned all of the power and strength that I could in my body, and all of the magic that I had, as the sword met its target.  
 
    I felt like my body was stuffed full of magic, like I was going to burst at the seams at any instant from the power I had summoned from deep within myself, but it was nothing compared to what I felt as the sword cut into the Goddess of the Eternal Squall’s newly formed flesh. 
 
    I had never experienced anything like the rush of power I felt at that very second. Even taking control of the water from the Water Goddesses’ sacred spring had been nothing in comparison to the jolt of unbridled power that I felt from the merest cut.  
 
    It was like lightning had struck my body and sent each of my nerves into overdrive. Bright light flashed behind my eyes and rendered me blind, but I did not stop. 
 
    And all the while, a grating, ear-piercing, and utterly hellish scream rent the air.  
 
    “I will take this power!” I shouted into the air around me as it began to whirl faster and faster. I felt as if I was trapped in a cyclone but couldn’t see it past the blinding light that trapped me. “Take my body. I will bear this power, I sacrifice myself to this!”  
 
    I had no idea if the words were even coming out of my mouth at all, but I felt them as they reverberated through my body. I would give myself over to this power. I would give myself over and sacrifice myself to keep my kingdom safe. 
 
    The blade dug in deeper, and the goddess’ scream reached a perilous octave.  
 
    Then a sharp gasp ripped from my lungs, and I felt as if my feet were being yanked off the ground. Maybe they were. The world around me was still an indecipherable chaos of blinding light and swirling wind that made it impossible to hear or see anything beyond the screaming. All of my senses had been overtaken by the sacrifice I was trying to make.  
 
    I could feel the magic as it ricocheted through my body like nothing I had ever felt before. I was hot and cold all at once. I felt awake and asleep. My limbs felt disconnected from my body while also more connected to me than I’d ever felt before. I could feel the magic that was always at home inside of my gut like it was a second presence beside me.  
 
    My head jerked back like it had been pulled, and I felt my back arch. I was no longer on my feet. I hadn’t imagined that part. I was hovering in the air, gods only knew how far above the ground. My hand was still tight around the hilt of my sword as it dug in deeper and deeper to the goddess’ neck.  
 
    A current of power ran through my body, and I felt everything. I felt the wind on my face, the rain on my skin, my own breathing, the sweat as it rolled down my back. My heartbeat was growing louder than anything I’d ever heard, and I could actually feel my blood as it pumped through my veins. I could feel the magic as it coiled and twitched through each of my nerves.  
 
    My body had really been overtaken by whatever this was. I had said I gave it to the sacrifice, and now I knew what that really meant.  
 
    Then the air around me crackled with power as I suddenly dropped down onto my knees.  
 
    The blade of my sword cut cleanly through the neck of the goddess as the screaming abruptly stopped.  
 
    My vision returned just in time to see her head drop to the ground like a stone.  
 
    I gasped breathlessly like I was a fish yanked onto dry land. Blinding spots still danced in front of my vision, and I blinked rapidly to try and clear them. My body felt strange, like it belonged to someone else and myself at the same time. I had never felt anything like it before.  
 
    But I was alive. 
 
    At least, I was pretty sure I was alive. 
 
    The grass underneath me was damp and soaked up into the legs of my trousers as I rocked back onto my haunches. I dropped my sword down onto the ground next to me and felt a tingling in my palm from where I’d grasped it so tightly.  
 
    The blade glinted with a thick, viscous bronze.  
 
    The goddess’ blood, I realized.  
 
    Her body and head were sprawled across the grass in a grim display. It didn’t look like a normal body, however. Dark shadows were slowly creeping up to claim the goddess, and slowly, I watched as the remnants of what used to be Mihany’s sister were wrapped tightly in inky darkness. And then I watched as it disappeared into nothing.  
 
    The shadows were licked away by a gust of wind until nothing was left of the goddess. The only indicator that I had even killed her at all was her magical blood splattered across the blade of my sword.  
 
    My chest rose and fell as I tried to get my bearings. The world felt like it had been tilted off its axis as I pushed myself up to my feet.  
 
    I felt like a stranger inside my own body as I attempted to balance on my own two feet. It was strange and disconcerting, but I felt power like never before pumping through my body. It was different from the way my mirror magic or my water magic felt. I felt my mirror magic in my bones, and it was as instinctual and easy as breathing. With the water magic, I had learned to gather the power and control it like a river coursing through my body.  
 
    But this new power… it felt like it wrapped around everything inside of my body like a blanket. I felt somehow lighter on my feet and heavier all at once. Every motion I made seemed to move easier.  
 
    But I had to focus. This wasn’t over yet. 
 
    I turned to find Mihany, to make sure she was alright. I had no idea how long the actual transfer of power had taken, but it couldn’t have been more than a few seconds.  
 
    My heart lurched up into my throat as I saw that whatever had happened in those few seconds had sent Mihany back a dozen or so yards. Her body was sprawled limply on the grass near the steps of the estate.  
 
    Her silver-eyed sister was nowhere to be seen.  
 
    A surprising amount of panic began to well up in my chest as I sprinted toward the Goddess of the Prevailing Winds.  
 
    She clutched the dragon bone staff in one of her hands so tightly that her knuckles had gone white from the force of her grip.  
 
    “Mihany,” I gasped out her name and dropped to my knees next to her. “Are you alright?”  
 
    I reached out to gently press my hand to her side, and to my relief, the goddess lurched. 
 
    Her eyes snapped open, and I was shocked to see that her irises were now two colors. The gold and silver mingled before they melted together into her familiar shade. I wondered if my own eyes had done the same thing after I took on the other goddess’ power.  
 
    “Are you alright?” I asked her without moving my hand from her side.  
 
    Above us, the storm continued to rage. I had a feeling it wasn’t Mihany’s doing this time, however, but rather the residual power from the magical exchange was still wreaking havoc on the air around Ocadia. I was sure it would fade soon once the magic petered out, but for now, rain still pelted down around us without mercy.  
 
    “Dex,” she coughed out my name and forced herself to sit up. She seemed more than a little stunned, like she had taken a powerful blow to the head. Her pale yellow hair fell around her shoulders and waist as she managed to hunch forward. She did not release her grip on the staff.  
 
    “They’re gone,” I told her softly. My tone was somber, and I tried to remember that despite the fact they had tried to kill us both, they had still been her sisters once.  
 
    Mihany’s face shuddered, but she nodded and looked down at the staff in her hand. “Yes, they are.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said quietly. “I could not have done this without your help.”  
 
    The two of us exchanged a hesitant, slow smile.  
 
    I couldn’t quite tell what sort of relationship we had now. But as we stood in the colossal crater left behind from the wind goddesses’ deaths, I felt like the two of us had come to some sort of understanding.  
 
    We were bonded now through this strange, devastating event. I felt like I understood Mihany now on a level that I previously hadn’t, and she had clearly come to the conclusion that I was right in the end.  
 
    I don’t know if I could call us friends, but clearly, we were no longer enemies.  
 
    “I… I do not know what to do with myself now,” she said. Her voice was soft and almost hesitant, as if she didn’t believe what she was saying, either. 
 
    Even the storm that continued to rage around us had slowed now. It was barely more than a gentle rainfall now.  
 
    “You can do whatever it is you want,” I said quietly. “So long as it doesn’t involve ending the world.”  
 
    Mihany’s lips curled into something that might have been a smile, if it hadn’t been so sad. 
 
    But before the two of us could speak any more about the strange newness of the situation, I caught the familiar sound of… shouting in the distance?  
 
    I whipped my head around toward the sound. It seemed like it was coming from the front of my estate. I didn’t wait for Mihany to catch on to what I was doing before I turned and ran toward the noise.  
 
    When I skidded around the corner to the front of the estate, I stopped dead in my tracks.  
 
    Marching toward my forcefield was what looked like every magic user in Ocadia.  
 
    And they looked pissed.

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
    Tension filled my body immediately as I watched the crowd converge on my estate. They were still a good ten yards away, but I could see that they had their staves and totems raised. Weapons glinted in the burgeoning sunlight of the passing storm, and a chill rolled down my spine. 
 
    I didn’t know what was going on, but I knew it wasn’t going to be good.  
 
    “What do you want?” I shouted through the open gate with the most forceful tone I could muster.  
 
    The herd of protestors stopped a few yards from my open gate. An elementalist I didn’t recognize stood at the front of the pack with a dark, dour look on his face. He clutched a short metal staff in his hand that I assumed was the conduit for his power.  
 
    “She’s here, isn’t she?” he demanded.  
 
    It didn’t take a genius to know exactly what the man was talking about. The king of Ocadia had sent every magical user in the land on the hunt for a way to stop Mihany, only they hadn’t known that I’d had it taken care of this entire time. 
 
    They had no way of knowing Mihany had effectively turned over a new leaf and helped me defeat the cause of the increased storms.  
 
    “It’s been taken care of,” I said. There was no room in my tone left for argument, but it didn’t seem like the crowd of magic users cared much for that at all.  
 
    “Bring her to us,” the elementalist that led the group snapped. He raised up the metal staff in his hand, and seconds later, the heavy reek of ozone filled the air.  
 
    A bolt of lightning crashed down from the sky and collided with the pole.  
 
    A chill ran through me. He must have been an air elementalist, and even though he was acting like a real asshole, even I had to admit that it was a pretty great party trick.  
 
    It didn’t scare me, however. I knew better than to be frightened by someone who had to flaunt their powers to get their way. Grandstanding was always a good sign that someone didn’t actually have the strength to back up their claims.  
 
    I could feel Mihany floating behind me, and I wanted to swear. She should have known better than that, but then again, how long had it been since she had really interacted with world-dwellers in any sort of meaningful way?  
 
    I didn’t need to turn my head to know she was probably a threatening sight with her hair floating around her like sentient tendrils and her molten eyes flashing with rage.  
 
    Even if she had helped me defeat her sisters, I didn’t know if her new state of calm would extend to the magic users who’d gathered to kill her.  
 
    “It has been taken care of,” I repeated firmly. “Does she look like she’s causing any harm? The storms are stopping! Look above you, the clouds have parted, and you can see the sun. This is dealt with. Call it off.”  
 
    A low murmur of voices kicked up in the crowd in front of me and washed through the masses as they seemed to debate what I had said.  
 
    I studied the group closely and gripped the handle of my sword just in case I would need to use it. So far, they hadn’t made any attempts to step through the forcefield that surrounded my estate. For all they knew, it was still set up to keep people out.  
 
    That could work in my favor.  
 
    I finally looked over my shoulder to see Mihany and was shocked at the sight. She didn’t look nearly as terrifying as I had expected. Instead, the Goddess of the Prevailing Winds leaned up against one of the nearby trees for support. She had a hand extended in front of her, but instead of the gesture looking like a threat, it looked like an attempt at protection.  
 
    Her skin was sallow and drawn, and her eyes were almost dull. She looked like something inside of her had been broken and hadn’t stitched back together just yet.  
 
    Of course she would look upset, though. She had just killed her sister and nearly died herself, and beyond that, she’d been forced to confront the fact that she had dedicated so much of her time and energy to a cause that would have failed from the start. And now there was an angry mob of the most powerful magic users on the continent gathered to kill her. 
 
    I would have looked like shit, too.  
 
    I turned my attention back to the mob at hand with my face drawn into a hard line as I stared out at each and every one of them. I scanned my eyes over the faces and found some I recognized.  
 
    There were none of Nara’s witches gathered, which made sense of course. There was no way Nara would have ever let her coven try to go against me, and none of them would have dared go against her word after everything that had happened during their last inner-coven civil war. 
 
    One of the faces amongst the elementalists stood out to me, however. Ezralore’s however-many-times-great-granddaughter, Mirabelle, stood in her earthy green robes just behind the air elementalist leading the charge. Her pretty features were drawn into something that looked a whole lot like discomfort at what was happening.  
 
    She may not have known my true face for me to count on her as an ally in this, but when I met her eyes, I knew it didn’t matter. She wasn’t happy with the situation at hand, either. Hesitantly, she lowered a viny-looking branch that she must have used as her totem before glancing around the other magic users around her.  
 
    “The king promised us a great reward if we kill the goddess!” someone from the back of the horde cried out.  
 
    “We lost out with that titan, but we’re going to get it this time!” another voice shouted.  
 
    There was a chorus of agreement before the mass took another communal step forward toward the entrance to my gates. They were growing closer and closer to the edge of the forcefield. I knew it was the only thing keeping the group from launching any sort of attack on me and Mihany where we stood. They were all smart enough to know that their attacks would have bounced off a forcefield, but only if that forcefield was meant to keep things out. 
 
    And I had no idea if it was still. I’d altered it to do just the opposite right before my fight with the Wayward Wind Goddesses.  
 
    “Charge the nets!” someone shouted. It looked like the order came from the horde of sorcerers to the right.  
 
    Seconds later, large nets that looked like they were made of some sort of pure energy sputtered to life over the top of the crowd. They were clearly held aloft in the air with magic from the sorcerers’ staves.  
 
    It was the sort of terrifyingly powerful magical item that came from collaboration.  
 
    If I had to hazard a guess, I’d say it was something created by sorcerers’ larger levels of power, combined with the elementalists’ ability to control specific elements like air. If it wasn’t being used as a threat against me and the goddess I had decided to protect, I might have been impressed.  
 
    “You don’t want to do this,” I offered another warning and tightened my grip on my sword. I wouldn’t risk using my magic against the estate members, but for all they knew, I might have had some sort of other secret defenses. After all, none of them had known about a forcefield before showing up here.  
 
    They probably hadn’t even known she was at my estate at all. They must have followed the storm to its epicenter and arrived at the estate just before everything started to clear up.  
 
    I quickly began to rack my brain for some sort of plan. I could use the time that the faux-forcefield gave me to escape out the back with Mihany, but I had no idea how much time that would buy me. 
 
    The estates were only motivated to attack Mihany because of the order and proposed reward from the king. If I could get to the castle, I could get the king to call off the hunt. Ocadia was no longer under any sort of threat from Mihany, so there was no reason for her to be killed.  
 
    That would be the only thing that could possibly get everyone to back off. Take away the financial incentive, and suddenly all their cooperation and drive goes right out the door.  
 
    I glanced back at Mihany again, and the goddess seemed to be gaining some of her strength back, but she still looked far more feeble than I would have liked.  
 
    I swallowed hard and turned my focus back to the crowd. “I am not going to let you hurt her.”  
 
    My words seemed to cause a ripple of disbelief through the crowd. The nets held aloft above their heads seemed to grow brighter, but they didn’t back away.  
 
    “Then we will be forced to attack you as well,” the elementalist who had apparently elected himself in charge said. He made a move to step forward with his metal rod aimed in my direction, despite the shock from the crowd at the seemingly reckless gesture.  
 
    In seconds, he would learn that the forcefield was not set up to protect those inside, and I’d lose the advantage I had.  
 
    My eyes fell onto Mirabelle again, and our gazes locked. To my surprise, the beautiful elementalist gave a slow, nearly imperceptible nod of her head. Her lips mouthed the word “get ready.”  
 
    I had no idea what I was going to get ready for, but I adjusted my stance and took a small half-step backward toward Mihany. My sword was still in one hand, but I was ready to run. 
 
    Then I nodded in return.  
 
    Everything happened in a blur.  
 
    One second, I was nodding and preparing to run, and the next second, the grass and earth at the front gate of my estate erupted from the ground in some sort of explosion.  
 
    It obscured the only real entrance into the estate from sight as more and more dirt and plant matter filled the gap and blocked the way in.  
 
    It wouldn’t take long for the other earth elementalists in the horde to tear down the wall Mirabelle had thrown up for me, but it was enough.  
 
    I turned, grabbed Mihany’s hand, and ran.  
 
    “Where are we going?” the goddess asked in shock as she stumbled along behind me. She only seemed to take every third step that I did. The rest of the time, she was floating in the air. It was certainly a strange way to run, but as long as she could move, I didn’t mind.  
 
    “We’re getting out of here before they can figure out the forcefield won’t hold them out,” I said. 
 
    I yanked her around the side of the building and started toward the back wall of the estate. I stopped only briefly to grab the dragon bone staff from the ground. I didn’t want to risk any of the magic users stumbling upon it if they did come through the forcefield.  
 
    There was a tree nearby that I knew had a large hollow inside of it, and so I easily slotted the staff into the empty space for safe keeping. Once it was inside, it was invisible to the naked eye, and no one would have known to go looking for it unless they’d already known it was there.  
 
    It was the same principle as to why it was safe to leave Elis in the estate building but take Mihany with me.  
 
    The magic users that had formed a mob outside had no idea he was there, and considering their hellbent behavior, it would have made no sense for them to even test the magical barriers that protected the estate house without the forcefield.  
 
    However, while I knew the protections were strong, I didn’t want to put them under unnecessary risk if the mob saw me ferret Mihany away inside while I went to speak to the king.  
 
    I also didn’t want to risk Kendry Grezza seeing me with Elis while she mobbed with the group out front. Then she’d know where we resided, and while I didn’t think the Head of the Conjurers’ Estate would try to kidnap the boy, it wasn’t a risk I was willing to take after seeing the power-hungry look in her eyes when she had first seen what he could do.  
 
    “Can you get over the wall?” I asked as I skidded to a halt in front of the wall that spanned the back of the estate. 
 
    Mihany’s brow furrowed, and she looked up at the estate wall. “Of course I can get over the wall. I am a wind goddess, what sort of wind goddess would I be if I couldn’t get over a wall?”  
 
    I didn’t feel like pointing out that it would be entirely reasonable if she couldn’t get over the wall, considering the fact she had just been through an objectively horrible situation, but I doubted she would listen if I said it anyway.  
 
    “I’m going to go up first, that way if you need help, I can hoist you over,” I said.  
 
    I waited until Mihany actually nodded her acknowledgement of what I said before I turned back to the wall. There were a couple loose stones I could use as holds a few feet above my head. I needed to jump to grab them, but it wouldn’t be too difficult. I squared my feet up, bent my knees, and then pushed off the ground with as much force as I could muster.  
 
    To my surprise, I was sent rocketing up much higher than I had anticipated, and instead of jumping up high enough just to grab the handholds in the wall, I ended up perched on top of the wall itself.  
 
    My mind began to whirl as I tried to figure out what the fuck had just happened.  
 
    I looked back down at Mihany and saw that the goddess’ eyes were wide.  
 
    My body felt strangely invigorated, and suddenly, everything started to click into place.  
 
    I hadn’t just sacrificed myself to be a conduit for the dead wind goddess’ power. I hadn’t simply let the power flow through me. 
 
    I had taken the power as my own and given it a place to go. That was the sacrifice Gozis had warned me about. I was the new home of the wind goddess’ power. 
 
    Holy shit. I had wind powers. 
 
    “What was that?” I exclaimed.  
 
    “The Goddess of the Eternal Squalls,” Mihany breathed out her deceased sister’s title like an explanation. “When you killed her, you took her powers, which means I must have taken on the other set. That must be why I feel so exhausted.” 
 
    I didn’t point out that she was probably exhausted for a number of reasons. We didn’t have the time to argue the semantics of the fucked up situation, and I was still reeling from the fact I had actual fucking wind magic coursing through my body now. 
 
    The wind magic of a sky god. 
 
    “Come on, we don’t have any time to waste,” I said and leaned down the wall. I braced myself against the top of it so I didn’t fall as I extended my hand toward Mihany. 
 
    The goddess seemed less than thrilled with the prospect of being helped up over a simple wall, but she grabbed my hand without any sort of argument, and together, the two of us yanked her up and over the wall with me. We dropped down onto the other side without so much as a sound. 
 
    The storm overhead had effectively died, and even the gentle rain falling onto us both was slowly coming to a halt.  
 
    I grabbed Mihany’s hand again.  
 
    “Come on,” I urged and pulled at her wrist.  
 
    The goddess seemed momentarily taken aback, but she started to run after me without question toward the Forest of Hud that waited before us. I intended to skirt through the edge of the magical woodlands all the way to the northern part of the city where the castle resided. This was our safest bet, but as soon as I breached the line of the trees that protected our estate, something felt very, very wrong.  
 
    The forest had a… presence about it every time I entered. It was strange to think that a forest could have a personality, but the Forest of Hud certainly did. And today, that personality was more than hostile. 
 
    The leaves on the trees above me began to quiver and shake, and the air felt wrought with tension. I could feel the violent hum of a threat as it moved through the trees toward us, and just before a branch could snap out to wack me in the face, I leapt back out of the trees and yanked Mihany with me. 
 
    Of course. They were still pissed with the goddess. She had ripped trees out of the Forest of Hud when she had launched her attack on the Ardere, and clearly, the forest remembered. Today’s storms probably hadn’t cheered the forest up at all, either. 
 
    Shit.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Mihany asked as we suddenly burst from the forest instead of diving further inside. 
 
    “It’s pissed at you,” I muttered, and I knew I needed to quickly come up with another plan before the mob tried coming around the back.  
 
    “Pissed at me?” she scoffed. “What right do trees have to be pissed with a goddess–” 
 
    “We don’t have time for this,” I cut in. It would take a good long time and a profuse amount of groveling for Mihany to make it up to the forest with an attitude like that, and it was going to take longer than the approximate minute we had to get out of there.  
 
    I jerked Mihany’s hand and started to drag her back toward the wall we’d just jumped over.  
 
    I could hear the sounds of the angry mob surrounding the outside of the forcefield from the front of the estate, and I knew we needed to steer as far from them as possible.  
 
    We had to get to the castle before they could realize what was going on and try to stop us. Mirabelle’s diversion had bought us more time than I had anticipated, and I wasn’t going to waste that chance.  
 
    “We need to stay close to the wall,” I whispered to Mihany. “That way we can hopefully wrap around the back of the mob without anyone noticing and can make a break for the castle, now that our forest option has been shot down.” 
 
    “Why do we need to go to the castle?” Mihany’s face contorted in confusion. Her voice was too loud, and it was clear to me that she wasn’t used to having to silence herself.  
 
    I reached up and clapped a hand over her mouth as I continued to inch the both of us slowly along the large stone walls. 
 
    Her gold-and-silver eyes blazed, but there wasn’t nearly as much anger behind her expression as I had expected. Clearly whatever rage she usually carried within her had been sated for the time being thanks to what we had just been through.  
 
    I was just amazed she didn’t try to bite my hand for daring to cover her mouth, but apparently she was finally starting to learn that maybe when I said something, there was a good reason for it, and that I was usually right.  
 
    “Because we need the king to call off the estates,” I said slowly.  
 
    I pulled my hand away from her mouth when it became apparent that she was trying to speak, but I kept it raised in case I needed to silence the goddess again.  
 
    “Isn’t he supposed to control them?” she grumbled.  
 
    It was clear she didn’t truly understand the way the king and his power over the estates worked. It wasn’t like he could cast a magical spell and suddenly make them behave.  
 
    For a moment, I was overtaken with the concern that she did in fact think that was how all of this worked, which only made her original attempts at killing the king that much more concerning. 
 
    “He will, I just have to get there to tell him,” I said and turned back to look at the crowd again. 
 
    I couldn’t see the crowd, but from the sounds of their shouting, they hadn’t realized just yet that they could easily make their way through the forcefield. In fact, it seemed like they were just trying to figure out who had caused the earthen shield to block their view.  
 
    Slowly, with Mihany in tow, I began to creep around the outside of the stone wall that bordered the Assassins’ Estate. Unlike Mihany, I was more than used to trying to keep a low profile and found it easy to sneak around. That was sort of one of the trademarks of being an assassin, after all. I held my breath and kept my steps light as I moved along the stones. I could feel the rough-hewn edges of the rocks as they brushed against my skin through the fabric of my shirt with each small and cautious step I took. 
 
    Soon, the two of us were at the very edge of the property. If I were to crane my neck around the side of the building, I would have been in plain view of the crowd and their magical nets.  
 
    Mihany craned her neck like she was trying to see over my shoulder.  
 
    “Stay back,” I hissed in warning.  
 
    “But I can help,” she hissed back. At least she was finally taking some of my advice and wasn’t just shouting as loud as she possibly could. 
 
    The horde seemed even more pissed than they had a few minutes ago when I first saw them. The wall of earth and plant matter had clearly been demolished, and to my dismay, the elementalist in the front of the pack was already standing at the precipice of the shield. They were only seconds away from bursting inside.  
 
    Then a thought hit me.  
 
    I wanted them to go inside the shield. If they did, they would be trapped inside, even if they did realize we had escaped out the back. I wasn’t entirely sure if the same magic I’d set up to trap the shadow selves would trap these hostile world-dwellers, too, but I had to assume so. I certainly hadn’t embedded any sort of new technicalities into the magic when I’d done it, and it was initially intended to keep hostile forces at bay. 
 
    This could work in my favor. 
 
    “Help how?” I asked Mihany without looking back at her. I kept my eyes on the crowd to make sure I didn’t miss any sudden moves. The last thing I wanted was to be caught unaware of their next move. 
 
    “Step back, Dex,” she said.  
 
    I finally risked a look over my shoulder at her and saw that she had regained some of her color back. She was standing a little steadier on her feet, and I decided to take the risk and trust her. If I wanted to form any sort of partnership or friendship with this goddess, I needed her to know that I trusted her just as much as I wanted her to trust me. Relationships were a give and take, and right now, we needed to trust each other. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. The single word felt like all of the air rushing out of me at once as I gingerly stepped aside.  
 
    The Goddess of the Prevailing Winds stepped in front of me and held her hands up in front of her.  
 
    My brow furrowed as I watched the wind begin to pick up and swirl around her slowly. It was nowhere near as frantic and powerful as I had seen her in the past. If anything, it looked more controlled and purposeful than I had ever seen the goddess’ powers.  
 
    The air in front of her began to shimmer and waver like the air above a smoldering hot flame.  
 
    My brow furrowed. “What’s this?”  
 
    “They can’t see us now,” she whispered. I could have been mistaken, but I could have sworn I heard a hint of sadness in her tone that hadn’t been there only seconds before.  
 
    “What?” I couldn’t hide my surprise as I looked from Mihany to the strange shimmering wall she projected in front of us with her wind.  
 
    “I used to do this with Meluna,” she said with a hint of wistfulness in her tone. “I would use my wind, and she would use her control of the temperatures in the currents, and we would warp the air around us to form a barrier that could not be seen through. After you propelled yourself on the wind, I understood that I had taken on Meluna’s powers, just like you had taken on Belinay’s.”  
 
    I blinked in surprise and reached out to touch the sort of shimmering forcefield in front of us. It reminded me of the one that Master Abbot had created to wrap around the estate, though the two magical barriers clearly served vastly different purposes. 
 
    “Wow,” I said, and I meant it. I hadn’t even known Mihany could do something that required such… tact. Everything I had learned about the golden-eyed goddess was bombastic and violent. Apparently, she could even embody the gentler parts of the wind as well.  
 
    “Thank you for trusting me, Dex.” Her words were a little stilted, as if she wasn’t used to saying thank you.  
 
    We would work on that.  
 
    “And thank you for making our lives easier,” I said in return. “Now, come on.”  
 
    I nodded my head and began to creep beyond the perimeter of the wall surrounding my estate. Mihany and I walked slowly as she held her hands up in front of the both of us. I wasn’t sure how far the barrier she created extended out from her body, but I decided it was better to be safe than sorry and stick close to the goddess. 
 
    We made it only a few feet before disaster struck.  
 
    The two of us were nearly past the crowd where we would be able to make a break for things. In only a few seconds, we would have been able to slip past the crowd and up the road to make a break for it. But Mihany lowered the barrier just a moment too soon while I kept my eyes on the crowd. 
 
    If the necromancer at the back of the pack hadn’t been looking in our exact direction, we would have been fine. But he was. The young necromancer’s dark eyes grew wide, and the hood of his robe fell back from his head as he whipped back toward the larger group at hand. 
 
    “Hey!” he shouted with a panicked edge to his tone. “They’re trying to go this way! I found them!” 
 
    The elementalist leading the pack stopped a few mere inches from crossing the barrier and whipped his head around to look at us. The entire group, in fact, turned to look at us.  
 
    My heart started to pound in my chest.  
 
    “Run!” I shouted to Mihany. I grabbed the goddess’ wrist again and yanked her behind me just as a spell lobbed from one of the sorcerers’ staves landed where she had been just standing. The ground where her feet had just hovered was now smoldering and bubbling in a mist of green smoke that even the gentle rain from above couldn’t dampen.  
 
    My feet slammed against the ground as I picked up the pace on the dirt path that led back toward the center of the kingdom. Mihany stumbled along after me, and I quickly shoved the goddess to the front.  
 
    “I’ll guard you from the back,” I told her as we continued to run. As much as I wanted to use my magic to hold off the crowd, it was too big of a risk. I’d have to rely on my strength and my ability to outsmart the mob.  
 
    “They’re going to kill me!” the goddess in front of me shrieked as she half-ran, half-floated as fast as she could manage.  
 
    I glanced over my shoulder just in time to see a large orb of some sort of magic flying at us almost faster than my eyes could track. It looked like it had been thrown by a sorcerer.  
 
    I couldn’t use my magic on the offensive side without giving away all of my damned secrets, but we had enough of a head start that I knew the mob on our heels wouldn’t see if I used my powers on the defensive side.  
 
    The power of the rain that still fell gently down around us seemed to thrum as I reached out with my water magic. It wasn’t much, but I would make do with what I had.  
 
    I channeled my powers outward from my body, and without even looking over my shoulders, I used my magic to form a sort of barrier with the rain.  
 
    The sorcerer’s orb slammed into my invisible, water-formed barrier with a crack. I could feel the reverberations of the power through my bones, but I was left unscathed from the blow. From anyone else’s perspective, it would have simply looked like the sorcerer fucked up his aim.  
 
    Good. 
 
    “Take that turn up ahead,” I told Mihany. “And don’t stop running.”  
 
    “I did not intend to.” Her usually playful, almost malicious tone was ever so slightly panicked. Her floating tendrils of hair whipped out around her as she ran.  
 
    The farther we got from the mob, the stronger she seemed to grow. She would need more time to completely recuperate from destroying her sister’s shadow self, but she was doing better than I had expected for someone who hadn’t prepared to make that sacrifice. 
 
    I could see the edge of the center of the kingdom slowly coming into view. We were getting closer to safety.  
 
    The two of us had managed to get a decent head start on the mob, but I wasn’t sure how much longer that advantage would last. I led Mihany behind me as we stumbled into the center of the kingdom that wrapped around the castle.  
 
    I was suddenly struck with a terrible thought. If I tried to bring Mihany into the palace, the guards would undoubtedly try to attack her before I could get an audience with the king to explain the new situation.  
 
    And of course, Mihany would attack right back. It only made sense, and I wouldn’t even be able to fault her for that, but I didn’t want to hurt anyone. That was sort of the whole point of this in the first place. I did not want to cause any hurt or damage to my kingdom, and bringing Mihany into the castle was just a surefire way that would happen.  
 
    I needed to find a place to hide the goddess where the crowd wouldn’t expect to find her, and that wouldn’t risk the safety of Elis or my estate.  
 
    I whipped my head around as we sprinted toward the markets. Luckily, the average citizens in Ocadia, though few and far between, didn’t seem to know that Mihany was currently Ocadia’s most wanted. Not based on sight alone, at least. They had no reason to think she was anything other than a particularly outlandish-looking magic user.  
 
    There had to be someplace safe to hide her where she wouldn’t be discovered. The estates didn’t seem to know what my plan was yet, and that would work to our advantage. 
 
    The markets were still in shambles after Mihany’s temper tantrum, and they honestly seemed like they had been temporarily abandoned. I didn’t blame any of the stall owners. After all, I wouldn’t want to try and sell my wares in the middle of a market wrapped up in some insane fucking storm.  
 
    I grabbed Mihany’s wrist and pulled her off into a nearby alleyway as an idea struck me. 
 
    “Where are we going?” she asked as I pulled her along behind me. “I thought we were going to the castle to speak with that idiotic king?”  
 
    “New plan.” I made a sharp turn into another alleyway as I searched for the perfect place to store Mihany away for the time being. “If I brought you into the palace, you would surely be attacked. I need to find somewhere for you to hide.” 
 
    “Hide?” she sputtered out the word with some of her old fire. “A goddess does not hide. She fights to the death.” 
 
    “Yeah, not today,” I told her as I finally found what I was looking for.  
 
    Tucked between the corner of two still-standing stone buildings was a wooden stall that had clearly been abandoned by the owner for the time being. The door hung open on its hinges, and it was obvious there was no one inside.  
 
    I pulled Mihany behind me as I lunged into the stall and yanked the door closed behind me.  
 
    The sound of the rain gently pattering against the roof might have been soothing if this was any other situation.  
 
    Tattered cloth curtains hung on either side of the single window in the stall, and I quickly yanked them closed.  
 
    Mihany’s silver-and-gold eyes seemed to reflect in the near dark of the stall as she stared at me.  
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked.  
 
    “I’m making this a safe place for you to hide.” I turned back to face her and saw the look of annoyance flit across her face. I almost missed it, but underneath the annoyance, I could have sworn I saw fear.  
 
    “I told you, a goddess does not hide.” There was not nearly as much bravado in her tone as there had been even a few seconds before.  
 
    “She does today,” I said. “If I were to bring you into the castle with me, you would be attacked on sight, and that would only lead to more people getting hurt. I’m sort of trying to avoid that.”  
 
    “So what am I supposed to do, then?” She planted her hands on her hips, but I didn’t back down.  
 
    “Stay here.” I left no room for argument in my tone. “Stay out of sight, and if someone finds you, you can defend yourself, but whatever you do, don’t actually hurt anyone. That would only hurt the case I’m trying to build in your favor. You’re not trying to destroy Ocadia or any of its citizens anymore.”  
 
    The goddess frowned, but she didn’t argue with me. It wasn’t perfect, but it was definitely a step in the right direction.  
 
    “Fine,” she finally said.  
 
    It was clearly as good as I was going to get from the goddess, but I’d take it.  
 
    “Good,” I said. “Stay. Here.”  
 
    I gave Mihany one last look before I slipped out of the small wooden stall and back into the dark alleyway. 
 
    Now that I didn’t have the goddess in tow, I had another advantage to use, too. The mob that was after me had no idea I was a mirror mage, which meant they would be looking for the wrong person entirely.  
 
    I slipped out of the alleyway and kept my head down just in case the horde of magic users had decided to split up to chase us into the market. I didn’t hear anyone, but if my career as an assassin had taught me anything, it was that I could never be too careful.  
 
    When I slipped out of the alley, I saw that there were only a few citizens milling about. They seemed to be enjoying the substantially less dangerous weather and trying to clean up their properties after the mess the wind goddess had caused. 
 
    It was easy enough to “accidentally” bump into one of them. 
 
    The peasant-looking man looked up at me with a frown on his rough-hewn and ruddy face.  
 
    “Watch where you’re going, pretty boy!” he shouted, and his voice had the scratchy sound of hooves on gravel.  
 
    I felt my mirror mage power tingling under my skin, but I waited to unleash it as I held up my hands as if in my own defense.  
 
    “Sorry about that!” I said as casually as I could muster before I picked up my pace and ducked around another corner and out of sight.  
 
    As soon as I was no longer within the man’s view, I let my power wash over me. Seconds later, I bore his mostly-ugly face and hunched posture. A small thrill curled in my gut as I once again managed to outsmart all of the other magic users in Ocadia. 
 
    I didn’t waste any time in making my way the rest of the way to the castle. I was glad that I had taken the time and precaution to mirror into someone else, because as soon as I stepped out of the back alleyways, I was met with streets awash with magic users.  
 
    They were frantically searching around every corner for both me and the wind goddess. It was a chaotic sight as they ripped open doors to buildings and looked under the demolished stalls from the wind storms.  
 
    It didn’t seem like they had even thought to veer away from the main strip that led toward the castle, and I figured that by the time they had finished tearing this area of the city apart and moved onto the area where I had hidden Mihany, I would have already gotten the king to call off this hunt.  
 
    I kept my head low as I walked past magic user after magic user. No one seemed to so much as glance in my direction as I took on the slouching gait of the peasant man I had mirrored.  
 
    They were looking for a tall, confident-looking man with white hair and a goddess on his arm, not some average Ocadian citizen going about his day in the rain. It was currently my greatest advantage as I made my way toward the castle grounds and left the chaos of the hunt behind me.  
 
    When I stepped foot onto the well-manicured lawns of the castle grounds, I glanced around to make sure no one else was in view. Then I quickly ducked behind a nearby tree and let the peasant’s face slip from my own. I had only been out of my own body for a few mere minutes, but I felt a wave of relief wash over me as I changed back into myself again.  
 
    It was much nicer to feel the rain on my own skin than someone else’s. 
 
    I made my way up toward the front gates of the castle where a pack of guards stood waiting and ready.  
 
    They visibly tensed as I approached, but as soon as my face was in view, the tension in their shoulders dropped and relaxed almost as one. 
 
    “Master Morgan!” one of the guards shouted. I recognized him as the guard from the assembly who had caught my attention. “What are you doing here? I thought everyone had gone off in pursuit of the goddess?”  
 
    I chuckled and slowed my pace to something much more relaxed-looking.  
 
    “Only the magic users,” I said casually. “I’m just a weapons master. But I do need to see the king.”  
 
    The familiar guard nodded his head to one of his comrades, and the other man slipped inside the castle quickly. I had a feeling he was going to alert the king of my presence. I assumed the king was waiting impatiently for this entire ordeal to be dealt with and was expecting me to appear to some degree.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said to the guard.  
 
    “Of course,” the familiar-looking guard said with a polite nod. He pushed open the castle door for me, and I slipped inside. 
 
    As soon as I was within the walls of the castle, I let the forced relaxation slip out of my posture. I didn’t wait for the king to make his way to me, and instead started off toward the room where he took his meetings. I had made my way through the castle so many times on my own that I really didn’t even need the guards to alert the king to my appearance by now, but it was nice to keep up the ruse that I needed their help. 
 
    It was always better to make them think I needed them, rather than to let them know the truth that they were superfluous to my cause. I would rather have the upper hand in secret where I could easier use it to win, instead of having everyone know.  
 
    I kept a quick pace as I made my way up the stairwell toward the king’s office chambers. I pushed open the door at the same time it swung open from the inside.  
 
    The king himself stood in front of me with a surprised look on his face as we stood practically nose to nose. 
 
    “Master Morgan,” he greeted me in surprise. “I was just coming down to meet you. Has this nasty business with the goddess been taken care of?”  
 
    “Call off the estates.” The words rushed out of my mouth so quickly that I was almost worried he hadn’t heard them. 
 
    But the king blinked and looked at me in clear confusion. “What?”  
 
    “Call off the estates,” I repeated a little slower that time. “The goddess has been dealt with. She is no longer a threat to the kingdom. She does not need to be destroyed.” 
 
    The king seemed confused by my words, and he took a step back into his office. He waved his hand to gesture me inside, and with a tired sigh, I followed him in.  
 
    My chest felt tight with anxiety. I knew that I had hidden Mihany well, but the longer I was away from the goddess, the more time things had to go wrong.  
 
    “She is a threat to the kingdom, you told me as much,” the king of Ocadia said. “Weren’t you going to destroy her?”  
 
    “Originally, yes,” I said. “But I found another way to do things. I have destroyed the shadow selves of her sisters. They were what caused the uptick in the violence of the storm.”  
 
    It was clear from the look on his face that the king had no idea what shadow selves were, but he at least had the graciousness to look impressed.  
 
    “So, there is no issue any longer?” he said. There was still hesitancy in his tone, but I could tell he was already swaying over to my side of things.  
 
    “Correct.” My words were firm. “She is no longer a threat to the kingdom. I promise you, the problem has been taken care of. Look outside if you don’t believe me. Can’t you tell that the storms have stopped?”  
 
    The king’s brow knitted together as he stepped back from me. Without another word, he made his way over to the single window in his office and peered outside. 
 
    He looked back over at me with surprise clearly written across his face. “It’s stopped.”  
 
    “It’s nothing more than a gentle rainfall now, and soon, that will end, too,” I confirmed. “She is no longer a threat. Call off the estates before they can make any rash decisions.”  
 
    The king nodded. “Your methods never cease to amaze me, Master Morgan, but of course. I will call off the estates. You’ve done exactly what you said you would, and you saved Ocadia.” 
 
    For a moment, I couldn’t help but bask in his words. It was surreal, but the King of Ocadia trusted me as an advisor and a confidant. He had only asked a few reasonable questions before he believed me. 
 
    How many other heads of estates in Ocadia could say they had that sort of power and sway?  
 
    “As quickly as you can.” I took a step back from the king’s chambers and back into the hallway.  
 
    “Where are you going?” he asked me in surprise. “Didn’t you say there was no problem anymore? Why don’t you stay and have a drink with me to celebrate our success. I have the finest mead on the continent.” 
 
    “I am grateful and flattered by the offer,” I said. “But things aren’t over just yet. I have to make sure the other magic users in the kingdom don’t try to kill the goddess before the message can reach them. Send out as many heralds as you can, and tell them to be quick!”  
 
    I didn’t wait to see the king’s response before I rushed off to go find Mihany before anyone else could.  
 
    I had a goddess to protect.

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
    My heart pounded in my chest as I ran out of the castle and back into the surrounding city. Even the rainfall had stopped by the time my feet pounded the cobblestone streets that made up the city centre.  
 
    I had no idea how long the king’s heralds would take to track down the estate heads and spread the message that no one was to harm the goddess, but I felt like I had no time to waste. Not only did I have to make sure they didn’t hurt Mihany, I needed to make sure the goddess followed my instructions and didn’t hurt anyone else. 
 
    She might have seemed somewhat docile now, but for all I knew, that could be some sort of facade. She might be ready to strike at any second. I doubted that was the case, but I wouldn’t take that risk.  
 
    We had come to an uncertain peace between us, but I knew better than to take advantage of something like that when gods and goddesses were involved.  
 
    I easily navigated the city and retraced my steps back toward the stall where I had left Mihany waiting for me. But as I neared the wooden stall that was slotted between two mostly stable buildings, my stomach dropped. 
 
    The sounds of a massive crowd drifted to my ears, and I quickly picked up my pace. I drew my claymore as I ran and braced the sword in front of me as I skidded around the corner.  
 
    Then I sucked in a sharp breath as I came to a halt. I had expected to see the crowd gathered around the shack that Mihany was hidden away in, or simply loitering in the area, but instead I found something much worse. 
 
    Mihany was no longer in the wooden stall. The door hung wide open, and the goddess was in front of the building. She had her hands thrown out in front of her like a warning. Her lips were curled up in a violent snarl, and her hair floated around her in an ominous cloud. 
 
    Even from my distance, I could practically see her eyes blazing their menacing molten gold.  
 
    The mob was too close to her, and their magical nets that sparked with blue light were primed and ready to throw.  
 
    “Mihany!” I shouted, and I drew not only the goddess’ attention, but all of the gathered magic users, too.  
 
    I broke out into a sprint toward the mob. In the few seconds since I had caught everyone’s attention, they had encroached closer into the goddess’ space. She was now backed into a corner between the stall and one of the buildings as I slid to a halt in front of her with my sword raised.  
 
    “Move out of the way,” the elementalist spat at me. His gray eyes flared with rage, and he brandished his metal rod like a threat.  
 
    “No.” I held out my claymore without making any moves to swing it at anyone. I didn’t want to incite any further violence. In fact, I was really only there to prevent anything from happening. 
 
    The goddess behind me was like an animal caught in a trap, backed into a corner, and afraid. A frightened animal, especially one with goddess-level powers, was always the most dangerous, and I couldn’t risk her lashing out at any of the magic users around us.  
 
    The anger and menace that hung over the crowd was palpable, and I could practically feel the weight of it on my tongue. Tension was suspended in the air by a thin wire, and I was just waiting for it to snap and all hell to break loose.  
 
    Despite the mob, the air felt so quiet I could hear a pin drop. 
 
    “King’s orders,” someone shouted from the crowd. “The goddess dies.”  
 
    “The king has issued new orders. No one is to harm the goddess. The threat is over.” I kept my eyes locked on the clear leader of the herd.  
 
    The magical nets they carried were still thrust above their heads. I could sense a threat from every square inch of the mob. There was something else to look out for no matter which way I turned.  
 
    I had been in deep water plenty of times, but this might have been the most perilous situation I’d ever found myself in before. Not only was I staring down a conglomeration of the most powerful people on the continent, but I didn’t want to hurt a single one of them. 
 
    It was clear they didn’t have those same qualms when it came to me.  
 
    I couldn’t even use my magic to protect myself and Mihany without revealing that I had magic at all, and I refused to sacrifice my years’ worth of hard-earned anonymity over these assholes. A Master Assassin couldn’t afford that kind of upheaval. I would come out of this situation exactly as I’d entered it: as Dex Morgan, random citizen of Ocadia and defender of a wild wind goddess. 
 
    Nothing more. 
 
    So all I could do was use my strength and skills as an assassin to hold the crowd off until the king’s heralds broke the news.  
 
    “And we’re just supposed to listen to you?” the elementalist scoffed. “I don’t think so. This is either treason against the king’s orders, or you want the glory for yourself. And I’m not letting either of those things happen. Now, we do not wish to murder an innocent bystander, but by the gods, we will slay a traitor if you do not step aside!”  
 
    Time slowed until each passing second felt like it dragged for an eternity. Tension built like a humming surge in my veins, and I shifted uncomfortably as I once again felt my body trying to level itself out after my sacrifice to the shadow self. 
 
    The strange new energy in my body seemed to be writhing defensively beneath my skin. It was just like a furious spirit trapped in another plane, and I wondered if these powers were just as restless as their previous owner had been. 
 
    But I didn’t have much time to really process the implications of this. 
 
    These assholes weren’t going to back down. 
 
    I threw one arm out to block Mihany back into the corner and shield her body with my own as the elementalist raised his lightning rod.  
 
    Then wind and water both burst from my hand before I could even try to stop them.  
 
    Son of a bitch. 
 
    The onslaught splattered and smacked into the faces of the mob ahead of me, and several of them stumbled and gasped from the sudden chaos. 
 
    “Attack!” the elementalist screamed in shock, and a bolt of lightning crackled down from the sky. He swung the rod in my direction, as if trying to throw the bolt.  
 
    I bent my knees and prepared to throw myself and Mihany out of the way, but… the lightning bolt never hit me. 
 
    A blinding flash of light appeared in front of my eyes and rendered me momentarily blind as I jerked back on instinct. The bolt of lightning had struck some sort of barrier.  
 
    My brow furrowed as I studied the magical projection. It was a hazy purple smoke that formed some sort of wall. But where had it come from?  
 
    I looked back at Mihany and saw the goddess’ eyes were wide with shock. She gave a simple shake of her head to indicate that she hadn’t created the wall.  
 
    The purple smoke still hadn’t dissipated when I turned back around, and it was only then that I put everything together. The smoke was emanating from a busted vial on the ground at my feet. 
 
    A grin spread across my face.  
 
    Nara.  
 
    “Use your wind,” I told Mihany. “Force the crowd back, but don’t hurt anyone. Remember. No one gets hurt.”  
 
    “That is not very fun,” the goddess said, and I could hear some of her old spunk back in her tone as she shoved her hands out in front of her and shot out a powerful gust of wind.  
 
    The smoky veil blew away after Mihany’s attack, and I saw the angry mob struggling to stay on their feet. We probably wouldn’t be able to launch that sort of surprise attack on them again, though. I was sure they had concocted some sort of magical way to stay on their feet, otherwise going after the goddess at all would have been a death sentence.  
 
    Only three figures were left solid and steady on their feet following Mihany’s attack, and I grinned at the sight of them. 
 
    I should have known.  
 
    Cinis uncurled her wings from where she had wrapped them around Nara and Ephy to keep the other two women upright.  
 
    My women had come to help us fight.  
 
    The rest of the crowd was getting back up onto their feet now, which meant there wasn’t time to celebrate.  
 
    “Hi, Dex!” Ephy shouted and waved at me.  
 
    “Hello!” I laughed and waved back with my sword. I felt more than a little deranged, but this was so insane that I doubted I would ever be able to feel any other way about it all.  
 
    Another vial flew through the air and landed in the center of the crowd. This time instead of a thick purple smoke, the shattering glass was accompanied by large sparks that shot up toward the sky like fireworks.  
 
    My women used the distraction to bolt through the crowd toward me with Cinis flying overhead and Nara and Ephy on their feet. They skidded to a halt in front of me, and together the four of us formed a sort of shield in front of the wind goddess tucked into the corner.  
 
    Cinis unfurled her wings to their full size and used them to obscure Mihany from view. I thought she was being polite and trying to take care of the goddess for a moment, but then the Queen of the Ardere leaned in toward me.  
 
    “Are you certain we should aid her?” she whispered to me. 
 
    I almost laughed. Cinis was using her wings so she could talk about Mihany in front of her without the goddess seeing. It was so absurd it was funny.  
 
    “Yes,” I said without any hesitation in my voice. “She protected me and helped save my life in the fight against her sisters. I trust her implicitly.” 
 
    A look of mild disbelief flickered across Cinis’ beautiful face, but she didn’t argue. Instead, my lover simply nodded and heaved a tired sigh.  
 
    “Nara said you might say that,” she muttered. 
 
    “I told you!” Nara exclaimed as she pulled another vial from the thick folds of her flouncing skirts. I had no idea how she even kept things tucked under there, but I was impressed. “I think she’s too funny to let die.” 
 
    “Good enough for me.” I shrugged and held my sword aloft as one of the magic users lunged at us. He wasn’t wearing any sort of distinguishing robes, but I had a feeling he was an elementalist. 
 
    If the air elementalist in the front and Mirabelle’s presence at the front of the crowd were any indicator, they seemed to have been leading the charge against Mihany. 
 
    The man was built like a boulder, and as he leapt at me, he didn’t even bother using his magic until the last second. He produced a thick cloud of steam from out of nowhere and threw his arms up in the air toward the five of us.  
 
    Just as I raised my sword to smack him in the face with the pommel, Ephy threw up her own hands and took control of the steam. 
 
    She rolled the burning air into a sort of ball and threw it up into the air instead of up at the man. 
 
    “We aren’t supposed to hurt anyone, right?” she asked with wide blue eyes.  
 
    “Right,” I confirmed. “No injuring anyone. I’m not looking for more enemies here. We’re just trying to hold off the fight until the king’s heralds can get here to break this up.”  
 
    “And how long is that going to take?” Cinis huffed. Her red eyes flickered with flames. “I had enough to deal with back in the Ardere. I didn’t need this kingdom’s citizens to start acting up as well.” 
 
    My lover shot out a jet of flame in a wide arc to push the crowd further back from us.  
 
    The mob seemed to be reconsidering their attacks on us as they took in the sight of the five of us. A siren, the Headmistress of the Witches’ Estate, the Queen of the Ardere, a wind goddess, and for all they knew, just some guy with a fucking big sword. We posed a threatening picture, and I hoped it was enough to force them to back off.  
 
    But of course, they wouldn’t back off. There was too big of a reward and glory on the line to turn down. Plus, I figured they weren’t too thrilled to have me throwing a wrench into their business. Ocadians loved getting good and riled up for the sake of the kingdom. 
 
    “Fire!” a voice came up from the angry crowd. I couldn’t see where it came from, but seconds later, a volley of five separate magical orbs flew through the air toward us at a staggering speed.  
 
    Nara readied one of her vials, but before she could throw it, Cinis sent another jet of flames at the same time Ephy sent a cloud of steam toward the orbs in an attempt to blow them off course. 
 
    But it wasn’t until a large, powerful burst of wind erupted from behind us that the offensive spells were scattered back into the crowd.  
 
    I glanced back over my shoulder and saw that Mihany no longer appeared afraid. Instead, she hovered above the ground with determination written all over her intense features. Her arms were raised up over her head, and within seconds, a massive whirlwind intermingled with steam and fire spiraled around us. It extended a few yards out from where we stood and provided a large barrier from the mob’s magical attacks.  
 
    I watched in shock as they threw one of their magical kinetic nets toward the wind, but instead of breaking through, it was launched off and back toward the crowd. It landed on the heads of a group of closely clustered necromancers and sent the four of them toppling to the ground in a magically trapped heap.  
 
    “Thank you,” I told Mihany. “This is much easier than fighting them off one by one.”  
 
    “Yes, thank you,” Ephy said cheerfully. “And I’m sorry I burned you with steam the last time we saw one another!”  
 
    “I’m not,” Cinis muttered.  
 
    Before I could ask her to reconsider her stance, Ephy sighed.  
 
    “Cinny,” she chided. “She’s helping us. And Dex and Nara both say we can trust her. I think we can. Besides, only the best goddesses would be smart enough to know that saving a man like Dex is more important than destroying a kingdom. And she knows that!” 
 
    Mihany blinked, and a look of surprise darted across her face. “What is your name?”  
 
    “Ephelia,” the siren introduced herself with another bright smile. “But everyone calls me Ephy.”  
 
    “Ephy,” Mihany repeated the name slowly, like she was getting used to the way it felt in her mouth. “There is no need to apologize for burning me. If I had fought better, you wouldn’t have had the chance. In the past, only my sisters could stand against me. Barely. But they came the closest.”  
 
    Cinis seemed mildly impressed by that and sighed loudly. “Don’t mind my attitude… I’m just annoyed that my father is back.”  
 
    It felt strange to be having this sort of discussion while an angry mob plotted on how to capture and kill at least one of us just beyond our barrier, but then again, there was literally no way they could get through the barrier. We were simply biding our time. 
 
    In a swirling tunnel of fire, steam, and perilous winds. 
 
    This was not at all how I usually conducted my business, but it was admittedly effective.  
 
    “I thought he was helping you with the uprising?” I asked.  
 
    “He is,” Cinis grumbled. “But you know Feroxis. Everything must be about him.” 
 
    “Feroxis?” Mihany repeated the name in shock. “Your father is Feroxis?”  
 
    Cinis shot the wind goddess another annoyed look, but I could tell the edge was rapidly fading from her features. She was coming around to Mihany, whether she wanted to admit it aloud or not.  
 
    “Yes,” she said with a sigh. “He is.” 
 
    “He was always kind to me. Even at the end.” There was an edge of shock in Mihany’s tone. The goddess had experienced a lot of intensely weird shit in the last few hours, so I couldn’t really blame her for being surprised by seemingly every slight kindness that was shown to her. 
 
    I guess it must have really contrasted to the angry mob still planning on killing her, but I was proud of my women for stepping up.  
 
    “He isn’t all terrible, I suppose,” Cinis conceded. “He’s mildly impressed by Dex, so he’s not an idiot. But he is annoying.”  
 
    “Oh, yes, he always was,” Mihany agreed without hesitation. “It makes sense that it was his daughter who was able to land a true blow against me.”  
 
    The agreement and compliment seemed to soften Cinis’ hackles the rest of the way. The fire descendant sent another wave of fire into the cyclone that Mihany had created to shield us.  
 
    “I suppose I approve of this… alliance, Dex,” Cinis announced, and I bit back a laugh. Then I leaned over and pressed a kiss to her cheek.  
 
    I felt as if there was more I should be doing, but my women had everything under control. Mihany kept the barrier of wind up while Cinis and Ephy launched mild attacks through the air shield if anyone came too close to the barrier. Nara seemed like she was just throwing vials through the wind for the hell of it, but whatever we could do to keep the mob away from us was a help.  
 
    And I was fucking exhausted from battling and then sacrificing my entire damn being to destroy a shadow self, so… I didn’t mind the collaboration. 
 
    “How much longer do you think this will go on?” Nara asked, but just as the words passed her lips, I saw the familiar colors of a herald’s tunic.  
 
    Our backup of sorts had finally arrived.  
 
    I grinned and watched through our hazy curtain as the herald trumpeted and began to shout out the message I had told the king to spread.  
 
    The look on the air elementalist’s face when he received the news was something I would cherish for a lifetime. That was what he got for launching lightning at me.  
 
    There was the expected fury and outrage from the magical mob who had been so intent on glory, and it took several minutes of pointing and gesticulating before the heralds won out. Finally, the crowd began to disperse.  
 
    I couldn’t hear much over the roar of the wind that protected us, but it seemed like the magic users were actually more than willing to get back to their own estates as quickly as possible. No one ever wanted to admit when they were in the wrong, especially when the wrong involved trying to kill numerous people. 
 
    Or nearly getting their asses killed by my women.  
 
     I couldn’t help but be pleased. “You can drop the barrier now.”  
 
    Mihany hesitated, but as she met my eyes, I nodded to assure her that everything would be okay. The Goddess of the Prevailing Winds lowered her hands, and the forcefield of wind disappeared with the gesture.  
 
    The silence that followed was a little deafening.  
 
    Mihany’s gaze never left mine. There was a feral sort of intensity in the way she looked at me that should have put me on edge, but instead, I felt something… different as I looked at the goddess in her thin and very sheer gown.  
 
    I hadn’t realized my three women had started to leave as soon as the wind barrier disappeared, but as I glanced over my shoulder, I saw Nara pulling Ephy and Cinis away by the wrists.  
 
    She winked over her shoulder at me before rounding a corner. 
 
    My brow furrowed, and I looked back at Mihany.  
 
    “You came back,” Mihany said. 
 
    Her words rocked me, and I took a surprised step back. “Of course I came back. I wouldn’t have just left you there to fend for yourself. You needed my help.”  
 
    The goddess moved before I could process what she was doing. She curled one of her fists around the front of my tunic and pulled me close to her. 
 
    Then she crashed her lips against mine in a frantic, passionate kiss. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
    This kiss was unlike any other kiss I had ever experienced before. There was a different sort of passion in it than when I kissed any of my other women. It was like Mihany was drowning, and I was the only thing that could keep her afloat.  
 
    I took a surprised step back from the kiss when the goddess pulled away to take a gasping breath. I swallowed thickly and ignored the heat that was curling in the pit of my stomach. Things were safe for now, but there was no telling how long that would last.  
 
    For all I knew, some of the magic users could disregard the king’s orders, or maybe they hadn’t been a part of the mob and hadn’t received word that the hunt was off yet.  
 
    “We need to get you back to my estate,” I said. “It’s the safest place for you right now.”  
 
    Mihany continued to stare at me with her golden eyes blazing. “Is it?”  
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed. “You’re too weak from the fight with the shadows to dissipate into the wind right now, aren’t you?” 
 
    The goddess’ fair brow furrowed, but a second later, she nodded. I had a feeling she had just tried to disappear only to realize I was right.  
 
    “It’s the fact that you know things that makes you so much more interesting than any other world-dweller I’ve ever met,” she said instead of acknowledging that she’d just tested my theory.  
 
    I smirked. “Come on. We need to go before anything else can happen.”  
 
    The wind goddess didn’t argue and instead fell into step alongside me as I quickly began to usher her out of the center of the kingdom and back toward the Assassins’ Estate.  
 
    I wondered if Nara had sent my assassins back home, but I had a feeling she didn’t. She had no way of knowing if things were safe at the estate yet. She’d probably heard the commotion that was going on in the center of town near the market and sent a bird for Ephy and Cinis so they could all come help. 
 
    As much as I was loath to admit it, Nara’s damn bird system was coming in as handy as it was fucking absurd.  
 
    The walk felt like it took no time at all as we quickly moved from Ocadia’s center and back to my estate.  
 
    There was a nearly palpable tension in the air between us as we moved, and I could feel Mihany’s sharp eyes on me the entire way. It was like something was vibrating within the small distance that separated us. The goddess’ golden eyes burned into me as we stepped through the forcefield and onto the destroyed grounds of my estate.  
 
    “Come on,” I urged her along. “Let’s get you inside to safety before anyone else comes snooping around.”  
 
    Before we could step inside, however, I saw Elis poking his head out the front door. I felt a wave of relief that the boy really was okay.  
 
    “Elis,” I greeted.  
 
    He seemed more than a little concerned to see me with Mihany, but then after a second, he stepped out from behind the front door with Nimith still curled around his shoulders.  
 
    “Hi, Dex,” he paused. “Hi, wind goddess.”  
 
    “Can you go to Nara’s coven?” I asked. “The rest of the estate is camped out there, but things are safe here now, so they can come back.”  
 
    Elis seemed pleased to have a task and nodded eagerly. “Sure! I’ll be back soon!”  
 
    I watched as the young mage darted out from the front doors of the estate and started hurriedly toward the road.  
 
    “Cute world-dweller,” Mihany murmured as she followed his path with her golden eyes. “He’s much more to the point than a lot of your kind.” 
 
    “Come on,” I urged her and held the door open wider to step inside.  
 
    The goddess followed me into the estate before glancing around warily. I realized then that she hadn’t actually been inside of my estate before. The closest she had come were the few times she had been in the courtyard or looming outside my window. 
 
    “Aren’t there usually… others?” she asked in a tone of almost haughty disdain as she glanced around the empty estate. “The big ones, they aren’t fans of me.”  
 
    I snorted. Yeah, Mihany and Nara were going to get along. Probably too well for anyone’s mental well-being.  
 
    “I sent them away before I dealt with the shadow selves,” I explained. “I wasn’t sure what was going to happen and didn’t want to risk anything.”  
 
    The rest of my estate also had no idea that I possessed magic, and I intended to keep it that way. Despite the fact that I had fully shown my wind and water powers in front of the delegation sent to destroy Mihany, I wanted to cling to the shreds of anonymity I had left. 
 
    I couldn’t be too upset by my impulsive move. With my relationship with Maggie progressing, it wasn’t going to be long that I could even claim any sort of anonymity. My life was changing, and that didn’t seem like a bad thing at all.  
 
    “Come with me,” I said to Mihany. “I need to go adjust the forcefield.”  
 
    The act didn’t require the goddess of course, but I was still a little hesitant to let her run freely around the estate. She had clearly decided to side with me over her sisters once she had seen what they’d become, but I hadn’t gotten to where I was by not being cautious in everything I did. 
 
    The Goddess of the Prevailing Winds dutifully followed along after me without her feet so much as touching the ground as I maneuvered through the estate toward my office. The door was still slightly ajar, but I pushed it aside and stepped inside.  
 
    Mihany looked around with the same sort of curiosity I had witnessed in a cat. Her inquisitive gaze fell over everything in the office, and I decided to keep one eye on her to make sure that she didn’t touch anything. I had no idea what some of the weapons on the wall could do in the hands of someone as powerful as Mihany, but I did not want to find out. 
 
    The tension was still drawn as taut as a bowstring between us, and it practically pulled at my gut as I moved over to the window to fix the forcefield. I had only put it up in the first place with the Water Goddesses’ help because of Mihany and her attacks, but it was far too handy to put away.  
 
    I pressed my hand to the windowsill and channeled all of the water within me. My eyes closed as I pushed the power and magic through my body like a river coursing through my veins and used it to change the direction of the magical watery shield. 
 
    Seconds later, I opened my eyes and saw that the light drizzle of rain that had been gently plodding against the scorched and scarred landscaping was now pattering against the top of the forcefield like it was a pane of glass.  
 
    “Impressive,” Mihany purred. “As I’ve said, you are a truly fascinating world-dweller, Dex Morgan. The sort of power you hold is like nothing I’ve ever seen in anyone. Not even a god.”  
 
    I raised an eyebrow as I turned to face the goddess. Her already nearly-sheer dress was still damp with rain and plastered to her perfect body. Nothing was left to the imagination. The gauzy white fabric nestled itself against each of her lush curves, and her dark nipples were hard and pressed against the gauze like a greeting.  
 
    “I’ve already agreed to help you.” My throat felt dry, and heat curled in my stomach. “You don’t have to flatter me.” 
 
    “A goddess does not flatter,” she corrected and took a step toward me. The air seemed to crackle between us. No, it didn’t just seem to crackle, it actually did crackle.  
 
    Mihany took another step toward me, and the jolt of power swirling in the air between us grew stronger. I could practically feel my eyes darken with lust as I looked at the goddess head-on. 
 
    “What is it you want from me?” My mind was only on the kiss we’d shared before I brought her back here.  
 
    “I need you to ground me,” she breathed out the words as light as a summer breeze, but there was a need in her tone that I couldn’t ignore. “I am unmoored, Dex Morgan. A storm rages underneath my skin, new power courses through my veins, and I am without purpose. I need purpose.”  
 
    She took another drifting step toward me. She was looking at me like I was a meal she couldn’t wait to devour. 
 
    And holy shit, did I want her to do just that.  
 
    “Ground you,” I repeated and met her half-lidded stare.  
 
    She was so close that I could simply reach out and curl my hand around her narrow, waspish waist.  
 
    So I did.  
 
    Her skin seemed to crackle at my touch, and she melted against the palm of my hand. It was like my mere touch was some sort of relief. The goddess dropped her head back, and her long, curling tendrils of hair began to rise.  
 
    “Yes,” she practically purred. “Ground me.”  
 
    I did not need to be told again.  
 
    I tugged her in closer and pulled the goddess flush against my chest as I backed against the desk in the center of my office. Her body seemed to curl around mine perfectly.  
 
    Then the goddess straddled one of my legs as she pressed herself into me with her arms around my neck. She practically mounted me then and there as she yanked my face to hers for a desperate, needy kiss.  
 
    A small shock passed between our lips as I gripped her hips to hold her steady against me. Even more heat curled in my stomach at the feeling of her writhing against me, and my dick twitched inside my trousers.  
 
    She tasted the same way lightning looked, and I could feel power radiating just under her smooth skin. It seemed to almost seep straight into me, but maybe that was my own new power dancing with hers. Either way, I couldn’t resist it. I dragged my palms down to cup the swell of her ass and pull her up closer.  
 
    All the way across the room, the door to my office slammed shut from a gust of wind one of us expelled.  
 
    “Take me,” Mihany growled against my mouth before diving in for another hot and hungry kiss.  
 
    I swirled my tongue into her mouth to taste her again, and she groaned at the feeling. Our teeth nearly clacked together from how hard she was jerking me against her.  
 
    Then I pulled out of the kiss to take a deep and much-needed breath. I felt like I had run a marathon after one kiss, and up close, I was able to see that her gold and silver eyes were bright and vibrant. She looked wild and feral, and I was going to fuck it right out of her.  
 
    “Fuck,” I grunted as I lifted her up to readjust the way she straddled me. I half-leaned against my desk as Mihany straddled my hips. She was as light as air, and I hardly even felt her weight as she practically floated above me. 
 
    No, she really was floating above me. She was using her long and limber legs around my waist to hold herself tethered.  
 
    Holy shit.  
 
    I reached down and grabbed the hem of the long dress plastered to her skin and jerked it up. The fabric tore in my hands as I pulled, but I didn’t stop.  
 
    Mihany gasped and threw her head back as if she was deriving pleasure from that act alone. I’d barely even touched her yet, and she already seemed like she was in ecstasy.  
 
    I threw the remnants of the dress to the side and was left with a naked goddess clinging to me. I reached up to cup one of her perky breasts and smoothed my thumb over her hard nipple.  
 
    Her entire body shuddered, and her heels dug into my lower back like she wanted to yank me closer. I grinned and leaned down to roll the flat of my tongue over her gorgeous brown nipple.  
 
    Mihany gasped sharply, and her nails dug into my shoulders. “Yes, yessss.”  
 
    I pulled away only to see that a small cyclone had formed around us in the center of my office. Both of our wind powers started to run wild as lust overtook us, and I didn’t see it stopping any time soon.  
 
    I could always clean my fucking office later.  
 
    “You like that?” I grunted as I moved my hands to grasp the goddess’ hips and grind her down against the rock hard bulge in my trousers. “You want me to fuck you?”  
 
    “Now,” she whined. “Fuck me. I want you to fuck me. I’ve thought about what it would be like since the first battle. You’re the first world-dweller whose cock I’ve craved so badly. Let me have it.”  
 
    Who was I to deny a request like that?  
 
    I reached down to stroke her pussy and found that she was already slick and ready for me. She shuddered and gasped so loudly that I was glad no one else was home as I slid just two fingers into her. Then I felt another jolt of lightning through my body as she tightened around my fingers, and the windstorm in my office picked up to new speeds.  
 
    “You want it?” I goaded. After all the fucking hell she’d given me, I thought I’d earned a little goading.  
 
    Mihany bobbed her head eagerly. She felt like she might float away from me entirely at any second, and we couldn’t have that.  
 
    I adjusted my trousers to pull my aching dick loose.  
 
    The goddess’ golden eyes widened at the sight, and she practically began to salivate. She licked her plump lips and tightened her hold on my waist like she wanted to pull herself down onto my cock herself.  
 
    I smirked and gave myself an easy stroke. “You’re that eager?”  
 
    Mihany didn’t speak. Instead, I felt a strong gust of wind as she seemingly tried to force herself down onto me with her magic. I fought a laugh, but guided myself toward her slick, waiting entrance.  
 
    “Come on, then.” I smirked up at the goddess. Her face was alight with desire, and seconds later, she speared herself all the way to the hilt of my cock with the help of her wind magic.  
 
    “Fuck!” she screamed. The sound was so piercing that I was really, really glad no one else was in the estate.  
 
    It was like nothing I’d ever felt before. Our shared wind magic and the bond we had forged while we defeated the shadow selves of her sisters seemed to enhance the way our bodies reacted to each other. I felt like the lightning that had run between our kiss was now moving as a solid current through both of our bodies as Mihany pushed herself down onto me as far as she could go.  
 
    I leaned back against the edge of my desk to get a better look at the literal goddess floating above me on my cock. Without magic, the angle wouldn’t have been possible, but I was very glad we had magic. It meant I could watch her as she started to writhe and squirm without having to even strain my neck. 
 
    “That’s it,” I goaded. “How badly do you want it?”  
 
    “Please,” she ground out the word. Her voice was high and thin as she looked at me with the same sort of feral longing I’d seen in her eyes when she’d previously talked about world domination. 
 
    I didn’t hold back. 
 
    I immediately started to thrust up into the goddess’ tight pussy as she floated above me. She shuddered and planted her hands onto my chest as I fell into a harsh, steady rhythm of driving my cock up into her as hard as I could. 
 
    She took each thrust with a gasp as she bounced on top of me. It seemed like no matter how hard I fucked her, she wanted more.  
 
    Goddamn, having sex with a goddess was like nothing else I had ever experienced. A windstorm raged in my office and grew stronger and more wild with each new thrust into Mihany’s tight pussy, like she couldn’t contain the lust and ecstasy she felt inside of her body. 
 
    And the whole time, I felt like I was being struck by the softest and most incessant lightning all over my body.  
 
    “Dex,” she whined as I fucked her. Her breasts bounced with each thrust in a tantalizing display. The goddess’ long, pale yellow hair floated up in the air around her like a halo, and the individual tendrils helplessly grabbed out at whatever they could reach, like she needed to hold onto everything she could to be able to ride me.  
 
    “Fuck, take it,” I ordered. “Should I have just fucked you into submission sooner? Was this all you needed?” 
 
    Mihany gave another sharp scream, and I took that as a yes as I drove myself up into her. Then, instead of pulling out for another thrust, I held myself there and let her writhe and squirm around me. I could feel my own orgasm inching in closer and closer at the edge of my senses, but I wasn’t going to let up just yet.  
 
    I was going to make damn sure I was the best thing she had ever experienced.  
 
    Her pussy tightened and convulsed around me as she obviously neared her own orgasmic end.  
 
    “You want to cum?” I grunted.  
 
    “Y-yes,” she gasped. “Yes, yes, yes.”  
 
    It was the most unhinged I had ever heard the goddess. She was clearly about to come apart at the seams. Her body rose higher and higher off the floor until, to my shock, neither of us were on the floor. My feet floated an inch above the wooden planks of my office as the goddess clung to me and forced my cock as deep into her as she possibly could. 
 
    Holy shit, she was desperate for me.  
 
    “I want you to beg.” I grinned at the look that flashed across the goddess’ face. She was clearly taken aback, and maybe even a little offended that I had requested such a thing, but the look was gone in seconds as her desire and need overtook her. 
 
    “Please,” she whimpered. The entire fucking estate building seemed to shudder with her plea. “Please, Dex, please. I want to cum so badly. I want you to cum with me. I need you.”  
 
    The building gave another shudder, and for a second, I was worried we were going to take my entire estate down with our magic-fueled lust.  
 
    “Cum for me,” I ordered her before we could cause any sort of structural damage.  
 
    The goddess’ back arched as she let out another loud and piercing wail. Her orgasm shook through her tight, perfect body as she continued to bounce up and down on my dick.  
 
    My own orgasm was only seconds behind as I exploded inside of her body. The strength of my orgasm left me blind for a few seconds as the power of the feeling rushed through me.  
 
    Mihany had nearly gone limp on top of me as she used her magic to continue to propel herself up and down. She could barely even sit up, but she was still hungry for more.  
 
    I smirked and decided to give it to her. I grabbed onto the goddess’ hips so tight that I was worried I’d leave imprints of my thumbs in her skin as I drove myself up into her slick, perfect pussy again and again until I felt another shockwave of a dual orgasm rock through both of our bodies. 
 
    She gasped and arched against me as I shot every drop of cum out of my body and into the eager goddess. 
 
    Then the wind stopped. 
 
    We both dropped back down to the floor with a crashing thud and hit the wood hard.  
 
    I gave a startled laugh as the silence crept in. We had fucked so hard we’d caused a storm. We’d nearly knocked down my entire estate.  
 
    I couldn’t wait to do it again.  
 
    Mihany was still speared on my cock, and the goddess did not seem like she’d be able to move any time soon. It seemed like I really had fucked all of the nervous powerful energy right out of her and grounded her just like she’d wanted.  
 
    She laid her head on my shoulder, right there on the floor, and went comfortably limp against me.  
 
    I snorted and slipped my cock out of her and carefully managed to tuck it back into my trousers as she laid there on top of me. Her massive curtain of hair fell over her back like some sort of blanket.  
 
    Despite the fact that we were quite literally on the floor, I couldn’t remember a time that I’d ever felt more comfortable or more spent. I stroked my hand through her long, tangled pale hair as my mind whirled.  
 
    I’d just had sex with a goddess.  
 
    Holy shit. I’d just had sex with a goddess.  
 
    Not only that, but I’d had sex with a goddess while I helped cause a fucking wind storm. Not only did I now have water magic, but I had wind powers as well. 
 
    Only a few hours before, I had done something that only one man in the last millennia had been able to accomplish and live, and I’d done it without the tools he’d had. Now, I had even more magic than ever.  
 
    Not only that, but I had told the king to call off the estates, and he’d done it. To most of the kingdom, I was just a man, but I had the ear of the king and an open invitation in the bed of his heir.  
 
    I had a baby on the way with the Queen of the Ardere, and if all went as planned, with Ephy as well.  
 
    For the first time in a long time, everything in my life was going exactly as I wanted.  
 
    I was more powerful than I had ever been before, and now, with a naked goddess draped across my body, I had never felt better.  
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