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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 fire being walked with a type of haste that would’ve drawn my attention right away, even if I hadn’t already been tracking her through the Ardere. 
 
    She was a Voltid woman named Phiffu. 
 
    In the strange lull of the week after my murder of the assassins who’d been sent to kill the king, I’d already followed up on the other two Voltids who had been bullied into helping Sievni.  
 
    Phiffu was the third. 
 
    The female Voltid was as short and thick as a tree trunk, like most of her kind were. She also had the same characteristic, frizzy orange hair with slightly blackened ends that made her look like she’d recently been struck by a stray bolt of lightning. Her hair was much longer than Sievni’s had been, and it probably would have reached all the way down to her waist. 
 
    When I’d started tracking Phiffu, though, she’d already been approaching the Ardere’s Forest of Flame, and her hair had begun to stand slightly on end. 
 
    It wasn’t extremely noticeable at first, with just the bottom few inches of her hair floating outward a little, like the strands were filled with static electricity. But by the time the light of the Ember Fields was fading behind us through the trees, the Voltid’s hair was sticking out almost completely straight from her head in every direction. Individual strands wavered and crackled slightly like they were charged up with lightning and could shock the next thing that touched them. As the Voltid quickened her strides even more, I saw sparks fly from her feet each time they struck the ground. 
 
    I knew what that meant: she was angry. 
 
    The closer Phiffu got to her destination, the more worked-up she seemed to become, and her pace kept increasing. At this point, she was going so quickly that half of the flames flickering on the candle-like trees around us were snuffed out from her passing, and the branches that crisscrossed overhead were so thick that it was almost dark beneath them without the candlelight. This deep in the Forest of Flame, it was almost hard to believe there were still two massive suns hanging overhead in the sky. 
 
    As I saw the poorly contained chaos of even this lesser Voltid’s rage, I was glad that I’d chosen to follow her personally. This job was both too important and too dangerous to leave to one of my estate members. 
 
    From what I’d found, I was still sure that Sievni had been the ugly little backbone of their plans to sabotage Cinis’ rule, and I knew that Voltids generally couldn’t do much with their powers. It seemed to sort of burst out of them in sudden fits of rage at the most, but Sievni had proven they were capable of dabbling in other types of magic. 
 
    And I’d be damned if I was going to allow even the slightest possibility of someone trying to hurt or sabotage the future mother of my children in some way. 
 
    So, I was now venturing deep into the Forest of Flame on Phiffu’s tail, but if the Voltid happened to notice she was being followed, it wouldn’t be me she saw. I had mirrored a tall, lanky man I passed in the city before I came here. 
 
    But I still had good reason to avoid being seen. 
 
    I was armed with a few weapons that were made of the same material as the spearhead I’d used against Sievni. It was the only material capable of piercing the thick, armor-like skin of Voltids, so the weapons would likely be necessary if it came to a fight. 
 
    The catch was that the material they were made of was extremely rare and could only be found in one little-known corner of the Ardere. When Sievni saw me wielding them that day in the Forest of Hud, he’d suspected instantly that I was working for Cinis, and I was sure it would be the same with other fire beings, especially another Voltid. 
 
    On top of all that, being detected would jeopardize my goal of ensuring that this situation was truly resolved, and it could possibly call Cinis into question for sharing this little-known secret of the rare material with me. 
 
    So despite the precaution of mirroring some random person from the city, I still didn’t want to alert Phiffu to my presence if I could avoid it. 
 
    Even though she was keeping up a quick pace through the trees, it wasn’t too hard to follow the Voltid. She was growing more careless in her enraged rush to get to her destination. Normally, the unique, spongy ground that covered much of the Forest of Flame did a lot to muffle the sound and traces of footsteps, but Phiffu’s stomps were so heavy that they actually left deep footprints in the ground before it slowly rose back into its previous shape. 
 
    But I had no difficulty slinking along as silently as a panther behind her. The spongy surface was enough to eat up the sound of my footsteps, so it must’ve taken an incredible amount of force to produce the thumping strides that rattled the tree trunks around the Voltid as she walked. 
 
    I knew from my intel that she was headed to the home of some other fire being named Jenguad, but I didn’t know his exact location in here, so I couldn’t afford to lose track of the Voltid. She’d been following the path so far, but now she abruptly veered off of it between two of the candle-like trees, where something like a deer trail wound through the forest. 
 
    Now that we were off the path, I could see the greater variety of trees that made up the Ardere’s own forest, and it was hard not to grow distracted by their odd, eye-catching features. It was also harder to see, since there seemed to be less and less of the candle-like trees to illuminate the darkness. I had to be careful with every step, but I was still able to notice some details. 
 
    Some of the trees were ones I had seen on my past visit to the Ardere for Cinis’ coronation, like the weeping willow-style trees that had fire tendrils instead of vines, and even a few of the trees crowned with pale blossoms that held tiny flames inside them. 
 
    On the other hand, some of the forest’s plants were entirely new to me, and they constituted a whole new level of bizarre. 
 
    Perhaps the strangest of these were some fat, towering plants that looked like cactuses, but their spiny green surfaces roiled and bubbled. I got the impression that they were half-filled with a lava-like substance, because a few of them had holes toward the top of their thick green trunks. These gaps were bigger than my head, and they all had an ominous, ruddy glow shining out of them. 
 
    As I passed by one of these plants, a wild, feathered face jutted out of its hole to stare silently at me while I passed. It was an owl, but its eyes looked like dangerously luminous tangerines in both size and color, and they narrowed on me threateningly. The owl didn’t attack, but its gaze followed me, and it silently opened and closed its sharp orange beak like it was muttering under its breath at me. 
 
    Once I was out of the owl’s sight, I let out a slight breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding and trailed Phiffu further into the trees. It was almost entirely dark now, and the only light came from more of these cactus-holes that surrounded the barely-present trail we were heading down. 
 
    I carefully skirted a patch of blackened firegrass that would have crunched under my feet if I stepped on it. This brought me near a hanging vine that had an enormous red flower bud dangling off it right at eye level for me. I had no idea what it was, but I felt that bud was bigger than it had any right to be. It looked like a giant, swollen pumpkin swinging silently through the surrounding trees with a pendulum-like motion. 
 
    As I passed within a foot of it, the flower bud suddenly bloomed within a span of two seconds, and not in a pretty way. Its petals yawned wide in a silent but vicious manner, and I caught a glimpse of its petals with jagged, razor-like edges as they gnashed down with a quiet but deadly snick, like they were trying to bite me. 
 
    The murderous flower petals passed within an inch of my face, and I clamped my mouth shut instead of letting out the curse that sprang to my lips.  
 
    Then I ducked down and launched myself forward in an undignified but well-calculated frog leap. I landed noiselessly in a crouch on the spongy forest floor and glanced back to see the flower had closed back into an innocent bud. 
 
    It was now swinging on its vine again like nothing had even happened. 
 
    I shook my head at this somewhat expected but still startling display of violence from the Forest of Flame, and then I resumed my tracking of the Voltid. I darted forward at a faster pace to avoid losing her, and I carefully measured my long strides to land at the same time as her own rapid but short footsteps. 
 
    The trees were growing more closely packed now, and I had to be more careful than ever as I slipped between them. At the same time, there was a dim, red-orange glow slowly filtering through the lower trees ahead. 
 
    Then Phiffu emerged into a small clearing in the trees that was at the mouth of a steep-sided little gully, where something like a river had clearly once flowed through to carve out the nook in the land. The narrow sides of the gully rose up and almost came together like a cave overhead, and I quickly realized that instead of dirt, the floor and sides of this gully were made out of some sort of shiny, volcanic rock like obsidian. 
 
    I watched Phiffu from the trees across the clearing, and she rounded a sudden curve in the gully and disappeared from my sight. She was walking directly into the source of the glow that radiated from the mouth of the gully, and it looked almost like the same baleful light I’d seen shining from inside the giant cactuses. 
 
    I didn’t know at this point whether the Voltid had just walked into Jenguad’s home or some other hellish place, but wherever it was, I was sure it was somewhere I couldn’t follow. Not only would I be walking into a place where my only exit could be easily cut off, but I also felt sure there was some sort of heat or fiery substance inside that I wouldn’t be able to pass through. 
 
    “Damn,” I muttered under my breath. 
 
    Then my gaze followed the glow shining from the roundish mouth of the gully, and I realized it wasn’t only shining out of the entrance. If I squinted, I could also see a dim fracture of red-orange light that was sent upward toward the sky above it. This meant it must not be a closed-in cave, but rather an extremely slim shaft in the gully. 
 
    I might be able to continue tracking the Voltid by creeping along overhead and listening in, so after a moment’s hesitation, I darted up the slope to the ground above the gully. Now I could see that the small strip of light continued through the forest in a slightly meandering path, and I crept alongside it carefully. I stayed at a short distance so I could walk on the spongy substance of the forest floor where it crept over the volcanic rock, and to my delight, I could hear the clomp of Phiffu’s steps clearly as she traveled down the slim gully. 
 
    I tracked her every move and quickly but carefully kept pace. 
 
    After about a minute of this, we rounded another, sharper curve, and I heard a sudden grunt and a slight squawk, along with a loud clang. It sounded as if the Voltid had run smack into something metallic down in the tunnel-like gully. 
 
    Then I heard a nasally voice that was similar to Sievni’s but about an octave higher in tone. 
 
    “Jenguad!” Phiffu hissed. “Open the gate this instant!” 
 
    Compared to the lower tone of the other Voltids I’d tracked, the shrillness of Phiffu’s voice sounded extremely odd to my ears. But judging by the tone of the responding voice, there was nothing odd about it. 
 
    In fact, this Jenguad sounded almost pleased to see her. 
 
    “Phiffu!” he rejoiced, and his voice was simultaneously like the deep boom of a large gong and the squeak of an old, rusty door hinge. “To what do I owe this delight?” 
 
    Phiffu’s rage only seemed to ramp up at this response, and I heard more metallic rattling and clanking, like she was shaking the bars of this gate she’d mentioned. 
 
    “This isn’t going to be a delight unless you let me in right this instant, you char-brained old fool!” Phiffu scolded. “You told me you’d get back to me with your payment for the fire-squids! I broke several laws to get a hold of those for your precious little illicit food stand, and if you don’t…” 
 
    The pissed off Voltid woman ranted on for several more minutes before Jenguad finally dared to cut in. 
 
    “I heard you were up to some racket with that dreadful Sievni, Phiffu!” Jenguad spoke up. “Did you really expect me to come knocking on your door knowing you were involved with him? I heard he was threatening families!” 
 
    “That’s been over for ages now, you flamin’ ninny!” Phiffu snapped in a scornful tone. “Yes, he was threatening families, but I shut him right up--” 
 
    “Pah!” Jenguad let out a strange, booming cackle as he dropped his feigned delight at seeing the Voltid. “You did no such thing. Somebody took him out, I heard about it. No one knows who, but it certainly wasn’t you.” 
 
    There were a few moments of silence, followed by some shuffling, like Jenguad was edging backward down in the gully. Then a bright blast of yellow-orange light came searing up through the crack in the rocks, along with a bout of steam and the sound of a panicked woof from the unfortunate Jenguad. 
 
    Phiffu had clearly lost her temper. 
 
    Sure enough, she finally found her voice and burst into screaming. 
 
    “On my orders!” she insisted. 
 
    “Your orders, don’t make me lau-- aaaarghhh!” 
 
    As more signs of Phiffu’s fiery rage came up from the small gully, I knew I’d heard enough, and I repressed a chuckle as I turned away. This Voltid was clearly up to nothing more than typical Voltid things, based on what I knew about the troublesome beings. Cinis would still want to know about this little interaction, but probably only for the sake of reprimanding these fire beings for the illegal fire-squid thing. 
 
    This was my final confirmation that the Voltids had entirely abandoned their evil plans. Or rather, Sievni’s evil plans that they had been forced into. 
 
    Once I was back in the stretch of some candle-like trees, I paused for a moment to shift back into my own body, and I shivered slightly as my nose and jaw rearranged themselves and my shoulders swelled slightly wider. 
 
    I knew in which direction Cinis’ palace lay from here, and the queen had told me not to hang around off of the path any more than absolutely necessary along the way. I hadn’t seen any animals on my trip here other than the owl, but I figured that was probably due to the thundering footsteps of Phiffu the Voltid. Cinis had warned me there were all sorts of wild and possibly deadly animals in here, but I was armed to the teeth with the weapons she’d given me. I was also well prepared to fight off any threats, but I thought it wise not to underestimate any forest that showed a sort of Hud-like awareness. 
 
    More specifically, I wanted to avoid another encounter with anything like that giant, carnivorous flower that had almost bitten my head off earlier. 
 
    With all this in mind, I decided to honor my agreement with the queen, and I cut back through the forest to find the path again. Once I reached it, I would head out of the Forest of Flame and straight to Cinis’ palace to tell her the good news. 
 
    This tracking mission was the most eventful thing that had happened in the week since I took out the wind goddess’ assassins. But that fact alone was highly suspicious to me. I had seen the wind goddess’ vengeful golden eyes staring in through my bedroom window at me only a week ago, but somehow, it was as if she’d entirely disappeared since then. 
 
    Well, almost. 
 
    I’d had the sense I was being watched by her at times over the last few days. Years as a highly-trained assassin had made me constantly aware of my surroundings and the “feel” of a place, and I couldn’t shake the idea. Even now, as I walked briskly down the path with a wary glance around me, I felt this sensation creeping up on me again. 
 
    But the only living thing I glimpsed was a series of silver flickers through the trees that I realized was a herd of the same tiny, gleaming deer I’d seen with Ephy and Nara on my last visit. They soon passed out of sight, and I reached the tree line unchallenged. The Ember Fields stretched out in front of me again beneath two suns, and the Forest of Flame was behind me. 
 
    I turned and headed off down one of the wide, spongy paths across the more open land, and I walked with the Ember Fields now to my right and the Forest of Flame to my left. This path would take me directly to Cinis’ palace once I rounded a bend up ahead that skirted the fiery lake, but the sensation of being watched swept over me again with each stray breeze. 
 
    The hairs on my neck started to prickle, and I tried to reason with myself that there was a chance I was just being paranoid. After all, I was within the bounds of the Ardere, and I wasn’t even sure if the wind goddess’ magic could penetrate its borders. 
 
    The heat of the firelands made each breath of wind feel like a balmy sunglow against my skin, and I almost fluttered my eyes shut for a moment at the relaxing feeling. This breeze definitely didn’t feel anything like what I imagined the wind goddess would send after me if she could. 
 
    Then, in the span of a heartbeat, the wind picked up from behind me and turned into a cool surge that carried a rain-heavy scent like a thunderstorm with it. 
 
    I looked around me in alarm as the surge swelled into a blast, and I didn’t doubt for a moment that the goddess herself had found me again. 
 
    Every inch of my body was tingling with awareness. 
 
    To my left, the closest candle-trees flickered out. Waxy, flame-tipped branches whipped, snapped, and dropped into their own melted pools on the ground with a bunch of sizzling splashes. On my right, a few chunks of smoldering embers tore loose from the ground and went skittering across the fields’ glowing surface. 
 
    But the windswept chaos seemed to be mostly confined from reaching any further. The strongest force of the wind came down on me personally like a bunch of giant, frigid fingers raking their clawed nails along my back, my neck, and my face. Then a high-pitched whistling filled my ears, and I felt a fluttering of panic in the pit of my stomach. 
 
    I had the weapons to fight off almost any threat, but what the hell was I supposed to do against the wind? 
 
    I tried to quicken my pace and hoped I could outrun the wind and make it to the palace, but the wind’s cold fingers seemed to tighten around me in a death grip. I couldn’t move forward, I could only be struck and clawed at by the wind while it held me still. 
 
    “I… don’t… think… so.” My words came out as a choked grunt, but I felt stronger just having said them. 
 
    Then my own watery powers began stirring in the pit of my stomach. I wasn’t sure exactly how I might use them against the wind goddess, but now was the time to find out. 
 
    I started to focus my energy in the way Ephy had taught me. I didn’t know exactly what to do with it at this point, though, so I called the waters to me with all my strength. All waters, any waters. I just needed to stop this. 
 
    The whistling stabbed at my ears again. This time it came in several sharp, staccato noises that sounded almost like a wicked laugh. It was a cold, relentless sound, and it sent chills down my spine. 
 
    All at once, the laugh crescendoed, and the wind tore at me with renewed fury. I felt myself being lifted off my feet, and my stomach was suddenly being pummeled by the fists of wind. The pain made me double-over, and a force like a brick wall slammed down on my back as if to complete this motion. It sent me into a sort of sprawling bow, and then the wind snatched me up again like a rag doll and just shook me. 
 
    Blood filled my mouth as I bit down on my tongue, and my teeth rattled in my skull until I clenched them hard. I scowled with the effort while the wind started to tug me higher into the air by the scruff of my neck, and the force of the wind goddess felt like a giant dog was about to shake its head and crush my spine before it gulped me down. 
 
    Scatterings of embers and ashes suddenly filled my vision as the wind whipped around me in a vicious cyclone, and it lifted me higher and higher as it thrashed at me with the force of a thousand whips. 
 
    Then the pool of power in my chest that I’d been focusing on burst free. 
 
    I didn’t see where the water came from, but suddenly it was there, like a sheet coming down in front of me out of the sky. Then it immediately condensed into a jet that reared up and spat itself down into the cyclone of wind like a striking cobra. 
 
    But I got the overwhelming sense that the malevolent wind was doing all it could to shatter the water into a thousand droplets. Its fury and will was that palpable, and it seemed to tear painfully at my flesh until the water suddenly snapped out into a sheet again and surrounded me. 
 
    Then I was alone and hovering about twenty feet above the ground. 
 
    “Well, shit,” I gasped into the sudden calm as I looked around me. 
 
    I was no longer being thrashed around. Instead, I was floating in my own pocket of wind-free air, and I was completely enclosed inside an orb of slightly glowing, aquamarine water. I could breathe well in here, and the air felt cool, fresh, and almost fragrant with a scent like fresh water lilies. I could still hear the wind shrieking with renewed fury, but the sound was extremely muffled now. 
 
    However, I did hear some faint, wet-sounding thuds like it was pummeling unsuccessfully at the water orb. 
 
    I felt only a slight drain at this use of my powers, and as my pulse slowed a little, I was able to shift from focusing my powers on “I need to stop this” to the specific task of maintaining the orb. As soon as I accomplished this, the draining sensation ebbed away, and I felt a surge of relief tinged with triumph. 
 
    Then, all at once, the wind fell completely silent. 
 
    The only sound was the faint swirl of glowing water as it flowed around me like a perfectly smooth sheet. All violence had ended, and the swirling orb and I slowly lowered toward the ground. When I reached the flat surface, I waited cautiously for a few moments before I gradually released my grip on my powers. 
 
    At first, nothing happened, but then the glossy sheet of water collapsed on me with a strange, suction-like noise followed by a mighty splash. 
 
    I exhaled sharply as I was doused with cool water, and I stood there for a moment just breathing. The only sound was the water dripping from every surface of my body, and the drops sizzled a little as they plunked down onto the hot, spongy ground. 
 
    “I’ll have to practice that,” I muttered to myself. 
 
    I took a few more deep breaths as I made sure I felt my water powers pooled inside me again and ready to grab at a moment’s notice. It was reassuring, but soon I was hit with the full urgency of the fact that the wind goddess had apparently just tried to tear me limb from limb. 
 
    And either her or her powers were presumably still just roaming around the Ardere. 
 
    With one final glance at the still and silent sky, I immediately set off toward the palace at a run.

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    By the time I reached the fiery lake, I was panting heavily. The cool water I’d been doused in had kept me from getting too hot under the light from two of the six suns of the Ardere that were currently hanging overhead, but I was still winded after my nonstop sprint toward the palace. 
 
    I had already promised Cinis I would come to her right away with news about the Voltid, but it seemed especially important to do so now. I needed the queen to be on the alert that the wind goddess could be roaming around. 
 
    It also just so happened that my next planned stop after this trip had already been to Ocadia’s castle, and now that was doubly important, too. 
 
    I had been avoiding visiting the king himself in person because of the possibility of drawing the goddess to him, but also to avoid being spotted too often there. It certainly didn’t help with keeping a low profile, but I also couldn’t mirror too many beings to get inside, either. The king had no idea about my secret powers, so I had to always be myself with him. 
 
    But the guards were bound to notice eventually that several random faces seemed to enter the palace without ever exiting. 
 
    Still, I couldn’t delay visiting the king anymore. I had to go to him and inform him that the Goddess of the Prevailing Winds had been the one behind the assassination attempts. Even though I knew from my own intel that she hadn’t gone after the king herself just yet, she seemed to be far from willing to back down. 
 
    Things certainly showed signs of escalating, too, so I needed the king to be in on some of this. 
 
    It was going to be a tricky meeting, to say the least. 
 
    But for now, I was worried about the Queen of the Ardere first and foremost. There were no ferry masters in sight when I reached the lake, but a few turtles were floating lazily in the lava water by the dock, and two of them were still saddled and bridled. I chose one and made sure it wasn’t tied to the dock before I vaulted onto its back and gathered the reins in my hands. 
 
    The turtle seemed only slightly startled at being abruptly boarded. With a noise like a small earthquake, it stretched out its tree trunk-sized legs and pushed against the rocky platform that was submerged around the dock. 
 
    The last time I came here, the journey across the fiery lake had seemed to go by fairly fast, with just enough time to look around me and enjoy the wonders of the Ardere. Now, the pace of the turtle was almost slower than I could stand, and I didn’t realize I had started drumming my fingers impatiently against the turtle’s shell until it gave a threatening little wobble. I quickly pulled my hand back to the saddle’s pommel, and the turtle swam on calmly. 
 
    When I was close enough to the shore, I leaped from the turtle’s back, and I felt the heat of the lava water through the soles of my boots as they passed over it. I landed just above the waterline on the black sand beach and left the turtle to go about its business as I headed toward the cave that led up to the palace. 
 
    The torches that had been all lit up on the night of Cinis’ coronation were still in their sconces, but none of them were lit, and the cave was murky and dim compared to the light of the two suns. 
 
    I was only a short way up the stairs inside this cave when a pale, black-haired figure came sailing down them with her bat-like wings billowing out around her. 
 
    “Oooh!” I choked a little as Cinis collided directly with me. 
 
    “Sorry!” the beautiful queen blurted as she clung to my arms. “I saw you on the beach below and didn’t realize you’d made it this far yet. I was--” 
 
    Then she gave herself a little shake, like she had just realized something. 
 
    “Are you alright?” I asked as I set her carefully on her feet. 
 
    “Why are you all wet?” Cinis sent me a slightly puzzled look. 
 
    I was no longer dripping, but I was still undeniably drenched. 
 
    “Wind goddess,” I said abruptly, and a look of alarm came to her face. “Listen, let’s go talk in the courtyard or something… You might want to sit down.” 
 
    Cinis raised her eyebrows. “Okay, but only because you look like you need to sit down yourself.” 
 
    Despite the seriousness of what was going on, I had to chuckle a little at this characteristic sass from the queen. I saw a flash of white as she sent me a teasing smile, and then she grabbed my hand and led me up the steps. 
 
    We came out onto the flat stone terrace that jutted out slightly from the cliffside to overlook the fiery lake. It seemed empty without all the fire beings crowding around and outshining the suns as they had on the night of Cinis’ coronation, but it was refreshing to have some peace and quiet. 
 
    But now that we were out of the light of the cave, I guessed from Cinis’ wide eyes that it was clear I’d been in a murderous tussle for my life with the wind. Aside from the bruises, I was sure that several gashes must be present on my jaw and arms where the wind had dug into my skin like whips. 
 
    We sat on one of the many benches near the edge of this balcony-like courtyard, and I ran over what had happened with the Voltids first in about twenty seconds. 
 
    “…and now I’m certain there’s no threat from that front,” I finished. 
 
    “Okay,” Cinis said with a deep breath. “So… What the hell happened with the wind goddess, and how exactly did it involve water?” 
 
    “Well, I took the main trail back out of the forest, like you said, and that brought me out near the Ember Fields. So I started walking toward the palace from there on the path, and… everything was quiet, at first. Then I heard that whistling noise…” Even remembering the piercing, malevolent noise was a little eerie. I fell silent and gave my head a small shake to clear it before I went on. “And then the wind came.” 
 
    “Came… how, exactly?” the queen prodded me. “Did you see the goddess herself, like you did before?” 
 
    I shook my head grimly. “No sight of her physical form. But the wind got a hold of me, and it honestly beat the shit out of me for a little bit. I heard her laughing in the middle of it, when she thought she’d won.” 
 
    I smirked slightly with satisfaction at the fact that I’d at least managed to give the vindictive goddess a hell of a lot more than she’d bargained for, but a dangerous expression had come over Cinis’ face. 
 
    “Is that right?” It looked like she had to physically unclench her teeth to speak. “I can’t wait until I get a hold of that foul, deplorable, sneaking bitch--” 
 
    “No one’s going to be getting a hold of anyone just yet,” I said firmly to rein in the queen before things got out of hand. 
 
    She quieted after a few more muttered insults aimed at the wind goddess, but she continued to scowl as she let me continue. 
 
    “So I summoned the waters to me as fast as I could…” I carried on. 
 
    Cinis listened intently as I explained the giant, watery shield that I’d called into existence. Her face became completely still while I talked, and when I finished, her red-amber eyes were bright with something that I thought might be tears. 
 
    “This just happened with no warning at all, after a whole week of silence from this goddess?” she demanded. 
 
    “Well…” I hesitated. “I don’t think it could be called a ‘warning,’ but… I’ve had a weird sense that she’s been watching me lately.” 
 
     “What do you mean, ‘watching’ you?” Cinis stared at me. 
 
    “Sometimes I’ll get this eerie feeling,” I said with a frown. “The one I got right before the goddess attacked today. Usually it’s when I’m outside, or alone. Everything will seem too quiet, or just off in a way that I can’t quite put my finger on. I can sense someone looking over my shoulder.” 
 
    Cinis was taking deep breaths like she was struggling to remain calm, but she still managed to be reasonable with her response. 
 
    “Well, how do you know it was the wind goddess?” she asked. “What if you were sensing someone, or something, else?” 
 
    I shook my head again. “I’m not sure exactly how to explain it, but it’s a sense I’ve honed over the years in this line of work. I know it’s her who has had her eye on me during those times, I can feel her there.” 
 
    “And you didn’t think to mention that to me at some point in the last week because…?” The queen’s husky voice was polite, but in an extremely menacing way. 
 
    “We’ve all been a little busy, Cin,” I said. “It hasn’t been the easiest thing trying to manage the possible aftermath of killing those assassins without actually being seen near the castle myself, in case I bring the king into the danger that I just worked so hard to get him out of. I’ve had my estate members and spies making constant reports to me.” 
 
    “So?” she scoffed. “You can’t have been too busy to stop for a moment and say--” 
 
    “And then there’s the series of jobs I’ve still been accepting,” I continued. “Not to mention, managing my assassins and their jobs, keeping this business afloat and as discreet as possible, training Elis to control the murderous spirits he’s conjuring… Oh, yeah, and raising a juvenile nipitar… that’s been a real breeze.” 
 
    “Fine.” She scowled at my sarcastic grin. “But you could have made time to tell me you were being followed by that goddess bitch.” 
 
    “I didn’t see any reason to make you worry,” I reasoned. 
 
    “Well, I’m worried now!” she hissed, and her red-amber eyes got even brighter. 
 
    Then small trails of smoke trickled from her wings, and I realized she was dangerously close to snapping. 
 
    “I’m completely alright, surely you can see that,” I tried. 
 
    “Oh, surely,” the queen purred venomously. “You… you…” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes while I waited for her to come up with any kind of rebuttal, but she was just too furious now. 
 
    Then she pounced. 
 
    I rolled off the edge of the bench just in time to avoid her leaping on top of me with her teeth bared, and I landed in a crouch before I allowed her to come at me. 
 
    The queen was caught off-guard by this, and she suddenly spread her wings to try and stop herself like she sensed a trap at the last second. But she was already coming at me full-tilt, and I purposely allowed her to bowl me over. Then I got a firm grip on her and rolled to bring myself up on top of the furious queen. 
 
    She bucked her hips to try and dislodge me, and when that didn’t work, she attempted to shimmy backward out from under me. I put a stop to this by straddling her and pinning her wrists to the ground, and she jerked her head up in an attempt to snap at me with her bared teeth. 
 
    Then her skin began to grow ominously hot under my fingertips, and I saw the need to bring this conversation back into the bounds of peace. 
 
    But first I had to tear my eyes away from the queen’s plush cleavage as she laid there panting with all her curves on display on top of her outspread wings. 
 
    “The point is,” I said in a firm voice as I stared into her narrowed, still-glowing eyes. “The wind goddess is apparently on the loose in Ocadia, and--” 
 
    “Oh, that’s the point?” she snapped as her eyes started swimming with unshed tears. “Great! I guess nothing else matters, then, like the fact that some people might be worried for your safety, you stubborn fucking assassin!” 
 
    Cinis let out a furious roar, but it sounded more like a restrained sob, and I frowned slightly as I considered my raging lover. 
 
    I knew Cinis cared about me deeply, but her earlier threats toward the wind goddess were a lot more in line with the queen’s usual fierce nature than whatever this was. I pulled up short to study her face for a moment as I tried to figure out what was going on, and I couldn’t decide what I saw there. Tension, obviously, but she seemed much more upset than she normally would be. There was something under the surface that was causing this, I was sure of it. 
 
    I decided not to waste time playing games. 
 
    “Cin,” I prompted. “What’s going on? Talk to me.” 
 
    She only sighed as she suddenly stopped fighting against my hold. Then I rolled off of her and offered her a hand up, but the queen ignored this. Instead, she leaped to her feet to pace away from me a little, and she continued pacing with a worried look on her face that made her pale, perfectly sculpted features scrunch up slightly. She was clearly thinking hard about how to tell me something, and I waited as patiently as I could for her to spit it out. 
 
    A few minutes later, Cinis finally stopped in the middle of fiddling with her long black hair, and she turned to face me with her hands folded in front of her. 
 
    Then I realized there was a strange hint of excitement on her face. 
 
    But this was nothing like the exhilarated look I’d seen on her after she’d killed the Altayan assassin in the most badass way imaginable… nor was it the lusty, breathless gaze I was given each time I tumbled her into bed. No, this was something else, something that made her seem like she was glowing from the inside out. 
 
    Despite how tense she was, Cinis looked absolutely radiant about something. 
 
    “Dex,” she said in a voice that was slightly shy, but also quivering with excitement. “I’m… I’m pregnant.” 
 
    My jaw dropped so hard I thought it would hit the floor, and an infinite number of thoughts suddenly spiraled through my mind all at once. I couldn’t make much sense of any of them. There was only the general feeling that I shouldn’t be this shocked, since I knew Cinis had wanted a child since we’d first made love, but I was in fact very shocked. And slightly panicked at the idea that I, a Master Assassin and professional murderer, was going to have a child walking this world. 
 
    A child of a fire descendant. A child of a queen. 
 
    A child of a fucking mage assassin. 
 
    Cinis stared at me with wide, red-amber eyes while she waited for my face to do anything that showed I’d really heard her. 
 
    It didn’t. 
 
    I might have blinked once, but I couldn’t be sure, and before I could even think of getting a word out, a loud, distant whistling sound penetrated my hearing. 
 
    Cinis heard it, too, and we both looked around in alarm for the wind goddess. But it wasn’t the piercing sound of the wind I’d heard several times now. This sounded different somehow, and it was coming from directly overhead. 
 
    “Oh, dear,” Cinis mumbled. 
 
    “What?” I demanded, but she didn’t elaborate. 
 
    Cinis’ head just jerked skyward, and her eyes flared at what she saw there. My own eyes followed her gaze, and I inhaled sharply at the sight above me. 
 
    A meteor was hurtling down at us from the sky. 
 
    It was distant when I first caught sight of it, but by the time I had squinted a little to make sure I was really seeing a huge ball of flame flying toward us, it was already looming terrifyingly close over our heads. It blocked the light from the Ardere’s suns and filled the land below with a dimmer, ominous-looking, dark orange wash of light. The whistling noise must have been from the intensity of its speed, and I reckoned I could also hear the mad crackling of the flames that surrounded it and streamed behind it in a huge, fiery tail. The flames sounded a bit like they were laughing, and I was reminded eerily of the wind for a moment. 
 
    The absurdity of this thought brought me fully to my senses. 
 
    “Shit!” I bellowed in a rush of panic. 
 
    I swayed a little at the thought of this meteor hurtling toward my lover and our unborn child, but there was no time for contemplating it any more just now. I quickly snatched Cinis’ hand and started to sprint for the cave that connected with the castle and the beach below, and I dragged the queen along with me as the whistling grew louder and louder. 
 
    She soon picked up speed and dashed alongside me, and I was a little surprised to see that she didn’t look terrified. Only very apprehensive and deep in thought. 
 
    “Cinis…” I yelled as the whistling grew louder. 
 
    “Everything’s fine!” she insisted, but she did look a bit scared now. “Completely fine! This is totally fine!” 
 
    “Like hell it is!” I bellowed back. Then I threw a quick glance upward as we ran, and I saw that the meteor was almost directly upon us. 
 
    It dwarfed the whole royal courtyard, and I could already feel a wash of heat on my upturned face. 
 
    “Shit, shit, shit!” I repeated in a gasp as I tucked my head down and rushed onward. We were almost to the cave, but despite our breakneck speed, we weren’t quick enough. 
 
    With the boom of a thousand erupting volcanoes, the meteor struck the courtyard. 
 
    We were immediately thrown forward into the air by its force, and I let out another yell as I hurtled through the air. There was no way to stop. The most I could do was twist violently to the side to insert my body between Cinis and the flying debris that was raining down around us. 
 
    The queen shrieked a little as we landed, and I managed to brace myself on my hands and knees above her. My knees scraped painfully across the cobblestones on each side of her legs, and the impact sent pain lancing up my outstretched arms as I stayed in this protective position. 
 
    Cinis seemed safe, though, and I breathed out a small sigh of relief as chunks of rock and debris pelted off my back. Then I winced as a larger one about the size of a potato ricocheted off my shoulder blade. 
 
    Thankfully, no larger stones made contact with me, although some came close. An enormous chunk of cobbled terrace came crashing down just feet away from us, and a cloud of dust kicked up and made the queen cough. 
 
    I wheezed a little, too, and then I shook my head and climbed slowly to my feet. Once I made sure I was steady enough to support Cinis, I held out my hand for her to take, but she ignored me and leaped to her feet like she hadn’t just been thrown violently to the ground. 
 
    Suddenly, the queen seemed riled up in a whole different way, and she immediately stormed toward where the meteor lay out of sight in the deep crater it had made in the palace courtyard. 
 
    She didn’t seem even a quarter as stunned as I was. 
 
    “Cinis?” I frowned as she continued to stalk toward the scene. “You gonna fill me in on what the hell is going on?” 
 
    “I’d hate to worry you,” I heard her mutter under her breath, and I fought the urge to roll my eyes. 
 
    “Woman!” I shouted. “You were just giving me a hot pile of shit for keeping me…” 
 
    I paused when she was about twenty feet away from the destruction, since a pair of large, pale, strong-looking hands suddenly appeared over the rim of the crater. They firmly grasped the stony ledge as their owner leveraged himself up to climb out of the pit. 
 
    My jaw fell open for the second time that day as a tall man vaulted out of the crater and landed lightly on his feet. 
 
    Then he dusted his hands off with an oddly familiar expression of satisfaction, and a few orange sparks scattered from his palms and fingertips. The proud, noble planes of his face looked like they were sculpted from pale marble, and a mane of black hair tumbled loosely around his head and down to his chiseled jawline. A slight, scruffy beard shadowed his face and made his high cheekbones stand out even more, and he had bags under his eyes, like he hadn’t slept in days. 
 
    The bags made the striking burnt-amber color of his eyes practically leap out from his face, and even from this distance, I could see that his pupils spun and swirled with something glittery. 
 
    The sight made me stare in disbelief at the familiarity. 
 
    Despite his disheveled appearance, the man was undeniably handsome as fuck. Shockingly so, and he ran a long-fingered hand through his messy, tousled hair like he knew this. The jet-black strands seemed to turn into tendrils of russet flame that licked at the fingers casually running through them, but then his hair quickly faded like a red-hot anvil once his hand had passed through it. By the time he finished and was distractedly rubbing his jaw, his hair had fallen back into its previous glossy black shade and texture. 
 
    Then the newcomer’s luminous amber eyes roamed around and finally met mine, and they flared briefly to a red shade like the sunrise before a storm. This one look assured me that the man had a distinctly royal air about him, but not royal in the same way that the king was. In fact, this man’s obvious spirit of royalty made the king seem petty and pretentious. 
 
    Now some pressing questions came to me: Why the hell had this man come hurtling down out of the sky like a flaming meteor, and how was he completely unscathed as he climbed out of the huge crater created by the impact of him hitting the ground? 
 
    The manner of his arrival and the details of his appearance suddenly all fell into place, and I realized that there could only be one answer. 
 
    Then the handsome devil spread his arms wide toward Cinis and flashed a ridiculously charming grin that looked a hell of a lot like her own. 
 
    “My darling daughter!” he crooned as his eyes flared with fire. “I heard the wonderful news…”

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    “Hi,” Cinis said in a clipped tone, and the man’s grin faltered. 
 
    Then he turned to me and held out a marble-like hand. 
 
    “Feroxis,” he introduced himself.  
 
    “Dex Morgan,” I said in an even tone, and I shook his hand. 
 
    But the man’s grip was much firmer than I expected, and I kept my face as still as stone when he attempted to crush my fingers out of existence with a pleasant smile. 
 
    “Dex, this is my father, obviously,” Cinis sighed. 
 
    “And God of Irascible Flame,” he added, and he finally relinquished the casual death grip he had on my hand and approached Cinis. 
 
    I noticed that his movements held a hint of caution, despite the apparent casualness of his attitude. 
 
    As an assassin, I’d gotten incredibly good at reading people, and this sky god seemed human-like in enough ways for me to get an idea of what he was playing at. Or at least, one thing he was playing at. I suspected there were many more. But at the moment, I was sure that he had approached me first as a sort of test to see how his daughter would react to his presence. 
 
    He was nervous, and this became even more obvious when he gave his daughter a tense and one-armed embrace. 
 
    Cinis remained frozen in place with her arms stiff at her sides, and I narrowed my eyes a bit when Feroxis chuckled uncomfortably. 
 
    The idea of this fiery, intimidating god being nervous around anyone seemed ludicrous, but I knew from experience that matters of the heart could be different. 
 
    For example, as someone with the ability to be emotionally distant by nature and stone-cold by training, I never would’ve expected myself to be entangled in this affair with a descendent of the gods. Now I was experiencing the slightly nerve-racking introduction to her father, the God of Irascible Flame. 
 
    But nerve-racking or not, it was worth it. 
 
    And besides, I wasn’t just in this for myself at this point. I was in this for Cinis. And I was in this for… 
 
    “A baby!” Feroxis marveled in a voice that proved he was actually a bit annoyed about the development. “What a… gift.” 
 
    He cast another brief but red-eyed glance in my direction, and fear shot through my veins in spite of myself. 
 
    “A gift to most normal beings,” the queen agreed quietly. “But apparently not for you.” 
 
    The god seemed to forget the anger he was subtly threatening, and he stepped back with a hurt look on his face. 
 
    “Whatever do you mean, child?” he asked lightly. 
 
    “I’m not a child!” Cinis snapped at him. “I’m a priestess, and you haven’t even dropped in to say hi for the last… How long has it been? Do you even keep track anymore? Or did you actually forget you had a daughter?”  
 
    “So I’ve been a bit distant,” Feroxis admitted with a small shrug. Then he turned and took a step toward me with searing red eyes as he continued speaking casually to Cinis. “And you are a bit of a child, my dear. Think of how young you are compared to me. So much left of your life to live, so much to be accomplished and gained… But here you are, sharing your bed with this world-dweller, a random human who didn’t even have the courtesy to--” 
 
    “My name is Dex,” I interrupted in a clear voice. “And I’ve been around for quite a while now. I plan to continue with that for as long as she’ll have me.” 
 
    Feroxis took several steps closer with his eyes fixed on mine, like a wolf that had scented its prey. I met his flaming-red gaze with a little more calm than I felt, and he stared at me for a long moment as I felt a wave of heat come off him. 
 
    I realized with a start that his pale skin was now marbled with dangerous-looking flickers of shifting red and gold that were flaring brighter and brighter the longer he stared at me. It looked like flames were licking at his skin from the inside and trying to find a way out, and the more furious he grew, the brighter they became. 
 
    “Dad!” Cinis scoffed as she moved to my side. 
 
    The god blinked and gave his head a little shake like she’d broken some sort of trance. Then he seemed to realize he was radiating a blast of heat that actually caused my stark white hair to billow back from my face. 
 
    “Oh, pardon me,” he chuckled as he examined the marbled appearance of his arms and hands. “Must have gotten… distracted.” 
 
    He waggled his fingers and then shook his hands like they’d fallen asleep and he was trying to snap the feeling back into them. The flames beneath his skin dwindled and died out to leave it looking pale and statuesque again, and he flashed me a devilish smile with his red eyes gleaming. 
 
    “Wouldn’t want to accidentally harm the mere human, would I?” he purred. 
 
    “Oh, shut it,” Cinis snapped. “This is the life I want, and Dex is who I’ve chosen to be by my side for it, not just in my bed.” 
 
    “Well!” Feroxis resumed his previous casual tone like nothing out of the ordinary had happened. “I did raise you to do as you pleased, I suppose.” 
 
    Cinis hissed. “You did not raise--” 
 
    “From afar,” he amended. “I’ve always looked after you, darling. You know it’s true.” 
 
    “Have you?” Cinis crossed her arms. “Where was my hut in this land before I became queen?” 
 
    Feroxis’ expression remained a perfectly smooth mask for a long moment. 
 
    “Which one?” he finally asked. 
 
    “The one I’ve been in for the last century,” Cinis growled. 
 
    “It’s that way.” Feroxis pointed in the general direction of the fiery lake, which technically was near the Ember Fields, but he was still pretty off. 
 
    Cinis’ wings flared with red, and for a moment, the god actually looked guilty. But it was the kind of guilt I always saw on my nipitar’s face when I walked into the room and she pulled her long, crocodilian snout out of a box of fresh screwblers she’d gotten into while I was gone. 
 
    I turned the laugh that threatened to burst out of me into a slight cough, and Feroxis’ eyes fell on me again. He seemed entirely at ease with me now, and I saw no sign of the rage that had been threatening to spill out of his very flesh just a few moments ago. 
 
    So far, his personality seemed to consist mainly of the two polar extremes of Cinis’ moods: vengeful rage or charming and dangerous charisma. Apparently, there was absolutely no warning of when he would switch between the two, but I was sort of used to that, too. 
 
    Unfortunately, this brought some pressing issues into mind. 
 
    Like what the hell would my own little god descendent be like? What powers would this baby possess? Would they come out of Cinis with wings on its back, or just on fire? 
 
    Then I wondered if Feroxis might have answers to these questions, but I couldn’t quite figure out how to pose the questions. 
 
    “The child will likely have some fire powers,” the god told me bluntly, and I blinked in utter shock. “But nothing so… showy.” 
 
    Feroxis grinned as he waggled his perfectly-shaped eyebrows, and tendrils of fire crept up the sides of his face. Then the jet-black hairs on his head started to crackle with sparks, and they shot off in all directions and bounced to the ground. His eyes gleamed like the hottest fires I’d ever seen while he held my gaze through it all, but after a moment of this, Feroxis winked and extinguished his blaze in the same half-second. 
 
    I almost gave a reluctant chuckle, but I quickly bit the inside of my cheek when I glanced over and realized Cinis still looked unamused. I couldn’t say that I blamed her. 
 
    “Dad,” she growled. 
 
    “I did not burn the human, darling,” Feroxis hummed. “Look at him. All soft and unshiny, just how I found him. But his mind is in an absolute tumult, so I thought I’d… ease his worries.” 
 
    “Wait.” I furrowed my brow. “You can read minds?” 
 
    “You can breathe?” He flashed an unsettling grin. “Shall we be less dimwitted about all this? My daughter seems to actually admire you, so I’m certain there must be some sort of worth within you.” 
 
    I ground my jaw, but damn it if I wasn’t on the verge of chuckling again. This god had the quickest wit and a mountain of charm to smother it all in, and I couldn’t help being impressed.  
 
    He did seem eager to make amends, though. That much I could tell by the way his features softened every time he addressed Cinis. He was still standing here, despite how unwelcoming his daughter was being, so I decided to take advantage of this apparent openness to talk about my future child. 
 
    As this phrase passed through my head, I felt myself sway a little again, but I covered this up by gesturing toward the nearby benches. 
 
    “Shall we sit?” I offered. 
 
    “Let’s,” Cinis agreed. “And to be clear, my father can only read surface-level thoughts as they come to your mind. He cannot dig out every secret you have in your brain or know every little thing you’ve done in your life.” 
 
    “Oh, good,” I said with a nervous laugh. 
 
    I saw her father’s mouth twist into a rueful little smile before he walked along with us, but then he seated himself casually on the closest hunk of rubble a few feet to the side of my bench. I turned to face him, and he patted the empty hunk of stone next to him while he looked at Cinis. 
 
    “Come now, darling,” he crooned. “You know you’ve missed the presence of an elite fire being. Bask in the glow of family.” 
 
    Cinis sighed and went to sit on the rubble next to him, but she stayed just out of reach of the fatherly arm he was clearing longing to sling over her shoulder. I rubbed my jaw to discourage the grin that sprang to my lips. 
 
    “So,” I said briskly. “A child that’s one-fourth fire deity, and one-fourth… priestess, and half--” 
 
    “Feeble, powerless human?” Feroxis suggested with just a hint of annoyance. 
 
    “Dex may be human, but he has some magic of his own.” Cinis’ eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Magic?” The god looked slightly intrigued now. “Of what sort?” 
 
    “Well…” I began, and then I shifted uncomfortably. I typically made a habit of not discussing my mirroring powers with anyone outside my tiny circle. 
 
    “We’re all family here,” Feroxis joked, but then he seemed to actually hear his own words, and his smile curdled a little. 
 
    I guessed there was no point in hiding it from him. It wasn’t like he’d run around the city telling all the other mortals. 
 
    “I’m a mirror mage,” I explained. “If I touch another human’s skin, then I can essentially take on their appearance.” 
 
    “Oho!” Feroxis said, and he sat up a little straighter. “That’s a new one! Don’t tell me humans are suddenly becoming interesting down here.” 
 
    “Dad,” Cinis sighed. 
 
    “What?” he chuckled. “You know, it even gets a bit boring being around the sky gods these days. One does get sick of having thunderbolts thrown at them. Just no creativity at all… but look at this man! Mirror magic? That is not something I’ve ever had the pleasure of fighting against.” 
 
    He drummed his fingers against his thigh in an almost giddy way, and I had to laugh. 
 
    “Yeah, that isn’t quite what the magic is most useful for,” I told him. “It gets me where I need to be, under the noses of anyone who might report me, pretty much through any door in the city. But any actual fighting I do in my line of work is done with decades’ worth of skill and rigorous training behind it.” 
 
    “Aaaand we’re back to boring,” Feroxis sighed. “I can’t believe I’m going to say these next words, they’re incredibly dull… but… Tell me, Dex! What do you do for a living?” 
 
    I chuckled again as the man practically gagged on the small talk, but then Cinis chimed in, and she was finally smiling for the first time since her father arrived. 
 
    “He murders people and always gets away with it,” the queen purred. 
 
    I waited for the man’s response as a slow, wide smile spread across his face. His pristine teeth practically glittered as a low chuckle slipped from his lips, and suddenly, he actually looked impressed. 
 
    “My, my,” Feroxis crooned. “An assassin for a father… The ember certainly doesn’t fall far from the flaming tree, does it?” 
 
    “You are not an assassin,” Cinis scoffed. “You just like burning people alive! That doesn’t count! Dex is a professional!” 
 
    I smirked when she overpronounced this last word with the utmost sass, but before I could give my input, Cinis carried on belittling her father in my name. 
 
    “Dex is calculating and thorough in his work, he chooses every action carefully and carries out his murders with genuine care. When a man dies at his hand, it is done only after meticulous consideration of every detail, and any remains left behind could never be traced back to him. He doesn’t just leave charred trails of bodies all over the world like some careless gods I know! He doesn’t just slaughter innocent beings because he’s bored or wanting to hear some blood-curdling screams today! He’s a legitimate assassin, Dad. An artist! And infinitely more impressive than you when it comes to killing things.” 
 
    My eyebrows shot up as Cinis finally went silent, and she haughtily flicked her long hair over her wings as if the discussion was closed. 
 
    Feroxis was grinning more than ever now, and he eyed me up and down in a way that made fear shoot through my veins all over again. 
 
    “Goodness, you actually love this human, don’t you?” he chuckled. “You unpredictable little fire minx.” 
 
    “I do,” Cinis shot back. “So… stop being an ass.” 
 
    “Anything for you, darling,” Feroxis said with a bow of his head. 
 
    “And Dex has… other powers, too,” the queen added. 
 
    “Really?” Her father looked expectantly at me like he was waiting for me to do a trick of some sort. “There’s more?” 
 
    “Yes, the powers of the Water Goddesses flow through me,” I said with a nod. “I’m still exploring their uses, but they’ve come in handy in a more ‘fight-worthy’ way lately. I’ve exploded a few beings with them, and I recently fought off a wind goddess with them, but that--” 
 
    “Hold on.” Feroxis held up a pale hand. “You claim to be in the good graces of the Water Goddesses? The elemental deities of all water in this world? So much so that they have imparted their powers unto you?” 
 
    “Sort of,” I confirmed. 
 
    “Impossible.” He shook his head. 
 
    “Well, I stole the powers,” I clarified. “A witch I know embedded their waters into me, which did lead to a rather messy battle with the goddesses, but when all is said and done, we understand each other better now, and they’ve accepted me as a follower of theirs. They’ve agreed to guide me as I explore what the strength of their powers will translate into from here forward.” 
 
    “Ha!” Feroxis’ eyes flashed with intrigue. “I like you much more now.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I chuckled. 
 
    “But tell me…” Feroxis leaned forward and braced his elbows on his knees as he lowered his voice. “What of this wind goddess you mentioned?” 
 
    “So…” I said as I realized this man could potentially be useful to me in this issue. “I seem to have angered one of the deities--” 
 
    “Who was it?” Feroxis smiled with a bit of glee and rested his chin on his fists. “Was it Saviria? She’s always been terribly touchy… Or Melatephelus? She’s a biiitch, but a fun one, although she’s incredibly disgusted by human interaction, so… I’m guessing it’s not her. Let’s just hope it’s not one of the Gilim. It’s not, right?” 
 
    “No…” I frowned. “Well, I don’t think so. This is a wind goddess I’m dealing with. A sky god.” 
 
    “Aaaah.” Feroxis nodded knowingly. “So none of those, then…” 
 
    “She goes by the title ‘Goddess of the Prevailing Winds,’” Cinis added. “Does that name mean anything to you?” 
 
    “Nothing.” Her father frowned and shook his head. “There are way too many wind goddesses, though. I’ve known a good deal of them personally, but there are also many that I only vaguely know of… and there are likely some that I have no idea of at all. And knowing wind deities, it wouldn’t be surprising for one to take up some fancy name, even if it’s not their true title. Can you describe her?” 
 
    “Well, at first, it was me battling her human underlings,” I sighed. “But now we’ve moved on to her personally trying to kill me. I saw her take a human-like form once as my vision was traveling through the waters of the city, but she wasn’t fully ‘there,’ she was more wispy at the time. Kind of pearl-colored with long, flowing hair, delicate facial features, but kind of unsettling. Then I saw her again outside my window last week, but not all of her. I do remember that her eyes were a yellow-gold color and reminded me of a hawk’s, though. They were almost… liquid-like, but that could have been because she was partially materialized. Either way, she looked beyond pissed with me.” 
 
    Cinis’ father leaned back with a knowing expression on his face, and he actually looked on the verge of being concerned about all this. 
 
    “I think you’re dealing with a goddess named Mihany,” he mused, and he stayed lost in thought for a long moment. “I will never forget those eyes of hers, and her face… a bit feral, but absolutely gorgeous.” 
 
    “That’s the one,” I said and straightened up. 
 
    “It shouldn’t be,” he amended. “She should have been destroyed by now, but I’d know Mihany anywhere. She was riveting to behold.” 
 
    “Mihany,” Cinis said quietly, like she was tasting the name on her tongue. “You knew her well?” 
 
    “For a little while.” Her father nodded. “I used to call her Miha. She hated it.” 
 
    “That seems like an odd thing to hate,” I mumbled. 
 
    “She thought it was sweet at first,” he said with a charming grin. “Then she started getting big ideas, and she decided it was juvenile. She wanted to be worshiped and feared. By everyone. So it’s not too surprising for her to dabble with the lesser humans. Her and her two sisters. Called themselves the Wayward Wind Goddesses.” 
 
    I shared a look with Cinis. “Did you know them, too?” 
 
    “No, I only knew Miha,” he said. “But I knew of the others from their origins. You see, there was once a goddess named Lina. She was one of many… many goddesses I used to, ah… spend time with.” 
 
    Cinis made a disgusted face, and he mirrored it back at her before he went on. 
 
    “Lina and I used to wreak havoc all over the world, really. Long before Cinis came into being. And before your type of mortals were even in existence. My unbridled fury and her relentless winds played very well together. The fires we swept across this world were a thing of beauty, and we thought everything was a laugh. Or I did, at least. Lina, on the other hand, started taking things very seriously once she got a good taste of the awe and adoration of the world-dwellers. Somehow, their fear was flattering to her.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes to show what he thought of this. 
 
    “But how do the Wayward sisters fit into all this?” I asked. 
 
    “Well…” Feroxis hesitated. “What you have to understand about these three sisters is that there was a bit of an uproar about them when they came into being. It was whispered that there was too much power concentrated within one of the sky deities, so she was torn apart and split into three different goddesses. Around the same time, Lina vanished from existence.” 
 
    “Lina was the one who became the Wayward Wind Goddesses?” I stared in awe. 
 
    “That is our suspicion.” Feroxis nodded. “One of them was obviously Mihany. The others were Meluna, and… Belinay, I think? I just remembered them as Mel and Bel.” 
 
    He chuckled and then paused like he was thinking again, and when Cinis motioned for him to hurry up, he gave her a scowl that looked so much like the scowl I sometimes saw on Cinis herself that a snort of laughter burst out of me. 
 
    “Sorry,” I muttered as they both turned to look at me with identical facial expressions. “Continue.” 
 
    “Anyways,” Feroxis chuckled. “There was always something wrong with Miha. Just… a feeling like something was off. I kept an eye on her for a while once I suspected she was a part of Lina. Without her mother, of sorts, around, she really needed someone to keep an eye on her. And she was always chasing something, but once she got it, it still seemed like she was wanting something more. I think when she found out about the existence of her sisters, it just took over her. That was what she thought she was missing all that time, maybe.” 
 
    “Wow,” I murmured as I tried to take this all in. “But… you didn’t think so?” 
 
    “I’m still not sure,” he admitted. “Wind goddesses are hard to know. They’re just… intangible. Wild in a different way than Cinis or I. Fire beings are intimidating, yes, but we, and even me as a sky god, can be more human-like than we’d like to admit. We can often understand each other. Our impulses, our desires, our needs. When we burn, there is always a purpose to it, and a reason why we lash out. But wind goddesses are a whole different type of wild. Miha was just completely foreign to me at times. That girl could never be calmed, and it was as if it never even occurred to her that she might be able to sit still for a moment. She’d much rather scatter herself across the world over and over again.” 
 
    Cinis looked like she couldn’t help but be a little impressed with the wind goddess she loathed so much. “So, did she manage to rejoin her sisters?” 
 
    “Last I knew of her, she was trying to,” Feroxis sighed. “But she was clearly willing to go to drastic lengths to do it, and she didn’t want to stop there. She had a whole plan. World domination… Yada yada… It was a bit much for me, you know.” 
 
    “I doubt that,” Cinis muttered. 
 
    “A whole world is a lot of work, darling.” He grinned lazily at his daughter. “Since when have I sought responsibility like that?” 
 
    Cinis fought against a smirk but failed miserably, and her father turned back to me to continue. 
 
    “I had to cut ties with her,” he continued. “But it was lucky I did, because the true elemental deity of the wind stepped in and ended all three of them. I may be a bit wild myself, but I didn’t have a death wish.” 
 
    “Understandable.” I nodded and then steepled my fingers. “But as we now know, this goddess, Mihany, was not fully destroyed. So maybe her sisters weren’t, either.” 
 
    “Perhaps not,” he agreed. “The question is how that is possible.” 
 
    “Dex knows,” Cinis said with obvious smugness. 
 
    “Yes, the Water Goddesses filled me in a little,” I agreed. “Apparently, some mortals of our world tried to preserve some part of the Wayward Wind Goddesses in order to help them rise again one day. But the Water Goddesses said there had been no talk of this actually occurring since then.” 
 
    “Those little brats.” Feroxis smirked. “Leave it to the Water Goddesses to keep all the best secrets for themselves. If I’d heard of this, I would have found these scraps of Mihany ages ago, and--” 
 
    The man bit his tongue when he realized Cinis was glaring at him, and then he offered her another charming smile. 
 
    “And I… would have left all the scraps right where they were!” he lied through his teeth. “Such a shame she’s up and about again. So dangerous.” 
 
    “It is dangerous!” Cinis snapped. “She’s after Dex! My Dex! And anyway, why were you following this Mihany anywhere? It’s not like she’s a daughter of yours!” 
 
    “Because she’s Lina’s daughter,” he said defensively. “She was a young and very unruly goddess, she needed someone fatherly to look after her. It’s just her bad luck that her form of creation left her without a parent in sight, and I chose to keep an eye on her.” 
 
    “You don’t even keep an eye on me,” Cinis growled. “And I’m your actual daughter!” 
 
    “And it appears that’s a good thing,” Feroxis chuckled. “Look how Miha turned out! You’re doing much better than her. But I am sorry she’s after your beau, darling. He might live, though! Perk up!” 
 
    “She hasn’t blown over my entire estate yet,” I agreed. “But what if she’s trying to get her sisters together all over again? I don’t know how likely that is to happen, but--” 
 
    “Incredibly likely, of course.” Feroxis shrugged. “This is Miha we’re talking about. Restless, roaming, and entirely obsessive Miha. If she has returned, she will stop at nothing to regain her power, and after tasting the might of her sisters combined… she’ll be even more determined than before. But I have to ask, why does she care at all about you? You’re a human.” 
 
    “I assassinated her assassins,” I said, and he frowned more deeply than I’d seen him frown yet. “They were after the King of Ocadia, but I have no idea why. I only know that they were her puppets from the southern kingdom, I’ve snuffed them out, and now she’s royally pissed at me about it.” 
 
    “Hmm…” Feroxis tapped his chiseled chin. “Miha, Miha, Miha… what in the name of the gods are you dabbling in now?” 
 
    “I think the more important question is how do I destroy her before she gets her sisters in on any of this,” I pointed out. 
 
    Now Feroxis looked impressed. “You’re not going to flee from her?” 
 
    “No, of course not,” I snorted. “I just need to figure out her weakness. She’s a sky deity, so she’s not invulnerable, right? So how do I destroy her?” 
 
    I had a feeling that Cinis’ father could be a big help if he was inclined to, and luckily, this seemed to be the case at the moment. 
 
    “I may have some knowledge that can definitely be of use to you,” he announced. “But you world-dwellers aren’t supposed to know about it, even the magical ones. Are you prepared to keep this secret?” 
 
    I nodded my agreement. “I have a lot of experience with keeping secrets.” 
 
    “Cinis?” Feroxis glanced at his daughter. “Can I trust you?” 
 
    “Me?” Cinis’ wings flared with flames. “Can you trust me? The very fact that you have the gall to ask me about trust--” 
 
    “That is a yes,” Feroxis muttered and turned back to me. “Now, it is true that sky deities are not invulnerable. Don’t get any ideas, though. I would absolutely destroy you, young man.” 
 
    “I’m… not planning to kill you,” I said. “I would actually love to have zero involvement with deities, but somehow I just keep getting mixed up with them and nearly dying.” 
 
    “Yes, we’re fun like that.” Feroxis flashed me a scary grin. “That being said, killing us is more complicated than killing a man, one might say.” 
 
    “More complicated how?” Cinis asked. 
 
    “With world-dwellers, if you want them dead, well, you just kill them,” Feroxis said. “Isn’t that right, Dex? Destroy their body, and that’s it. They’re gone. But sky deities have something more within them. We call it the shadow self, and it’s basically another version of our spirit that exists in sort of another plane of this realm. It’s complicated. But essentially, if you kill a sky deity, their shadow self will just be roaming around, lost in a version of reality that is very close to ours. Think of it as a world that’s vastly unrecognizable, yet only separated from us by a hair’s width.” 
 
    “Okay.” I raised my eyebrows. “That sounds like something a necromancer would say.” 
 
    “Precisely.” Feroxis smiled again. “That’s because this vastly unrecognizable world I speak of is a place that can theoretically be slipped into or out of. Similar to how your necromancers summon other dead beings from the land of the dead, but the process with sky deities is much more complicated and involves this very mysterious and often lethal barrier. To dabble successfully with that barrier requires quite a lot of gumption and knowledge.” 
 
    “So, it might be necromancers, or someone like them, who managed to bring this goddess back,” I realized. 
 
    “I would say it’s almost certainly your very necromancers who have done all this, yes.” Feroxis nodded like it was too obvious. “In fact, if I were a certain well-trained assassin who is oh-so-very thorough in his work, I might decide to visit some necromancers of high esteem in this particular case. Just a suggestion.” 
 
    He sent Cinis a winning smile that didn’t even attempt to hide the fact that he was sucking up right now. Cinis just rolled her eyes and looked away, but I nodded my understanding. 
 
    “Yeah, if their kind somehow managed to help these goddesses survive being destroyed by their elemental deity… they could definitely be helpful here,” I reasoned. 
 
    “Indeed,” Feroxis agreed. Then he took a deep breath and rubbed his jaw as he thought for a moment. “You know, when I heard what was happening to Miha and her sisters, I came down here. It happened down here on the surface world, you know, but in the south. It had been quite some time since I’d even seen her, but I wanted to maybe… pay my respects.” 
 
    He looked away like he was ashamed of showing this emotion, and Cinis actually managed to stop glaring at him for a moment. 
 
    “But I think they were just… finishing,” Feroxis continued. “I saw the wind deities gathered there, along with their almighty elemental god. Quite a turnout for that one. The whole lot of them were rounding up these three sort of ghostly, horrifying, smoky shadows that were just… screaming and screaming. It was awful, really. And one of them had Mihany’s eyes. Those golden eyes you spoke of. They were glowing.” 
 
    The way he bit his lip in sadness reminded me so strongly of Cinis for a moment that it made me sad, and I wished there was something I could say to comfort the man. But then he went back to his previous self in the blink of an eye. 
 
    “So that was that,” he said in a crisp voice. “Or at least, I thought it was. You see the shadow self of your loved ones, and you assume they’re moments from utter destruction. I suppose I’m not as smart as I like to think I am.” 
 
    As I thought over his words, a strange feeling of familiarity was creeping over me, but I couldn’t figure out what it was that this conversation reminded me of. 
 
    Then it struck me like a thunderbolt as I realized where I’d seen ghostly shadows just like this before. 
 
    “Shit!” I gasped. “Elis…” 
 
    “Who?” Feroxis turned to me with a blank expression. 
 
    “Uh… no one,” I said, but I shared a quick, significant look with Cinis.  
 
    Those shadows her father spoke of sounded eerily like the spirits Elis was capable of conjuring. I’d seen them for myself, and even I had been terrified of their ghostly images. But I hadn’t known much about them. There were no other conjurers within my estate, and even my former Master didn’t know exactly what to make of them. 
 
    I couldn’t help wondering if some of those spirits could be these shadow selves of the sky gods, though. What if Elis was actually capable of summoning these very spirits from the unrecognizable void Feroxis mentioned? 
 
    What if they could re-enter this world permanently through him? 
 
    “One thing at a time,” Cinis breathed, and I realized she knew precisely where my mind was at. 
 
    “True,” I agreed. “So I need to figure out how to destroy this goddess’ shadow self. That’s the only way I’ll be able to banish her entirely from existence.” 
 
    “Correct.” Feroxis nodded. 
 
    “But that means arranging a meeting with some of the necromancers,” I realized. 
 
    “That sounds fun.” The god flashed another wicked smile. 
 
    “Which I don’t want anyone doing on my behalf…” I chewed my lip. “But I also have to go see the king today.” 
 
    “The king?” Feroxis asked. “That sounds odd for a man who just murders people for a living. What do you have to see him for?” 
 
    “I’ve been keeping an eye on his security ever since this goddess showed up,” I replied. 
 
    He stared at me with his mouth slightly ajar, like he either didn’t know what I meant or didn’t entirely believe me. 
 
    “So… you not only kill things, but… protect things as well,” he mused, and I could almost see the gears failing to turn in his mind. “You just… do both ends of the spectrum?” 
 
    “Yes, because he’s a highly-respectable Master Assassin,” Cinis hotly cut in. “He’s the sort of man a person can put their utmost faith and trust in, Dad. Why do you think I’m having a child with him?” 
 
    I couldn’t help smiling at this speech, and when Cinis looked at me, she suddenly blushed all over. A cute smile sprang to her pouty lips, and I was once again floored that she was in fact having my child. Both of us were going to be parents, and as crazy as that seemed, what with her handsome god of a father crash-landing for a visit, the idea filled me with pride. 
 
    Cinis was an unbelievably complex and irresistible woman, and she loved me just as much as I loved her. It was almost unfathomable how lucky I was. 
 
    “Ughhh,” Feroxis suddenly groaned. Then he tore his hands through his hair and sent flames flying through the strands before he glared at me. “I get it, alright! You’re stunningly superior in my daughter’s eyes. You don’t have to rub it in by making her all smiley like that.” 
 
    “I didn’t do anything,” I chuckled, and Cinis smiled even wider. 
 
    “You do plenty just by existing, Dex,” the queen purred, but when her eyes became a little dewy, I realized I did sort of owe her an apology. 
 
    “Sorry for earlier,” I said gently. “I should have told you about the goddess following me sooner, I just… I hate worrying you, and you’ve had so much to keep track of since becoming Queen of the Ardere.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” she murmured. “I’m sorry for lashing out and attacking you. I was upset, and I get a bit fiery when I’m upset.” 
 
    “Yes, I know,” I chuckled. “But I won, so…” 
 
    Cinis instantly glared at me, and I was about to laugh when I realized her father was glaring at me just as much. 
 
    “Well, I should be going,” Feroxis suddenly announced. 
 
    “So soon?” Cinis asked like this didn’t shock her in the slightest. 
 
    “Fraid so,” he replied. “It was really lovely to see you, darling, but if I stay here, I’m only going to get into some sort of trouble. You know that.” 
 
    “It’s okay, I get it,” she said with a shrug that seemed extremely hostile. “You don’t want to get involved.” 
 
    “Involved?” Her father looked taken aback. Then he puffed up a little. “In what? I congratulated you on the little spawn you created, what more--” 
 
    “I meant in the Mihany situation,” Cinis sighed. 
 
    This time, her dad didn’t make a smart response. He drummed his fingers on his thigh until little blue flames started to rain down from them, and then he narrowed his eyes at his daughter. 
 
    “You think I’m afraid, don’t you?” he asked. 
 
    “No, I don’t think you care enough to be afraid,” she said bluntly. “You just don’t want to help. You don’t want to put in any effort to assist anyone but yourself.” 
 
    “Now, hold on.” Feroxis seemed to be fighting against a grin. “I never said I wouldn’t help. You, on the other hand, have not deigned to ask for my help.” 
 
    Cinis’ eyes flared red in an instant as her gaze snapped to her father’s face. 
 
    I tried to discreetly inch away from them. The heat billowing from the Ember Priestess proved that Feroxis had struck a chord, and I honestly didn’t want to know what a genuine fight between the two would look like. 
 
    But Feroxis only smiled when Cinis’ wings began to smoke. 
 
    “Always so stubborn,” he muttered. “But my darling, as distant as I may be, I do keep an ear out for you. I always have. And you have never, not once, called to me for anything. Now… is this you asking for my help at last?” 
 
    His taunting tone made Cinis’ bat-like wings turn a terrifying shade of red, and she continued smoldering in silence for a long, tense moment. 
 
    Which I found interesting. 
 
    Cinis was always quick to jump into heated arguments with me, and it was one of the most enjoyable things about her. I loved that we could genuinely fight when we were both worked up enough, and yet we still loved each other in the end. But now, despite how furious she clearly was with her father, she wouldn’t say a damn word. 
 
    So I figured he was in the right here, at least a little bit. 
 
    Cinis may have been angry at him for never coming to see her, but if she really never invited him down in all these years, well… They were each just as stubborn as the other. 
 
    “Still waiting,” Feroxis hummed, and Cinis let out a smoky hiss as she looked away. 
 
    “Don’t make me say it,” she growled. 
 
    “I’m a simple god, my darling,” her father sighed. “I must hear clear words in order to know what in the world I’m supposed to be doing.” 
 
    “Fine,” Cinis said through gritted teeth. “Dad…” 
 
    “Yes?” Feroxis smiled condescendingly at his smoldering daughter. 
 
    Then the queen narrowed her eyes, and a devious smirk curled on her lips. 
 
    “Dad,” she started again. “I know you’re an unstoppable catalyst of chaos, so I won’t ask you to manage anything too difficult. But is there anything you’re capable of doing to investigate these Wayward Wind Goddess sisters without causing even more trouble for Dex? It would be helpful if he knew for sure that they’re not all reunited already, or whether or not some faraway necromancers have succeeded in bringing them back from their shadow selves. Is that a level of responsibility you could handle?” 
 
    “Hmm …” Feroxis’ smile was long gone, and he nodded slowly. “I suppose I preferred it when you simply gave me the silent treatment, but… Yes. I can do some looking around for you and your beloved. Like I told you, there are many wind goddesses, and they’re widely scattered both by nature and by choice. But I will look as hard as I can, I promise you that.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she curtly replied, but she sounded genuine about it. 
 
    Her dad seemed to notice this, too, because he raised his arms like he was offering a hug. Cinis didn’t reciprocate, but she allowed him to pat her comfortingly on the shoulder instead, like she was a cat who might bite him. 
 
    “It was good to see you, my darling,” he said with a smile. “You’ve really grown into a terrifying Ember Priestess.” 
 
    “And queen,” Cinis added as she smiled back. 
 
    “Yes, that, too,” Feroxis chuckled. “By the way, we all heard about Ignis up there. It’s been the talk of the Fire Realm for ages now. Certainly gave me plenty to brag about, I must say.” 
 
    “Well, Dex is the one who killed him for me,” Cinis informed her dad. 
 
    This seemed to annoy her dad all over again, but he offered me a begrudging nod.  
 
    “How gallant,” he muttered. “Anyway! I really must be going!” 
 
    I couldn’t help flinching when he suddenly stood up and came toward me, and I jumped to my feet to find him smiling that same intimidating grin again. Then he extended his hand to me. 
 
    “Thank you for taking good care of my daughter,” he said, and he only marginally tried to crush my fingers when I shook his hand this time. 
 
    “It’s been my pleasure,” I said with a nod, but then his eyes flashed red, and I cleared my throat.  
 
    “Dad, let go,” Cinis sighed, and my hand was suddenly released from its crushing cage. 
 
    “I will be back,” Feroxis announced in an ominous tone. Then he leaped up onto the tall ridge of the crater he’d created when he landed, and he ran a hand through his hair to make it flame a bit. “Oh, and Dex?” 
 
    “Yes?” I asked warily. 
 
    “Be careful,” he said in earnest. “Wind goddesses are mad, but Mihany is a different breed entirely. Watch out for birds.” 
 
    He gave me a brisk nod and didn’t wait for any sort of response before he leaped inside the crater. 
 
    Then Cinis immediately snatched up my hand and dragged me away from the scene, and I joined her in running toward the cave’s mouth. Two seconds later, a ground-shaking boom cracked through the air, and her father hurtled into the sky in a massive ball of flames. 
 
    It whistled off into the emptiness and left behind a trail of smoke and a hail of cobblestones that crashed down around us again, and I turned to find Cinis smiling the tiniest bit as she cupped her hand over her belly.

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    I hated to leave Cinis after everything that had happened with both her news and her father’s appearance, but my job was never done. After promising to see her again as soon as possible and to tell her the next time I was attacked by a gust of wind, I made the venture through the Forest of Hud and back into Ocadia.  
 
    All I could think about as I walked was Cinis and the child she was growing inside her. Our child. The words made something fizz in my gut, like one of the magic fruits from Eroven’s stall. We were going to have a child together. 
 
    But it wasn’t the time to think about fatherhood, in any sense of the word.  
 
    I had a king to see. 
 
    The heat of the two hanging suns had managed to dry the water from my run-in with the wind goddess, but by the time I breached the edge of the forest, I was drenched in sweat. My tunic stuck to my lower back, and I shifted uncomfortably as I pulled the sticky fabric from my skin.  
 
    I kept my head low as I headed toward the city’s centre. My breath came in short, quick pants, and a few strands of icy-white hair curled over my forehead and into my charcoal-gray eye.  
 
    It was easy to blend into the crowd as I neared the heart of the market. It was one of the skills I had honed over the years, and it came in handy even when I wasn’t on a job. Sometimes, I was just sweaty and didn’t want anyone to notice.  
 
    I walked quickly, but I kept my eyes peeled as I drew nearer to the palace walls. There were only so many people in the kingdom who would have either unfettered or unnoticed access to the palace, and I imagined after the assassination attempt, the king had beefed up security.  
 
    “Shit,” I swore under my breath as I came to a stop at a stall selling finely woven garments a few yards from the castle’s grounds. I flashed the woman tending to the fabric a small, charming smile and watched as her ruddy cheeks darkened.  
 
    I pretended to investigate an atrociously blue tunic but kept my gaze on the castle. 
 
    There were more heavily-armed guards milling about the castle’s entrance than I’d seen in quite some time. The men all had stern sets to their jaws as they moved in well-organized lines.  
 
    “Anything I can help you with, sir?” the homely, peasant-looking woman asked. Her voice was hoarse and rasping, and I had a feeling she had made a habit of imbibing in some of the lesser alchemists’ more addictive potions.  
 
    I kept my two-toned eyes down as I shook my head. They were easily my most recognizable feature, and the last thing I wanted was someone being able to place me near the castle.  
 
    “No,” I said before I hesitated. “Well, maybe you can. Can you tell me what’s been going on at the castle?”  
 
    The woman’s eyes lit up, and I could tell I’d struck gold. 
 
    “You haven’t heard?” she asked but didn’t wait for a response before she barreled forward. “Somebody tried to kill the king.”  
 
    “Really? What makes you say that?” I tried not to sound too interested, but my heart quickened by a few beats.  
 
    Luckily for me, the woman seemed eager to gossip. 
 
    “Well, that’s what I’ve heard those guards talking about, at least,” she said and dusted off her hands on the apron she wore. “They’ve all got mouths on them, that’s for sure. They made me push my stall back. Do you have any idea how long that took? I ain’t got anything to do with any of that, and my family’s held this spot for centuries!” 
 
    “What a shame,” I said, though I didn’t really believe the woman’s claim. If given the opportunity, everyone in the city’s market would tell me how they had been a pillar of the community since before the first bricks of the palace had even been laid.  
 
    As the woman continued to rant about something, growing louder and more impassioned with each passing second, I caught sight of something promising, and I was surprised the idea hadn’t come to me sooner.  
 
    A pair of men in the dirty tunics of farmhands were walking along one of the paved paths that led around the castle as they pushed a wheelbarrow. Instead of going up the steps, however, they were walking downward into a tunnel at the westernmost side of the large building.  
 
    Of course. The king wouldn’t have the food for the kitchen brought in through the front doors. There must have been some sort of side entrance for the lower-ranking staff. 
 
    “Thanks for the information,” I said and interrupted the woman in the middle of a story about a haunted cow. My steps were brisk as I quickly navigated through the last few remaining stalls and headed toward the narrow path I’d watched the farmhands use around the side of the castle.  
 
    It didn’t take me long to step in front of the farmhands and their wheelbarrow. 
 
    “What in the world are the two of you doing?” I set my hand down on the wheelbarrow to stop them in their tracks. 
 
    The first farmhand, who was a stocky man with arms the size of tree trunks, frowned as he looked up at me. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” he asked gruffly. He looked over at his companion, who was a taller man with a narrow, pointed face and sunburned cheeks as if he had any inkling, either.  
 
    The second man shrugged.  
 
    “The castle is on lockdown,” I said, like it was obvious. “They aren’t letting just anyone in.”  
 
    “We’ve got a delivery to make,” the first man said with a huff. “The castle isn’t going to get its eggs any other way.” 
 
    “Someone should have come to your farm to explain this,” I said with a shake of my head and a click of my tongue. “I’ll take the wheelbarrow from here.”  
 
    I reached out toward the men and brushed my hand against the taller man’s fingers as I grabbed for the handle of the wheelbarrow.  
 
    The familiar tingling under my skin began to travel up my arm, but I forced the feeling back as the man pushing the wheelbarrow took a step back.  
 
    “I don’t know what you think you’re doing, pal, but--” 
 
    “You’ll be doubly compensated for the trouble,” I said with a sternness in my voice that caused both the men to take a step back. “Now, please, allow me to do my job.”  
 
    The feeling of my mirroring abilities was getting hard to ignore, and I knew I didn’t have much longer before I’d lose the ability to shift into my borrowed form. Time was of the essence. 
 
    “Fine,” the first man grumbled and threw his hands up in defeat. The wheelbarrow clanked to the ground. “Damned monarchs. Come on, Spurgeon.” 
 
    The second man, apparently Spurgeon, sighed and ducked his head as he followed after his companion and lumbered down the pathway in the direction they’d come from.  
 
    I exhaled a sigh of relief as they turned away and finally let my powers loose. It only took a few seconds before my face was no longer my own. Thankfully, the transition wasn’t too dramatic since the man was of a similar build to me. He was less muscular than I was, however, and so my clothes hung off my shoulders like I was a child playing dress-up.  
 
    I didn’t waste any time in moving around the wheelbarrow and resuming the push down the path.  
 
    The paved trail led into a dark mouth at the side of the castle. Each step I took echoed around me, and the only light came from a few flickering torches mounted onto the walls. At the end of the pathway was a large metal gate guarded by two men in the king’s colors.  
 
    They stared at me discerningly. 
 
    “Eggs,” I said and was surprised at the high pitch of the man’s voice coming out of my mouth.  
 
    The guards both looked at each other before nodding. One of them pushed open the gate, and I flashed him a gap-toothed smile as I pushed the wheelbarrow inside the castle walls. 
 
    It wasn’t the most glamorous way of getting inside, but it had worked, and that was all that mattered. 
 
    I continued to follow the pathway as it led through the bowels of the castle. It was strange to realize that in all my time working as an assassin in Ocadia, I had never been in this part of the kingdom. I supposed there really was a first time for everything.  
 
    The pathway came to a halt at a large set of heavy wooden doors. I didn’t hesitate to push my way inside with the nose of the wheelbarrow, and I found myself inside the bustling kitchen of the palace.  
 
    “There you are!” a man shouted in my direction. “I’ve been waiting for those eggs for ages!”  
 
    He didn’t say anything else to me before he snapped his fingers, and two underlings appeared to heft the large wooden crates from the bowl of the wheelbarrow. 
 
    In the midst of the hubbub surrounding the eggs, I noticed a woman in typical servants’ garb disappear up a narrow stairwell at the far end of the kitchen. 
 
    While the chef was distracted with the eggs, I slipped away and followed the woman. No one so much as noticed me leave.  
 
    I kept a careful distance from the woman as I followed her into the upper levels of the castle that I was more familiar with, and I stayed on my guard the whole way. I had a feeling the security inside the castle walls would match the level I’d seen outside, and the last thing I needed was for some overeager guard to apprehend me. 
 
    But the guards’ marching regiment was no match for my stealth skills, and I was easily able to mask myself in the shadows as I made my way down the familiar corridors and pathways until I stood outside the door the king had led me to the first time we’d met.  
 
    I glanced over my shoulder to make sure the coast was clear before I transformed back into myself again. While the man I had mirrored wasn’t too different from my own physical form, the strangeness of being someone else only became apparent once I was back in my own body. It was like slipping on a comfortable pair of trousers.  
 
    I straightened my tunic and made sure my icy-white hair was pushed back from my face before I rapped my knuckles against the door.  
 
    After a few seconds, the door swung open, and I was face to face with the startled-looking king.  
 
    The king was a jovial human man in his early seventies. He had a shock of graying auburn curls with a heavy golden crown nestled on top of his head. There were dark bags under his eyes that were clearly new, and despite the startled smile on his face, I could tell the assassination attempt had taken its toll on the man. 
 
    “Master Morgan!” he exclaimed as he took a small step aside to let me into his chambers. “How in the… I had no idea you were here, my guards haven’t alerted—” 
 
    “I let myself in,” I said with a slight smirk. 
 
    The king’s eyes flashed at the words, but then an impressed grin twitched at their corners. 
 
    “Under the recent circumstances, I should be twice as furious,” he muttered after a moment. “But I’m only twice as impressed you’ve found your way inside. I was beginning to wonder if you would ever show your face in the castle again. If you are worried about being turned away, don’t be. I told the guards that you are my new weapons expert. Your secret profession is safe with me.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said in surprise. For once, someone had thought of something before I could.  
 
    “Of course, Dex,” the king said and waved one of his heavily ring-adorned hands.  
 
    I offered him a small, almost apologetic smile as the door shut behind me and stepped further into the room. There was a large, gilded desk that took up the majority of the space with an ornate chair resting behind it. The surface of the desk was scattered with thick scrolls and maps that the king had clearly been poring over when I knocked.  
 
    “I apologize for my absence,” I said to the king’s back as he made his way back to his chair and sat down. “But, the situation has been… more complex than I originally thought.”  
 
    The king looked at me and frowned as I moved to stand behind the unoccupied chair. 
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked and clasped his wrinkled hands together atop his desk. “The situation with the assassination attempt?”  
 
    “Yes. I fear that I haven’t been completely honest with you about the nature of the attempt on your life.”  
 
    The king’s brow furrowed, and his lips drew into a thin line. “What do you mean? They were assassins sent by one of the southern kingdoms, were they not?”  
 
    “No,” I said with a shake of my head. “The assassins weren’t affiliated with any of the surrounding kingdoms. Or any kingdom at all.”  
 
    The furrow in the king’s brow grew deeper, and for the first time since I’d met him, he truly looked his age. “What are you talking about, Dex? Out with it!”  
 
    “After some investigation, I believe the assassins were followers of the Goddess of the Prevailing Winds,” I explained as I searched the king’s face for any signs of recognition at the title.  
 
    “A wind goddess?” he asked instead. “What would a wind goddess have to do with me?”  
 
    “I wish I could tell you more,” I sighed. “But the situation is still unraveling as we speak. It seems, however, that you’ve managed to attract the attention of the wind goddess, and for one reason or another, she wants you dead.”  
 
    The king blanched and reached up to place his hand over his chest. For a moment, I was afraid he was going to be ill. 
 
    “A goddess wants me dead, and the Master Assassin I hired to protect me vanishes?” he asked with more than a hint of accusation creeping into his tone. “You’ve communicated solely through letters for weeks now, Master Morgan. What is happening in my kingdom? What—”  
 
    “The letters were for your protection,” I explained. “I’ve managed to draw the goddess’ attention onto myself, and for the last handful of weeks, she’s been trailing me. The last thing I wanted to do was lead her back to you again.”  
 
    “Then why are you here now?” he asked and glanced around, as if the goddess had somehow managed to sneak into the palace behind me. 
 
    “The goddess attacked me directly today, and I knew I couldn’t ignore the situation any longer,” I explained. “I’ve not left you defenseless by any means. I’ve had my assassins staking out the castle grounds day and night to ensure your protection, but keeping you in the dark wasn’t doing anyone any favors.” 
 
    The king sank back in his chair and let out a slow breath as he seemed to process what I had told him. 
 
    “What does she want from me?” he asked. “What could I have possibly done to draw this Goddess of the Prevailing Winds’ attention?”  
 
    “I’m still working that portion of her plan out,” I said. “But we need to increase your protection until I can put a stop to this for good.”  
 
    “What?” the king exclaimed. “I’ve already tripled the number of guards on the grounds at any given time. And you just told me your assassins have been keeping watch. What more can you possibly do?”  
 
    I drummed my fingers on the top of the ornate chair. “The added guards are a good first step, but you need constant protection. I will assign a handful of my assassins to you directly to act as personal bodyguards.”  
 
    “I can allow that,” the king said with a sigh. “I’d just hoped this entire mess would have been over with once the assassins were taken care of. Thank you for the protection, Master Morgan.”  
 
    The king seemed to think my assassins were the only extra measures I had in mind, and I cleared my throat as I prepared to let him in on the rest of my plan. 
 
    “That isn’t all,” I said to him. “Given the magical nature of the attacks on your life, I think you need magical protections as well.” 
 
    The king frowned. “I’m not a magical being. What sort of magical protections could you possibly offer me? Is there anything I have to do to get this protection?” 
 
    “It’s already been taken care of,” I assured the king. “You’ll be in the best hands in all of Ocadia.”  
 
    “Who?” the king asked. 
 
    “The Headmistress of the Witches’ Estate,” I said, and a small smile began to dance at the corners of my lips. “Nara.”  
 
    The king’s eyes practically bulged out of his head. 
 
    “The Witches’ Headmistress?” he huffed. “I’m not so sure that’s the best idea, Master Morgan. She is far from being known as the most… reputable magic user in my kingdom.”  
 
    “I know Nara is somewhat of a wild spring storm,” I admitted and held my hands up to still the king’s inevitable protests. “But no one in all of Ocadia is capable of doing the sorts of things she can do.”  
 
    The king opened his mouth in what I was certain would have been another protest, but a faint knock came from the door. I looked over my shoulder toward the sound before I looked back at the king. He had gone tense in his chair, but he offered me a curt nod. 
 
    I waltzed across the room, and just as another polite knock sounded, I tugged open the door.  
 
    I wasn’t sure who I was expecting to see on the other side, but it certainly wasn’t the king’s niece, Maggie.  
 
    She blinked her large hazel eyes up at me and lowered her still-raised fist. 
 
    “Hello, Maggie,” I purred. 
 
    Oh!” she exclaimed softly and took a small step back from the doorway to smooth out her skirts. Her eyes cut past me to the king seated at his desk, and she dropped into a polite little curtsy that had me fighting a grin.  
 
    “Maggie,” the king called out to her with a lightness to his tone that hadn’t been there just a minute prior. “Please, come in.” 
 
    I stepped aside so the duchess could enter the room. She ducked her head down, but I still saw the faint pink flush on her cheeks as she walked inside.  
 
    Then I was overcome with the scent of honeysuckle as she brushed past me, and I fought the urge to take a deeper whiff.  
 
    “I am so sorry to intrude, Uncle,” she said and clasped her hands together in front of her waist. “Should I come back later?”  
 
    The king waved his hand as I shut the door to the chambers. “Nonsense. I always have time for my favorite niece. Just don’t tell your sister. This is Master Morgan.”  
 
    Maggie seemed to bite back a smile at his words before she turned further toward me. 
 
    “I remember,” she said and ducked her head in another polite little bow. “You were the one with the nipitar egg.” 
 
    “I was,” I said and couldn’t help but be surprised she’d remembered me.  
 
    “How is it?” she asked and cocked her head to the side just a little. “The nipitar, I mean. Is the egg doing alright?”  
 
    “She’s doing wonderfully,” I assured the duchess, and I smiled at the thought of Nimith. “She hatched not too long ago and is as playful as a kitten.”  
 
    Maggie’s face lit up in a bright smile, and I was once again struck by how beautiful the duchess was. Her auburn hair was a brighter shade than her uncle’s and was gracefully swept into a low bun. A few loose strands framed her regal face and down the elegant curve of her neck. There were more freckles across the bridge of her delicate nose than I remembered seeing last time, and I wondered how many more she had on her body that I couldn’t see. 
 
    I quickly pushed the thought away as Maggie clasped her hands together in a surprising show of delight. 
 
    “Oh! Would you be so kind as to bring her back to the palace?” she asked. “I would love to meet her. I’ve never had the chance to meet a nipitar outside the pages of a book.”  
 
    “Maggie,” the king scolded lightly. “Don’t harass the man about his pet.” 
 
    “No, no,” I said quickly to the king without looking away from Maggie. “It’s no bother at all. I would be more than happy to bring Nimith to see you. I’m sure she’d love the chance to make more friends. I know I would, too.”  
 
    Maggie’s perfect pink lips curled into a wider smile before she ducked her head down, as if she needed to keep her delight under wraps. Her cheeks were flushed a fair pink again, and I saw even more color creeping up the back of her neck.  
 
    I had never met a woman who blushed as easily as the Duchess of Ocadia, and something inside me wanted to make her blush again and again. But I doubted the king would be too fond of that.  
 
    Maggie cleared her throat and finally looked back up at me. “If you don’t mind my asking, what brings you to the castle so often, Master Morgan? It’s not a regular occurrence for someone without noble status to meet with my uncle this frequently?”  
 
    Despite her words, there wasn’t any sort of malice in her tone. Instead, the young woman simply seemed curious. Before I could answer, however, the king spoke up. 
 
    “Dex is my new weapons master,” he said coolly. “He’s one of the best weapons experts in the kingdom, and he’s been so kind as to offer to expand my armory after the recent threats on the kingdom.” 
 
    The excuses rolled easily off his tongue, and I calmly picked up where he left off.  
 
    “Exactly. I want to make sure that you and your family are all safe within these walls,” I said, and it wasn’t a lie. 
 
    “Then thank you very much, Master Morgan,” Maggie said.  
 
    “Please, call me Dex,” I quickly cut in, and she smiled.  
 
    “Dex,” she repeated, and I felt something stir in my stomach at the way she said my name. “I’m grateful for your kindness and help in this trying time.”  
 
    “Of course,” I said and mirrored her early polite nod. “It’s my duty to serve the kingdom and its rulers.” 
 
    Maggie looked at the ground again, and the familiar pink flush crept up her cheeks. I sensed the king shifting in his seat, and I straightened up. 
 
    “Unfortunately, I cannot stay any longer,” I said. “I have to make sure my assistant has properly cleaned the weapons in our stores. But I will be in touch, Your Majesty. I will keep you informed as to the new developments with the… weapons.”  
 
    The king nodded in clear understanding. “Good. I expect to hear from you soon, Master Morgan.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said, but before I could leave the chambers, Maggie spoke up again. 
 
    “I will hold you to your word, Dex,” she said to my turned back. “I hope to see you again soon.” 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder at the young woman and gave her a smile. “Of course, Duchess.”  
 
    “Maggie,” she corrected and mirrored my words earlier.  
 
    “Maggie,” I repeated. “I promise I’ll come back soon with my nipitar in tow.”  
 
    With that, I stepped out of the room and back into the narrow hall. Exiting the castle was much easier than it had been to enter, and I breathed a sigh of relief as I considered this. Hopefully, with the king’s cover story, I would have less issues getting in and out of the castle from then on out. I could still keep my anonymity relatively in hand around the castle if I was believed to be the king’s weapons master. 
 
    Then again, several citizens may begin to hear of this, and I grimaced at the thought of now being recognized as someone who worked so closely with His Majesty. 
 
    It seems I was fated to become more and more prominent in this city, whether I wanted to be or not. 
 
    I gave the guards at the door a discreet nod of my head that the pair seemed to ignore, but it didn’t bother me as I stepped back out onto the grounds. 
 
    Then I cut through the market as I headed east toward the Assassins’ Estate. As I walked, I was left to think about the conversations I’d just had with the king and his niece. Maggie was a beautiful woman, and there was something shockingly trusting in the way she acted around me. 
 
    There I was, a man she had only met once before, and she spoke to me like we were destined to be friends. There was something about her that reminded me of Ephy, too, and I thought it might have been the innocence with which each woman carried themselves. But unlike my siren lover, Maggie was far more reserved. 
 
    And I found myself wondering what it would be like to know her better. I might not have known her well, or really at all, but I hated that she had been dragged into the mess with the king and Mihany. The thought made something in my jaw twitch. Despite the shy, overly-polite way Maggie carried herself, she was still the next in line for the throne. The king had no children of his own, and so the eldest duchess was technically the princess and was set to take over for him when he passed on. 
 
    What would happen to the sweet woman if the king were killed?  
 
    I frowned as I continued to briskly walk back toward my estate.  
 
    If the king were killed, would the wind goddess aim her violence toward Maggie next? And if so, what then? Would she kill every heir to the throne? Would she ever cease her crusade against the royals of Ocadia? 
 
    My lips pressed into a line as I continued on toward my estate. 
 
    I didn’t know the wind goddess’ motives in killing the king, but if they extended toward his nieces, too, I might just be taking over protection for the entire royal family. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    The Goddess of the Prevailing Winds was proving to be a much larger thorn in my side than I had anticipated. If I had some way to communicate with the Dex from just barely a year before, would he have believed the ways his life would change in such a short period of time? 
 
    Not only had Master Abbot been killed, but he had given me the position of Master over the Assassins’ Estate. I had killed a dragonkin and a titan, I’d gone face to face with necromancers and the elemental water goddesses and lived to tell the tale. I had saved the king from a league of assassins. But outside of those accomplishments, I had people who depended on me now.  
 
    I had never made long-standing connections with others. They weren’t the sort of thing that benefited someone in my line of work. But despite that, I had fallen in love with three beautiful women, and they had fallen in love with me in return. 
 
    Cinis, Ephy, and Nara were such large parts of my life now that it felt impossible that I had ever survived without them at my side. They were more than lovers, they were my friends, my confidants, and on more than one occasion, they’d saved me just like I had saved them. 
 
    They relied on me to protect them, to love them, to pleasure them. I was Ephy’s life force, Nara’s supporter, and the father of Cinis’ child.  
 
    How had I managed to get so lucky to have so many beautiful women who relied on me? I may never know the answer to that one, but one thing I did know was that I had to make sure I could protect my women from the wind goddess.  
 
    Was Maggie going to become one of those women?  
 
    The Goddess of the Prevailing Winds could go after any of them at any given moment, and it wouldn’t be the first time she’d tried it. But it felt like her strength and anger was increasing with each passing day. 
 
    I couldn’t be in a thousand places at once, and the thought made worry pit in my stomach. 
 
    My women were capable. Hell, they were more than capable. They were badasses in their own rights, but it didn’t stop me from worrying.  
 
    Especially with Cinis’ pregnancy, it put her at a much higher risk than before and gave me something else to worry about. I didn’t just have to protect one of the loves’ of my life, but our unborn child, too. There wasn’t anything I wouldn’t do to keep them both safe.  
 
    So if I needed to figure out how to be in a thousand places at one time, I would do it if that’s what was needed to protect my women and my future child.  
 
    I hadn’t given myself much time to think about the news that Cinis had given me earlier. I hadn’t had the time, but now that I had a moment alone to my thoughts, there wasn’t anything else that I could focus on. 
 
    I was going to be a father. My beautiful Ember Priestess had my child inside her. The child of a mage and a fire descendant. The child of a queen and an assassin. 
 
    Would the child look like me with my dual-colored eyes, or would they look more like Cinis and her goddess-like beauty? Would they have powers like me, or wings like Cinis? There were so many different, wonderful attributes our child could have, and I would drive myself crazy trying to imagine them all.  
 
    I couldn’t dwell too deeply on the thoughts of my child now, however, because there were more immediate problems at hand. 
 
    I neared the estate and felt a small weight in my chest dislodge. There was something about being that much closer to my home and my women that made me relax. And there was one woman in particular who I needed to see. We had the king’s protection to discuss.  
 
    When I pushed open the doors to the estate, Mazne glanced up at me with her usual wide-eyed look.  
 
    “Dex!” she greeted me, and her blue eyes twinkled as she laughed. “I can’t tell you how happy I am that you aren’t covered in blood this time.” 
 
    “What? A guy can’t walk into his own estate covered in blood without it becoming a ‘thing?’” I asked. “I would have assumed you had a stronger stomach than that, Mazne.”  
 
    “Not when it scares the living daylights out of me,” the receptionist of the Assassins’ Estate pleasantly informed me. “And while I appreciate the vote of confidence, I think we both know that’s not true.”  
 
    I chuckled and shrugged one of my shoulders up. “You’ve handled it well. Where’s Nimith?”  
 
    Mazne was generally in charge of watching my nipitar when I was away from the estate. The little creature could be quite a handful, however.  
 
    “Elis took her out to play,” she said and gave a heavy sigh. “I have no idea how you managed to find a magical creature as rare as a nipitar, only for it to hatch and be just like you.”  
 
    I cocked my head to the side as I fought a chuckle. “Now what does that mean? Handsome? Charming? A skilled assassin?” 
 
    “Stressful,” Mazne corrected with another grin. “I’m just glad she’s taken so well to Elis.”  
 
    “I don’t know if I can argue with that,” I conceded with a deep laugh.  
 
    Mazne was more than an employee-- she was practically family. I’d known her since I was a child, and I’d considered her a sister ever since. Unfortunately, this meant she was more likely than anyone else in my life to give me shit. 
 
    “Should I get the two of them?” she asked and began to push herself up from the desk, but I held out a hand.  
 
    “No, there’s no need,” I assured her. “Let them play. I need to summon Nara to discuss a few things anyway.” 
 
    “Actually, Nara is already here.”  
 
    “Did she say why?” My brow furrowed. “I assumed she’d be at her estate?” 
 
    “Does Nara ever say why she does anything?” 
 
    “You raise a compelling point,” I agreed with a fond laugh. “In that case, I’ll head to my chambers.”  
 
    Mazne gave me a small salute and lowered herself back into her seat to finish attending to the mess of work I knew had to have come in that day. Her job was often thankless, and I made a mental note to get her something nice soon. Maybe a more comfortable chair.  
 
    I made my way down the hall of the large, impenetrable estate building toward my chambers where I assumed Nara had made herself comfortable.  
 
    She was a difficult woman in every sense of the word, but I wouldn’t have had her be any other way.  
 
    As I neared the door to my chambers, I heard the distinct sounds of… giggling? Which was odd. It wasn’t that the Assassins’ Estate was any sort of joyless place, but usually the sound of laughter coming from my chambers meant a very specific thing.  
 
    And usually I was there for it.  
 
    I walked just a little faster and didn’t hesitate to push open the door and slip inside.  
 
    Then I blinked at the sight as I tried to wrap my eyes around what I was seeing. There wasn’t anything glaringly sexual happening, despite my assumption and admitted hope.  
 
    Instead, Nara and Ephy were both sprawled across my bed as they passed some sort of tinted purple flask back and forth and giggled like madwomen. 
 
    I took a moment to simply bask in the sight. Both women were beautiful, but I would have never thought they would look so perfect next to each other.  
 
    Nara was a petite firecracker of a witch with an untamed mess of dark curls and a penchant for bust-accentuating dresses paired with platform boots. There had always been something distinctly sharp and intimidating about her beauty, like it could cut me if I wasn’t careful enough. 
 
    Ephelia, on the other hand, was all softness. From the pale green tint of her skin, to her long periwinkle hair falling in loose waves over the swell of her perfect breasts and delicious nipples, she was a gentle rainfall compared to Nara’s stormy clouds.  
 
    When the two of them were side by side, they were in perfect contrast. They were also continuing to giggle like someone had just told them the funniest joke in the world.  
 
    Neither of them had noticed my appearance in my chambers, so I moved nearer to the bed. 
 
    As I drew closer, I caught a whiff of whatever it was they were drinking. It smelled almost indescribable, and I had never smelled anything else quite like it before, but my mouth began to water even from a few steps away.  
 
    “Dex!” Ephy exclaimed with a bubbling laugh as she noticed me watching the two of them. “When did you get here?”  
 
    I grinned. “Not too long ago. What’s got the two of you giggling?” 
 
    “My newest concoction,” Nara announced. She lazily rolled over onto her stomach to waggle the bottle in my direction, and the new position pushed her breasts so far up that I practically waited for them to burst free from her dress.  
 
    “And what exactly is your newest concoctions?” I asked as I reached out to take the flask. The scent I’d noticed earlier was much more potent now, and it took all of my effort not to succumb to the allure of whatever was in the bottle. 
 
    “A potion I’ve been toying around with,” she said with a casual wave of her hand. “Increases the feelings of euphoria and… pleasure.” 
 
    Nara’s dark eyebrows wiggled invitingly, and I had to physically swallow the lump in my throat to keep from pouncing on the both of them.  
 
    “It tastes like purple berries,” Ephy said with another giggle. She absently picked at one of the many fraying threads at the hem of Nara’s skirt, and I watched as her fingers danced higher and higher up the witch’s tattered tights.  
 
    “Right,” I choked out the word and cleared my throat as I peered down into the bottle. “What’s in it?”  
 
    “A bit of this,” Nara said with another noncommittal wave of her hand. “A bit of that. The details are much less fun than the end result. Why aren’t you drinking it?”  
 
    She pressed her painted lips out toward me in a sultry pout as I set the flask down on one of the tables near the bedside.  
 
    “Unfortunately, I have business I need to attend to at the moment,” I said, and it really was unfortunate.  
 
    “What sort of business?” Ephy asked and turned her large, ocean-blue eyes up at me in curiosity.  
 
    “I’m working out a plan for the king’s protection,” I explained. “And I need Nara’s help.”  
 
    “My help?” Nara practically sputtered. “I don’t want anything to do with that old coot. Come on, Dex, how about you take a little sip, and we talk about literally anything else?”  
 
    If I was a weaker man, my willpower would have been shot with the first flutter of her eyelashes.  
 
    “No,” Ephy said with a soft sigh as she sat up. “If it has something to do with the king, it’s important, Nara. We need to let Dex do his job.”  
 
    “Thank you, Ephy,” I said and gave my siren lover a soft smile as she clambered out of the bed and adjusted her thin, lily pad skirt. 
 
    Then she walked over toward me and stood up on her tiptoes to press a kiss on my cheek. I turned my head at the last second, though, and caught her lips with mine. I kissed her slowly, and as I slipped my tongue into her mouth, I managed to get a taste of Nara’s concoction.  
 
    It felt like a pleasant shock rolled through my body from this one taste alone, and it was easy to see how the drink could become addictive.  
 
    I took a step back before Ephy could wind her fingers in my hair, despite the burgeoning ache in my trousers, and cleared my throat.  
 
    The siren gave me a little apologetic giggle as she stepped back and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.  
 
    “I’ll go see if Mazne needs any help,” Ephy said. “Thank you for coming to share the potion, Nara!”  
 
    “Traitor!” Nara shouted after Ephy with a pout still on her lips, but it was clear she was fighting against a smile as we both watched the delicate woman drift out of my chambers.  
 
    “Nara,” I said in a low tone as I turned back to face the witch still sprawled out on my bed. “The king needs protection.” 
 
    “The king needs to be less of a blowhard,” Nara countered, but despite her words, she pushed herself up to a seated position and crossed her arms under her voluptuous chest.  
 
    “Speaking of blowing,” I joked and fought a laugh as Nara’s dark green eyes lit up. I had to hold a hand up as she started to crawl toward the edge of the bed.  
 
    Curse that woman.  
 
    “Oh?” she asked and wiggled her eyebrows. 
 
    “The wind,” I explained quickly. “I need your coven to monitor the winds around the castle. The wind goddess is getting more brazen with her attacks. I had a run-in with her earlier today, and if not for my water powers, things could have gone much worse.”  
 
    “She attacked you?” A dark look flashed across her face. “Are you alright? What did she do? I swear, when I get my hands on that bitch, I’m going to--” 
 
    I raised my hand. “I’m fine, Nara, really. But the king isn’t magical, he doesn’t have the tools I had to make sure I was safe. The last thing we need is for some rogue goddess to kill him. Especially after we went through so much damn trouble to save his life last time.” 
 
    My witch let out a long, beleaguered sigh and flopped back down onto the bed. Her mess of hair splayed out across the sheets, and I was unsurprised to see various twigs and leaves amongst the curls. I walked toward her and rested one knee on the bed to look down at her. 
 
    “You’re the best option in the entire kingdom to keep him safe,” I said but then remembered Maggie. “And the duchess. She’s next in line for the throne, and if this goddess is so hell-bent on destroying the king, she could go after her as well. She hasn’t done anything to wrong you.”  
 
    “You make a compelling point,” Nara mused as she pursed her lips together. Then she reached up to fiddle with my tunic, and I had to laugh. The potion she’d concocted had clearly had a strong effect on her.  
 
    “I always make compelling points,” I countered as I reached down to tuck a curl behind her ear. “Think about it: The king would be indebted to you for this. It would put you and your estate in much better standing, too. Not to mention the money.” 
 
    “We can’t forget to mention the money,” she said, and it was clear she was warming up to the request.  
 
    “So, you’ll do it, then?” I asked and began to trail my hand down the side of her curving body. She practically purred like a cat at my touch.  
 
    “For you,” she said before looking up at me with those deep, dark eyes. “Master.”  
 
    “Not now,” I said, as much as it pained me to do so. “There is too much that needs doing, and I have a feeling if I gave in, we’d be in here for the rest of the night.” 
 
    Nara sighed. “And what’s so wrong with that, Dex?”  
 
    “Usually, not a damn thing, but I finally need to explain what’s happening to the rest of my assassins,” I said. “Things have gotten too serious to put it off for any longer.”  
 
    “You’re being far too noble,” Nara said with a twinkle in her eyes as she begrudgingly forced herself up and swung her legs over the edge of the bed.  
 
    “I think that might be the first time anyone has ever called a master assassin noble,” I chuckled and helped her up onto her platformed feet. 
 
    “And this might be the first time anyone has ever turned me down.” She sent me a sharp grin as she bumped the swell of her hip into my leg. “Let’s make it the last time, shall we?”  
 
    I let out a loud laugh as I watched the Headmistress of the Witches’ Estate saunter out of my chambers to do only gods know what. I could never tell with that woman.  
 
    I took a minute to get my bearings before I followed after her. Then I made my way back toward the receptionist’s desk at the entrance of the estate and found Mazne and Ephy moving piles of documents into new piles. I had no idea what exactly it was they were trying to achieve, but I also knew it wasn’t the time to ask. 
 
    “Maz,” I said to get the woman’s attention. “Can you gather everyone into the meeting room? I have some things I need to discuss with them.” 
 
    “Oh! Of course!” Mazne said as she blinked up at me with her owlish eyes before scurrying off to do as I asked. 
 
    “Did everything go well with Nara?” Ephelia asked in her soft, musical voice.  
 
    “It did,” I said with a smile. “She’s agreed to bring her coven on board to help protect the king.” 
 
    “That’s wonderful!” Ephy clapped her hands together in glee. “But… where is she now?” 
 
    Her brow furrowed as she peered around my shoulder, as if Nara might be hiding behind me. To be fair, Nara was more than petite enough to manage it.  
 
    “I was going to ask you that,” I said with a laugh and a shake of my head. “I’m sure she’ll make an appearance again soon enough. But for now, I need to go discuss the issue of the wind goddess with my assassins.”  
 
    “You’re so good at your job,” Ephy said with a dreamy sigh.  
 
    “I’m just doing what any Master of the Assassins’ Estate would do,” I said and shrugged off the compliment, but it filled my chest with an undeniable warmth.  
 
    “I think I’ll stay here to finish up this work with Mazne,” Ephy said. “But I hope the meeting goes well!”  
 
    “Me, too,” I agreed and bent down to press a kiss to the siren’s temple. She made a pleased little sound in the back of her throat, but I forced myself to step away before it distracted me. 
 
    Then I started toward the meeting room, and when I arrived, I saw that the majority of my assassins had already gathered into the space, with only a few stragglers following me inside.  
 
    Good.  
 
    “Is something wrong, Master?” Timere asked as he raised his hand.  
 
    I had never told him to do that, but the assassin was still clearly nervous around me following my promotion to master.  
 
    “Yeah, what’s going on?” someone else called out, though I couldn’t see who it was over Pamphrus’ large frame blocking them from view.  
 
    I clapped my hands together, and the room fell silent, all except for Nimith. She was curled around Elis’ shoulders and continued to make her strange little mewls and chirps, like she was deep in conversation with herself.  
 
    “Recently, I’m sure you all have noticed that I’ve been sending more and more patrols to the castle,” I began. “That hasn’t been for nothing, and it’s time to bring all of you into the loop. I have undertaken the protection of the king.”  
 
    There were a few mumbles of surprise, and chatter spread across the room before Incrassatum spoke up. 
 
    “Aren’t the royal guards supposed to do that?” she asked in her gruff tone. She folded her thick arms over her chest as she waited for an answer. 
 
    Incrassatum and Spodium had been two of my assassins who had been sent to monitor the castle the most. They worked well as a pair and were also able to blend in with the other peasant women at the market without raising any suspicion. 
 
    “In normal circumstances, yes,” I explained. “But there are extenuating reasons that require our assistance.  
 
    “So, what, now we have to babysit the king?” Pamphrus called out, and his voice boomed in the small space. “That’s not what this estate has ever been about!” 
 
    “Yeah!” someone else, Cursor, I thought, chimed up in agreement. “When has it ever worked for us to put that much faith in the monarchy?”  
 
    “You can never trust royals,” Vulnus muttered and shook his head. “We’re going to end up working exclusively for the king. Just you watch! They don’t know how to share.”  
 
    I held both of my hands up, and my assassins quieted down, though they didn’t seem thrilled about it.  
 
    “No,” I said in response to Pamphrus. “We aren’t babysitting the king. And our estate isn’t going to turn into a babysitting service for the monarchs. And Cursor, we aren’t putting faith in the king. He is paying us for our services just like anyone else would. The last thing I intend to do is change the nature of this estate, Vulnus. We are assassins first, but there are… things I haven’t shared with you yet. The entire kingdom relies on what we do next.”  
 
    “What do you mean, Master Morgan?” Elis piped up, and I was once again grateful for the young conjurer mage.  
 
    “The king is being targeted by a goddess known as the Goddess of the Prevailing Winds,” I said.  
 
    Unlike the chatter that had followed my earlier remarks, the room had gone dead silent as my assassins looked back at me in surprise. The room of assassins had gone completely sober, and the seconds dragged into nearly a full minute while they processed my words. 
 
    “A goddess?” Spodium finally asked in shock. “A goddess is trying to kill the king?”  
 
    “Yes, but we have help in this situation. Nara?” I called out the witch’s name in the hopes that she had found her way to the meeting room. Luckily, I saw her bush of hair before I saw the rest of her as she shouldered her way through the much larger assassins like they were nothing.  
 
    “Yes, Dex?” she asked as she came to stand next to me at the head of the room. I grasped her shoulders to gently turn her to face the group. 
 
    “As many of you probably know, this is Nara, the Headmistress of the Witches’ Estate, and she has agreed to give us magical assistance in our protection of the king,” I explained. “You have probably seen her coming and going from the estate for some time now.”  
 
    “A witch?” Incrassatum scoffed. “We’re going to trust a witch for help? That’s like going up to a poisonous bush and eating the berries for shits and giggles!”  
 
    “Oh, I’ll show you shits and giggles.” Nara bristled next to me and pushed up the sleeves of her dress. “You want to talk about poisonous bushes? How about I make that bush you’ve got under your ugly trousers--” 
 
    I reached out to plant a hand on Nara’s shoulder to steady the witch. The rest of the assassins seemed caught somewhere between delight and fear, but I had a feeling that was the sort of reaction Nara generally desired from the people around her.  
 
    “Nara is a powerful magic user, and she is one of my partners,” I said coolly. “And I expect her to be treated with the utmost respect. If it wasn’t for her insights, we wouldn’t have even known about the goddess attacking the king in the first place.”  
 
    “Thank you, Dex,” Nara said in a sickly-sweet tone that barely hid the venom underneath. Then she made a strange gesture with her hands in Incrassatum’s direction, and I made a mental note to make sure she hadn’t hexed one of my assassins later.  
 
    “Now, pay attention,” I commanded. “This is important.” 
 
    My assassins all nodded and all paid clear attention as I explained the situation with the unruly wind goddess, and her attacks against me, Nara, and the monarchy.  
 
    The room fell into a shocked silence once I was finished.  
 
    “You understand the severity of this now?” I asked and was met with a chorus of ‘yes, Dex’ and ‘yes, Master Morgan.’ “The goddess could start wreaking havoc in Ocadia soon. We were lucky to cut her off last time, but she could easily send more of her underlings into our streets.” 
 
    “What should we be on the lookout for?” Pamphrus asked. “What sort of underlings are we talking about?” 
 
    “The last group moved like assassins, but they carried stones with them that bore the goddess’ symbol,” I explained. “They use the stones to channel some of her power, so you’ll notice they have some control over the wind as well. They will be dangerous. If the goddess is sending anyone under her control into the city, I want to know about it, and we need to dispatch them immediately.”  
 
    “You’ve got it,” Pamphrus said and gave a gruff nod. 
 
    “I need everyone to be at the peak of their games,” I ordered. “Anything you see that is even a little suspicious needs to be reported back to me immediately. The fate and safety of Ocadia depends on us. Go on, back to your posts.”  
 
    I waved my hand, and my assassins began to scatter.  
 
    Then a small form pushed through the herd of skilled killers leaving the room, and I looked down to see Elis shyly standing in front of me with my nipitar curled around his shoulders and neck like the kingdom’s scaliest shawl.  
 
    “Master Morgan?” he asked as he looked up at me with his hauntingly gray eyes. “We were supposed to train today, but if you don’t have time, I’ll understand.”  
 
    He stroked Nimith’s long tail, and the creature let out a pleased mewl. 
 
    “No,” I said with a firm shake of my head. “No, I have the time. I actually had a few things I wanted to go over with you in particular.” 
 
    That seemed to make Elis brighten.  
 
    “Thank you, Master Morgan!” Elis exclaimed.  
 
    “How about you and Nimith go wait out in the courtyard,” I suggested. “I will meet you both there soon.”  
 
    Elis nodded eagerly and was gone in practically the blink of an eye.  
 
    “He’s cute,” Nara said, but she said it in the way someone else would describe a particularly interesting bug.  
 
    “Are you trying to trade me in for a younger man?” I asked with a joking grin as the witch stepped into my open arms like she was meant to be there.  
 
    Her dainty nose scrunched up. “You’re foul.”  
 
    “You’re smiling,” I reminded her and raised my eyebrows. 
 
    “I didn’t say I didn’t like it,” she said casually and shrugged her shoulders. “But I suppose that means you still have business to attend to.”  
 
    “I do,” I said with a sigh. “But I would love to give that potion a try later tonight.”  
 
    “Oh, would you now, Dex?” she teased and pressed her body closer to mine. “I’m sure I could whip up another batch after I inform my coven as to our new duties.” 
 
    “I’ll just have a taste for now,” I murmured as I leaned my head down and caught her lips in a slow kiss. 
 
    I held her close against me as she snaked her tongue into my mouth. Whatever the fuck she’d created sent another thrill through my body, and I let out a low growl in the back of my throat.  
 
    Nara stepped back and grinned. Miraculously, the purple paint on her lips hadn’t so much as been smeared.  
 
    “Later,” she promised, and with that, my lover disappeared from my sight. 
 
    I let out a long sigh of contentment as I watched her leave. But as much as I would have loved for her to stay, I had a job to do, and a shadow conjuring mage to train.

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    I found Elis waiting for me in the courtyard just like I had instructed. The young boy had his neck craned up toward the sky and watched as Nimith corkscrewed and zipped up and down below the coverage of the nearby trees like some sort of golden kite.  
 
    “Is this spot okay?” Elis asked once he caught sight of me emerging from around the corner.  
 
    “It’s perfect,” I assured him and rubbed my palms together. I hadn’t brought any of my swords with me, but I noticed that Elis had his weapon. He couldn’t quite keep it sheathed at his hip because he wasn’t quite tall enough, so instead he had his sword strapped across his back.  
 
    Elis noticed my lack of weapons. “Are we not training today?”  
 
    “We are,” I said. “But I’m thinking we won’t focus on combat today. I wanted to talk a little more about your powers.”  
 
    “Oh,” Elis said and gave a surprised nod. “Yeah, of course, Master Morgan.”  
 
    Nimith shot back down through the branches of a nearby tree with a delighted squawk before she landed on my shoulder with enough force to nearly cause me to stumble.  
 
    “Well, hello to you, too, girl,” I laughed and reached up to stroke her scaled head as she nestled into the crook of my neck.  
 
    “What did you want to talk about with my powers?” Elis asked as he pulled his sword off his back and set it down on the ground with a dull thud.  
 
    I hesitated. The last thing I wanted to do was spook Elis. He had worked so hard to get a firmer grasp on his abilities, and to keep the things he conjured from hurting him, but I needed to know more about the extent of his abilities.  
 
    “I wanted to talk about the spirits you conjure,” I said carefully. “Have you ever noticed if any of them are… more powerful than others?”  
 
    Elis’ brow furrowed. “What do you mean, Master Morgan?”  
 
    “Well, do some spirits take more energy to control?” I asked. “Is it like they fight against you as you try to keep them from hurting you?” 
 
    “Oh!” Elis said, and his pale eyes widened. “Yes! Sometimes it’s hard to notice, but other times, it’s really hard to keep them under my control. Even with the practice we’ve been doing. Some of them are just really strong.” 
 
    “Right,” I mused. “I had a feeling that was the case. I think it’s important we try to learn more about the different types of spirits you can conjure. It is going to be important, maybe even life-saving information, to know what they can do. If you know how to control the stronger spirits and learn what they can do, it will help you later on as an assassin.” 
 
    “That makes a lot of sense,” Elis agreed and nodded again. His dark, messy hair fell into his eyes as his head bobbed, and he reached up to clumsily push it back.  
 
    “Do you feel comfortable enough to try and summon one of the stronger spirits?” I asked after a moment of hesitation. I didn’t want to overwhelm the kid, but if he was able to pull the spirits of the wind goddesses forward, that was crucial information.  
 
    “Are you going to stay here with me?” Elis asked, and there was a sudden shyness to him that I thought we had worked past. 
 
    I blinked. “Of course, Elis. I wouldn’t leave you to do something like this on your own.” 
 
    “Okay,” he said and gave a solemn nod. “Then, yes, I think I can do it. I’ll try to bring one of the most powerful spirits out.”  
 
    “Thank you, Elis,” I said genuinely. “You’re being very brave.”  
 
    This seemed to make Elis preen. The young mage took a few steps away from me, paused, and then took a few more steps. It was clear he wanted to give himself enough space without being too far away for me to help if things went sideways.  
 
    Something in my chest warmed at the reminder of just how much this kid trusted me.  
 
    “Ready?” Elis asked as he held his hands out in front of his small, rail-thin body. His voice was steady, and I was once again impressed with how much he had grown in such a short time. 
 
    “Ready,” I assured him and took a small step forward once he was distracted. I was sure I could handle whatever he managed to conjure, and there wasn’t a chance in hell I would leave him alone.  
 
    I watched in fascination as Elis took a deep breath and closed his pale eyes. He seemed to be steeling himself against something I couldn’t quite see. I had watched Elis conjure spirits before, but never this intentionally. We hadn’t had the time to work on his abilities as much as I would have liked, thanks to the chaos that had been going on in the kingdom, and I was intrigued to see just how he did it.  
 
    Beads of sweat formed on the young boy’s brow as he shook with concentration, but then something changed. 
 
    There was a rustle in the wind that might have drawn my attention had I not been so raptly focused on the boy. 
 
    One minute, there was no one but the two of us and my nipitar in the clearing. But the next, a hazy gray form was curled around Elis like a robe. 
 
    It took a slow moment to drift free of the boy, but then I saw that the spirit was larger than anything I had ever seen Elis conjure. It spanned out across the small clearing like a cloud passing the sun. It didn’t really stand, but if it did, it would have matched me in height.  
 
    There was a dark intensity to the shadow’s fuzzy features, and despite the fact that I couldn’t discern the race, species, or even gender of the form, I knew it meant business.  
 
    “Elis,” I said in a low tone. 
 
    The young mage opened his eyes, and they immediately flicked to the spirit he had conjured. He didn’t move his hands from the outward position he’d used to summon it. He continued to shake, but it seemed he had it under control for now. 
 
    “I did it, Master Morgan!” he exclaimed in a hushed tone. “She’s fighting me a little, but I’ve got her.”  
 
    One of my eyebrows raised. “You can tell it’s female?”  
 
    I took a cautious step forward and regretted not bringing my sword with me to training. I still had a wicked-looking dagger strapped to my thigh, one of Myokos’ newest pieces of handiwork, but it didn’t provide the same reassurance.  
 
    The closer I stepped to the spirit, the stronger the power that radiated from its formless shape became.  
 
    “I don’t know how I know,” Elis admitted. “But I do. It was like with Nimith. I just knew, for some unknown reason.” 
 
    “That’s very good Elis,” I assured the boy and took yet another step closer. “You’re doing a good job.”  
 
    The spirit gave a jerky movement, and Elis flinched, but despite that, he still didn’t lower his hands.  
 
    I realized after a moment that the conjured spirit was testing the strength of Elis’ control and attempting to break loose.  
 
    “Master Morgan,” Elis said with strain in his voice. “I don’t think she likes what I’m doing.”  
 
    As if on cue, the spirit let out a shrieking, wailing cry from her pitch-black mouth. It looked as if she was trying to swallow the both of us whole. 
 
    Nimith gave a startled squeak before clambering off my shoulder and zipping off past the trees and back toward the estate. I couldn’t blame the nipitar for her escape attempt. The spirit’s shrieking was growing louder and more intense with each passing second.  
 
    Elis’ face had gone red with exertion, and sweat absolutely spilled down his face now.  
 
    “Shit,” I hissed, and on instinct, I reached toward the dagger sheathed to my leg and pulled the weapon loose. 
 
    The kalis was nearly as long as my forearm and honed to a razor-sharp edge. There was a slight wave to the blade, and it was designed that way because it made it harder to get lodged in an enemy’s bones. Myokos had made it especially for me from tungsten with an obsidian hilt. It was devastatingly beautiful, and just as deadly, too.  
 
    I only hoped it would work against spirits.  
 
    “Elis,” I said and kept my tone calm. “I need you to banish the spirit now.”  
 
    The boy wailed. “I’m trying, Master Morgan! She’s– she’s slipping out of my grasp. It’s like trying to hold onto a fish.”  
 
    “Everything is alright,” I assured him, even though I could tell the situation was rapidly escalating. “Just breathe and concentrate. You’ve done this before, and you can do it again. You summoned the spirit. You are in charge of her. Send her away.”  
 
    Elis gave a determined nod of his head and let out an exhausted grunt as he clenched his small hands into fists.  
 
    Then the spirit’s cries were abruptly cut off like they had never existed at all, and the clearing was quiet.  
 
    I exhaled a relieved breath, but before I could congratulate Elis on his skill, the spirit gave another high-pitched, vicious cry, and all hell broke loose.  
 
    The spirit lunged in my direction first. She moved faster than any normal human being could move. 
 
    But I wasn’t a normal human.  
 
    I quickly jumped and rolled into a somersault before launching myself back up to my feet with my kalis braced in my hand.  
 
    “Dex!” Elis cried out. 
 
    I spared only a second to glance over at the boy and was relieved to see that he was still on his feet. But before I could tell him to do anything, the spirit turned back toward me again.  
 
    “Here goes nothing,” I murmured to myself, and I threw myself at the spirit.  
 
    While she wasn’t solid, there was more weight to her than I had expected. Instead of dissipating like normal smoke, the spirit seemed to curl around me, like it was trying to swallow me whole. 
 
    I slashed out with my kalis, and the spirit gave an unearthly shriek. I wasn’t sure if it was in pain or simply angry at the attack, but I didn’t know how much damage I had done.  
 
    “I-I have to banish her!” Elis shouted. 
 
    The spirit’s amorphous features whipped around toward the boy.  
 
    “Watch out!” I called to Elis as I lunged at what I thought was the center of the spirit. 
 
    The thick, dark smoke that made up her body had started to work its way up toward my throat like she wanted to suffocate me. I was nearly yanked along as she zipped toward Elis, like I was standing knee-deep in a river’s rushing current.  
 
    Elis had managed to scramble a few feet away toward one of the shorter trees that surrounded the clearing, though, and I watched as he quickly scampered up into the branches.  
 
    Had we not been in the middle of a situation, I would have been impressed with how easily he’d been able to scale the tree, but there were more pressing things at hand.  
 
    “Oh, no you don’t, you bitch,” I grunted as I mustered all of the force I could and bodily launched myself at the center of the spirit. 
 
    Whatever it was, it was substantial enough that the impact sent it wheeling off course from the young conjurer mage in the tree. Then it’s void-like mouth opened wider still as it rounded back toward me.  
 
    My body felt chilled to the core, and it felt as if my presence inside the spirit’s ethereal form made my energy sink out of me and into the ground at my feet. My arms went numb as my torso sagged, and my legs could have collapsed right on the spot if I didn’t stumble to stay upright. 
 
    It was no wonder that these things used to make Elis pass out. He was just a kid.  
 
    The spirit reached out with wispy arms, and it could have been a trick of the light, but I could have sworn her limbs were becoming more substantial. 
 
    I realized then with a sort of grim understanding: The spirit wasn’t ridding me of my energy, she was sucking it out of me. 
 
    “Come on, you wispy bitch,” I jeered and crouched into a fighting stance. “Give me your best shot.”  
 
    Her gray arms were nearly wrapped around my throat when I lunged again. I slashed downward with the blade of my dagger, and to my surprise, I managed to cut through some of the smoke.  
 
    It floated away, harmlessly disembodied from its host.  
 
    I grinned at the sight. It seemed that the more of my energy the spirit managed to sap away, the easier it was to harm it. It was certainly one hell of a trade-off, but I would take all the help I could get.  
 
    The spirit snarled in fury, and something ferocious flashed in its blank, pitch-black eyes. Then she leapt for me once again, and this time, I could see the outline of her legs. She was forming much faster than I would have liked. 
 
    But before her barely-tangible feet could touch the ground, she was gone.  
 
    I took a surprised step back and looked up at Elis in the tree. 
 
    He dropped down from the lower branches with a soft grunt and dusted off the legs of his dirtied trousers. His hair was dark with sweat, and his face was flushed as red as a beet, but he wore a small, tired grin.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Master Morgan,” he said once he came to stand in front of me. “I should have been able to hold onto her better. I didn’t know they would try to hurt anybody who wasn’t me. I’m still not strong enough.” 
 
    “You don’t have any reason to apologize, Elis,” I assured the boy, but there was a creeping worry in my gut. “You did a fantastic job. I wouldn’t have been able to take care of her if it wasn’t for you.”  
 
    “Really?” he asked, and a wider smile found its way onto his face. 
 
    “Really,” I assured him and reached out to clap a hand on his shoulder after I sheathed my dagger. “You didn’t pass out this time, and you were able to banish her. That’s incredible for someone your age. I think you’ve earned the rest of the night off.”  
 
    I half-expected the boy to argue that he could handle more training, but if anything, he seemed relieved. It was clear that battling the spirit and containing her for as long as he’d managed had taken quite a bit out of him.  
 
    “Thank you, Master Morgan,” Elis said. “I promise I’ll do better next time.”  
 
    With that, the boy ran off through the trees and toward the estate house.  
 
    Once I was alone, I let out another long sigh and let myself lean against one of the nearby tree trunks as I tried to gather my thoughts. 
 
    The spirit had been strong, but I didn’t think it felt as strong as I imagined a god would be, even as a spirit. I doubted that the spirit was attached to any sort of deity. If anything, it had just wanted to escape and not serve anyone or anything in particular. 
 
    Which meant I still couldn’t be sure if Elis had the ability to conjure the shadow selves of the gods. But this practice had certainly revealed that he could conjure some pretty fucking powerful entities. This made me wonder if the boy would eventually get to that level where godly shadow selves were accessible to him, and the thought was both intriguing and incredibly concerning. 
 
    I didn’t know nearly as much about spirits as I wanted to, but if I was Elis’ mentor now, I’d need to learn a hell of a lot more, and soon.  
 
    I reached up to rub at my face and found that it was drenched with sweat. I was surprised at how tired the encounter had left me. It wasn’t like it had been too much for me to handle, and despite what I had told Elis, I was sure that if I had been left on my own, I would have found a way to destroy it myself. The kid had just made it a hell of a lot easier. 
 
    The sky had gone dark at some point during my training with Elis, and I could barely see the sun as it disappeared over the horizon in shades of pink and orange. It was beautiful, but there were two other, far more beautiful things I would like to see.  
 
    I gave the clearing one last lingering look before I made my way back inside the estate.  
 
    When I pushed open the doors to my chambers, Ephy and Nara were already there. My two women were seated on the bed, upright this time, as Ephy gently stroked her fingers through the witch’s hair. A small pile of leaves and twigs sat next to the pair of them on the bed, and I couldn’t help but smile.  
 
    “How did things go at the coven?” I asked to announce my entrance. 
 
    “They agreed to do as I asked,” Nara said. 
 
    I had a feeling, however, that it was less of an agreement with her coven and more of an order. The witches in her estate all respected Nara after everything she had done for them, especially after the incident with Cylindre that had nearly destroyed them all.  
 
    “Good,” I said with a nod as I took off my dagger and set the sheath onto one of the tables at the head of the room. “What about you, Ephy? Did you finish helping Mazne with everything?” 
 
    The siren gave a pleased nod. “I did! We managed to reorganize all of the folders and folios. They had been a bit of a mess with everything that has been going on. What about you, Dex? How has your day been?” 
 
    “Long,” I said with a soft chuckle as I came over to sit on the ground in front of Nara where she sat perched on the bed. 
 
    The witch’s platform heels sat next to me on the floor, and she didn’t hesitate to drape her legs over my shoulders as she started to fiddle with my icy-white hair. I doubted that I had much to add to the pile of vegetation they were compiling, but I wasn’t going to complain at being touched.  
 
    “Tell me about it,” Ephy bubbled. 
 
    “I tracked down one of the Voltids to get more information about the rebellion for Cinis,” I began. “It seems they have entirely given up on that pursuit, but while I was doing that, I was attacked by the Goddess of the Prevailing Winds. I managed to fight her off with my water powers, though.” 
 
    “Good!” my siren lover chirped. “You’re so good at what you do, Dex. I have no doubts that you showed her who’s boss.”  
 
    “It’s the water powers I received from freeing you that helped,” I chuckled and reached up blindly to grab the siren’s thigh in a gentle, affectionate squeeze. “They’re getting stronger by the day. I think I need to train with them, hone them like a real weapon.”  
 
    “Impressive,” Nara murmured, but she seemed wholly focused on stroking my hair.  
 
    “It is!” Ephelia agreed. “I can’t believe all of the things you’ve been able to do with them. You just keep getting more powerful.” 
 
    “They were surprisingly effective against the wind,” I mused. “I wonder how they could be used against the other elements.” 
 
    “They seem like an automatic win against fire,” Nara contributed as she plucked a single leaf from my battle with the spirit from my hair and set it into Ephy’s pile.  
 
    “True,” I agreed. “But could the fire superheat the water and use that back against me? Or create steam? I’m sure I can heat the water on my own to an extent, but I’m not sure of the limits. For example, could I freeze the water as well? Create whole slabs of ice?”  
 
    “It seems like the possibilities are endless,” Ephy said. “I’m not sure how useful it would be against earth, but then again, water can erode almost anything. It’s powerful like that. Everyone just thinks it’s gentle, and it is. It’s a bringer of life, but it can be deadly, too.”  
 
    “You make a very good point,” I said as I smiled and tilted my head back to look at the siren. “And I think I need to tap into that part of water’s abilities. It could easily be the best weapon in my arsenal.”  
 
    “Water is a fun way to get back at people,” Nara said with a pleased sigh, as if she was reminiscing about something devious she’d done. “Did you know it can leave some nasty scars?”  
 
    “I’m almost afraid to ask,” I laughed. 
 
    Nara waved her hand. “He deserved it. He called me names, and you know I don’t take kindly to that. And after he stuck his hand into a pitcher of water, and I froze it solid, he apologized. Profusely.”  
 
    “You’re as deadly as you are beautiful,” I teased. 
 
    “This flattery will get you everywhere,” Nara purred as she leaned forward to snake her arms around my head, and she practically folded over me entirely then.  
 
    “Nara, I’m not done with your hair,” Ephy scolded playfully, and suddenly, the witch’s arms were no longer wrapped around me. 
 
    “What are you even doing back there?” the witch asked with a scoff, but it was clear she enjoyed the pampering.  
 
    “Braiding,” Ephy said, which given the usual mess of Nara’s hair, felt like a recipe for disaster. 
 
    “I ran into the king’s niece at the castle again,” I said in an attempt to change the subject away from Nara’s hair. “Maggie.”  
 
    “Oh?” Ephy asked. “Tell me about her!” 
 
    I smiled. “She was very sweet. She asked after Nimith and seemed interested in my business with the king.” 
 
    “Interested in a suspicious way?” Nara asked with her usual skepticism toward the royals.  
 
    “Not at all,” I assured her. “She’s very sweet, actually. She was grateful I’ve been helping deal with the attacks on the castle, but she’s under the impression I’m a weapons master instead of a master assassin. I think you two would like her, actually. Ephy in particular. She reminds me a little bit of you.” 
 
    “I would love to meet her,” the siren said. “I love making new friends, and you have such great taste in people.” 
 
    “I suppose she doesn’t sound that bad,” Nara said, and I didn’t need to see her face to know she was teasing me. “I’m always interested in someone new to have a conversation with, after all.”  
 
    “Speaking of conversations… I had an interesting conversation with Cinis after the goddess’ attack,” I said as I realized I had yet to break the good news. 
 
    “What sort of conversation?” Nara asked and prodded her heel into my shoulder. 
 
    “She had some news for me,” I said as I grabbed the witch’s ankle and stroked my thumb over the jut of bone. “She’s… well, she’s pregnant.” 
 
    The room went silent for only a second before Ephy let out a piercing, overjoyed cry that startled both me and Nara.  
 
    I leaned away from the bed and looked up to see Ephy bouncing up and down on her knees as she clasped her hands together. The motion made her hair sway, and her breasts bounced in a way that made it hard to focus on anything else.  
 
    Nara was silent, but her dark green eyes were wide, and a smile was spreading across her heart-shaped face.  
 
    “A baby!” Ephy cooed once she stopped bouncing. Her blue eyes were alight with glee. “Oh, Dex! I am so happy for the two of you! You’re going to be wonderful parents, and I know Cinis has to be so happy! She loves you so much! I love you so much! Nara, I love you, too!”  
 
    “She’s babbling,” Nara teased, but she leaned over to snake an arm around my shoulders to give me a small squeeze.  
 
    “She is,” I said with a joyful laugh as I pushed myself up to actually sit on the bed between the two women. 
 
    Ephy threw her pale green arms around my neck and started to pepper kisses against my cheek as she continued to shriek and babble in glee.  
 
    The two women’s reactions sent a wave of warmth through me. I knew the three women in my life loved each other, but it was one thing to know it, and another thing entirely to see it so clearly. Mine and Cinis’ joy was completely infectious to them, and I felt my own grin spread wide as I let the two women fawn over the news. 
 
    “This is fantastic,” Ephy said into my neck before she pulled away to look at me. “I love babies. I wish I could be pregnant, too. Then Cinis and I could have our babies around the same time, and they would be best friends! Oh, just imagine it, Dex!” 
 
    It didn’t take much prodding for me to imagine the scene, and I felt a slight twitch in my trousers at the idea of having two of my women carrying my children together.  
 
    “You know,” Nara said and startled me from my thoughts as she leaned over to press her lips to my ear. “I brought more of the potion you asked for.” 
 
    “You did?” I asked and forced myself to look away from the bubbly siren.  
 
    “I did.” Nara’s forest-green eyes had gone a little dark with lust as she nodded. “How about you finally give it a try, Dex? I think you deserve to… celebrate.”  
 
    “Get it,” I ordered. 
 
    I watched as my witch unfurled herself from the bed and padded across the room to a small bag I hadn’t noticed before. She pulled out another flask that was larger this time but still tinted purple from the liquid inside. 
 
    She made her way back over to me, and without hesitating, she straddled my lap and pulled the cork from the flask. 
 
    I leaned back against Ephy as Nara tilted the lip of the bottle toward my mouth. The smell was overpowering as the potion trickled onto my waiting tongue and down my throat.  
 
    The effects I had felt earlier in the day were nothing compared to what I experienced with a full drink. My limbs felt both hot and cold at once, and a small shudder of pleasure rolled down my spine.  
 
    “Good, isn’t it?” Ephelia asked, and the sound of her voice next to my ear made my cock ache. It was far from difficult for these two women to get me aroused on a normal day, but with the effects of the potion coursing through my system, it was nearly instantaneous.  
 
    That could certainly come in handy.  
 
    “Drink up, lily pad,” Nara cooed as she passed the bottle over to Ephy. 
 
    The siren eagerly took it from the witch’s hands and took a large gulp before passing it back.  
 
    Nara took a drink of her own and finished off the contents of the flask in one fell swoop. Then she carelessly tossed the empty bottle onto the ground behind us with a clatter, but I couldn’t find it in myself to care. My cock throbbed and pressed against Nara’s belly, even through my trousers.  
 
    “Fuck,” I hissed as she rolled her hips against me, and Ephy giggled.  
 
    “Good, isn’t it?” Nara laughed and rolled off my lap.  
 
    I felt lightheaded with lust and reached down to pull my tunic off.  
 
    “Let me, Dex,” Ephy cooed, and suddenly the siren took Nara’s place in my lap and peeled my tunic off my chest. 
 
    Then she pushed her periwinkle hair behind her shoulders and leaned forward to press her breasts against me.  
 
    “Sometimes I forget just how big you are,” she gave another bashful giggle. Her wonderful nipples were hard with arousal already, and she reached down to press her delicate hand against the bulge in my pants as it pressed against her pussy under her skirt. “Even now, I can feel you.” 
 
    “Will you fuck her, Master?” Nara asked and pressed her painted lips to my neck. “I want to watch you cum and fill her with your seed. She’d be so pretty pregnant with your child.”  
 
    “Clothes off now,” I demanded, and both of the women seemed eager to obey.  
 
    I watched as they clambered off of the bed and quickly shed their garments. Ephy’s skirt and Nara’s dress and corset sat in a pile on the ground within seconds, and both of them stood naked and gorgeous before me. Their thighs were already slick with desire from their hot, eager centers, and I hadn’t even touched them yet.  
 
    The thought made me groan involuntarily, and another rush of icy-hot lust from the potion coursed through my veins. Then I pushed off my trousers, and my aching dick sprung free. Nara licked her lips at the sight, and Ephy’s eyes lit up.  
 
    “Can I?” Ephelia asked softly. She was practically drooling as she stared. 
 
    I laughed. “Come here.”  
 
    She didn’t waste any time in quickly clambering over toward me, and I hooked one arm around her waist and dropped her onto the bed. Her hair fanned out around her on the sheets, and I took a moment to drink in the sight of my beautiful siren lover.  
 
    Nara crawled onto the bed and perched near Ephy’s head. She started to stroke the siren’s hair as I reached out to trail my fingers against her pale green skin.  
 
    Ephy’s entire body shuddered at the simple touch, and a low whimper came up from the back of her throat.  
 
    “The potion is working,” Nara giggled in a singsong voice.  
 
    Ephy whimpered again, and despite the fact I felt like I was going to catch fire if I didn’t get my cock into her beautiful pussy, I looked up at Nara.  
 
    “You’re going to make her feel good, too,” I commanded and watched a thrill of pleasure flash across Nara’s face.  
 
    “Yes, Master,” she said obediently. She reached down and dragged one dark nail around Ephy’s pert nipple, and the siren nearly convulsed.  
 
    “D-Dex,” she whined and gripped at the sheets.  
 
    I held her legs spread open with my knees and reached down to drag a finger through her drenched slit.  
 
    “Gotta make sure you’re nice and ready to take my cock,” I teased as she gave a laugh that bordered on a cry.  
 
    She was usually sensitive, but the potion had her nearly sobbing for me to fuck her, and I wouldn’t lie, it was a bit of a power trip to have two gorgeous women so ready to do whatever I asked. Every inch of them seemed to quiver eagerly with just a single glance from me, but the way Ephy wriggled at the slightest touch brought a wicked grin to my lips.  
 
    “Please,” she whimpered. “Please, Dex. I wanna feel your seed in me, I wanna take it all. I want what Cinis has… your child growing inside me.”  
 
    Those were the magic words that made my resolve break.  
 
    I reached down and gripped Ephy’s supple hips to hold her steady as I sheathed my cock inside her eager pussy with one long thrust.  
 
    Her back arched off the bed, and she nearly screamed. It was out of character for my usually subdued lover, and it made a growl crawl up my throat. She was so hot and tight that I could barely stand it.  
 
    But I forced my eyes away from how perfectly my cock fit inside the little siren and looked up at Nara.  
 
    The witch had sprawled out onto her stomach on the bed and gave me a fantastic view of her perky ass. She was kissing and sucking at Ephy’s neck and left dark green marks in her wake as she continued to toy with the siren’s nipples.  
 
    I groaned at the sight and thrust into Ephy with renewed vigor, and she opened her mouth to wail again, but Nara pressed their lips together in a hot, passionate kiss to swallow her cries.  
 
    Another thrill rolled through me, and I started to slam into the siren as hard as I could. I knew she could take it, too, so I held her hips tightly and watched her writhe.  
 
    “Nara, give her something to do,” I ordered.  
 
    The witch looked up with her face flushed with arousal and confusion, but as soon as I pulled out of Ephy just long enough to flip her onto her stomach, Nara seemed to realize what I meant. 
 
    “Fill me up, please, Dex, pleeeease,” Ephy gasped as she adjusted to the new position. “I want your baby, I want you to fill my womb.”  
 
    I slid my arm under her toned stomach and hefted her up so she rested on her knees. It left just enough space that Nara was able to reposition herself in front of Ephy’s beautiful face.  
 
    The siren didn’t need any sort of command to know what I wanted. I watched as she brought her head down between Nara’s spread legs and began to lap eagerly at the witch’s pussy.  
 
    It was probably the hottest thing I had ever seen, and the icy-hot sensation in my bloodstream seemed to intensify.  
 
    Then Nara arched her back and let out a loud cry, and a growl of pleasure escaped my lips.  
 
    “Don’t you fucking cum,” I commanded her, and she gave a shaky, desperate nod.  
 
    “Yes, Master,” she mumbled and met my eyes. “Can I watch you put a baby in her?”  
 
    “Fuck yes,” I grunted and continued to pound into Ephy as she tended to Nara.  
 
    Both of the women were shaking now, and it was hard to focus on anything other than the sounds of their pleasured moans, but I had a job to do.  
 
    “That’s it,” I purred as I slammed deeper still into Ephy. Her slick walls spasmed around me, but I planted a hand on her lower back to hold her still. “You want my seed? Want me to give you a baby?”  
 
    Ephy gave a muffled, eager groan and a nod from where her face was buried in the apex of Nara’s thighs. The witch had her gorgeous legs practically wrapped around the siren’s head, and she thrust against her lips as her dark green gaze held mine.  
 
    I felt my release building up, and I staved it off for as long as I could, but the sight of the two of them like that, and the knowledge that Ephy was so desperate for me to fill her womb, finally pushed me over the edge. 
 
    “Both of you cum for me,” I demanded, and the three of us released together.  
 
    The potion made it feel like nothing else I had ever experienced, like I was experiencing their orgasms as well as my own, and I wondered if my women were experiencing the same effect. The three of us panted each other’s names over and over as our bodies convulsed with pleasure, and somewhere behind all the ecstasy, I could hear Ephy whining for more of me. 
 
    And I delivered. 
 
    I continued to pump into Ephy until her pussy had milked me dry, but even then, her tight walls kept spasming through yet another orgasm. I didn’t stop thrusting into her until her legs were shaking with exhaustion, and I stayed buried deep inside my siren lover as I stroked her dewy back. 
 
    Then I pulled out slowly, and she gave a little whine before dropping limply onto the mattress. She was slick with her own juices and my cum, and it was one of the sexiest sights I had ever seen.  
 
    Nara wasn’t in a much better state as she collapsed next to Ephy on the mattress. Her legs were still shaking, and she let out an infectious burst of giggles that led to the three of us breaking into hysterics.  
 
    I crawled between the two satiated women, and they nestled themselves under each of my arms as our laughter finally subsided.  
 
    We must have drifted off like that because the next thing I remember was waking up to my chambers entirely extinguished of light.  
 
    Ephy and Nara were both fast asleep in the positions they had curled up into in the first place, and the dim sight made me smile. I was about to close my eyes again and brush off why I had woken when something made me bolt upright.  
 
    There was a strange sound coming from the other side of my bedchamber’s door. 
 
    It sounded like voices. 
 
    I frowned and carefully untangled myself from the two naked beauties. Then I pulled on my trousers and quietly crept out into the hallway. 
 
    The sound of voices was much louder now, and it was coming from behind my office door. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    I frowned as the voices grew louder with each step I took closer to the door. I wished I had one of my weapons on me, but I knew the wall of weapons in the office would be waiting for me if I needed them. 
 
    There was something familiar about the voices, though, and it scratched at something in the back of my mind as I opened the door. 
 
    My office was not dark like I had expected it to be. Instead, the entire space was cast in a strange, eerie blue-green glow. And five figures stood in a semi-circle in the fountain in the corner of the office.  
 
    “Goddesses,” I greeted in surprise.  
 
    The five elemental water goddesses looked at me with their odd, identical faces. Their features were pinched and withered like they had been left in the water for too long. They were nothing like the beautiful siren still in my bed. But their eyes were a piercing, icy-blue that burrowed into me.  
 
    “Dex Morgan,” they said in unison. 
 
    Their voices reminded me of a choir, and they all seemed to speak at the exact same pitch. It was a little disconcerting, but after all of my dealings with the goddesses when I became Ephy’s life force, I had grown used to the oddity.  
 
    I stepped further into my office and closed my door behind me. I was glad I had thought to put on pants before I’d wandered over to check on the noise.  
 
    “What can I do for you?” I asked the goddesses because it felt like the right thing to ask. “You don’t usually make surprise visits like this.”  
 
    The goddesses did not break their gaze from me. “We have been watching you.”  
 
    “Watching me?” I repeated and reached up to scratch at the faintly aquamarine mark on my chest. “What do you mean? I didn’t think I was important enough to garner that sort of attention anymore.”  
 
    “Yes,” the goddesses said together. “Here and there for the last few weeks.” 
 
    “Really?” I laughed. “What did I do that was so important you have to keep eyes on me? I was under the impression we were on better terms these days…”  
 
    The goddesses seemed less amused than they usually were, however, and I began to understand that whatever had caused them to suddenly appear in my fountain was more serious than I’d first imagined.  
 
    “What’s going on?” I repeated and looked at each of the identical faces as I searched for some sort of answer.  
 
    “We sensed you during the attack in the Ardere,” the goddess in the center said, and it was strange to hear her voice without the echoes of her sister goddesses. “You have proven yourself quite powerful as of late.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said and shifted from foot to foot as I tried to analyze what they said for any hidden motives. “But that still doesn’t tell me why you’re here.”  
 
    “The attack in the Ardere,” the goddess furthest to the left said. “It was no ordinary battle that we sensed. You were up against a wind goddess.” 
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed, but it was clear that they already knew. “I believe she is the Goddess of the Prevailing Winds.” 
 
    The goddesses all hummed in unison. “Yes, that sounds correct. This is much larger than some sort of rogue goddess acting on a whim. This situation is more dangerous than we had first anticipated.”  
 
    “It is dangerous, but it’s something I am capable of handling,” I said. “Do you know something more about the situation that I don’t?” 
 
    I didn’t want the goddesses to think I was weak, because I did have a plan in place, but I would have been a fool to brush off their help and insights.  
 
    “You’re in jeopardy, Dex Morgan,” the center goddess said with a note of warning in her tone. “This is not something to take lightly. The Goddess of the Prevailing Winds, as you’ve called her, is a serious threat, not only to you, but to us as well. You carry the waters within you now, and you keep Ephelia alive. She is essential to the survival of not just Ocadia, but kingdoms you’ve not dreamed of. You are valuable to us, and we do not offer help without cause.”  
 
    I swallowed. “Of course. And I want as much help as you’re willing to give me.” 
 
    The goddesses nodded as one. “Tell us what you know.”  
 
    “I had a discussion with Feroxis, God of Irascible Flame, earlier in the day,” I began. “And he told me about a goddess known as Mihany. She was one of the Wayward Wind Goddesses who I spoke to you about before.” 
 
    “Feroxis,” one of the goddesses scoffed. “For a fire deity, he has always been a blowhard.”  
 
    I fought a laugh. “According to Feroxis, when a sky deity is killed, they aren’t really killed. Instead, they split into a sort of shadow self that resides in a realm just a breath away from our own.” 
 
    “Not technically dead, but not alive, either,” the center goddess summarized.  
 
    “Yes, exactly,” I confirmed with a nod. “And it seems that somehow, a group of necromancers were able to bring Mihany back from this shadow realm, at least to an extent. I’m not sure exactly what she wants, but Feroxis seems to think she’s looking for her sisters so she can raise them as well.” 
 
    “That is quite serious,” the goddesses mused together. “This goddess has already caused a fair bit of trouble, I cannot imagine more like her.”  
 
    “I think she’s coming after me because I killed her assassins,” I said. “I still have all five of the stones they used to harness some of her powers. They’re in my desk drawer. Nara, the Headmistress of the Witches’ Estate, warned me not to touch them, but I kept them in case they could be useful.”  
 
    “Hmmm,” the goddesses droned in unison. “There is a chance the stones you have saved could be used against the wind goddess. Perhaps they could be used to ensnare or capture her. They may even be able to control her.”  
 
    “How?” I asked as my eyebrows raised. “How would something like that work?”  
 
    “We are unsure,” the goddesses admitted. “Our powers work differently than those of this wind goddess, and we had never heard of such tokens before. We are true elemental deities, and so our magic is one with nature.” 
 
    “It seems like parts of her are in the stones, maybe there’s something there,” I suggested, but I was at just as much of a loss as the goddesses when it came to dealing with Mihany and her potential shadowy sisters. 
 
     “It is hard to say,” the goddesses said. “This is a strange form of magic we have never touched.”  
 
    This statement reminded me of something else from my conversation with Cinis and her father.  
 
    “The necromancers,” I said. “They’re more prone to dealing in this sort of strange magic than any other group. They might know something about how to deal with Mihany and this shadow self mess, especially if necromancers were the ones to bring her back in the first place.” 
 
    The water in the fountain grew agitated for a moment, and the goddesses’ wrinkled faces grew stern.  
 
    “That is a dangerous line of thought, Dex Morgan,” they warned. “We would like to be rid of this issue as soon as possible as well, but you must be careful. The magic you are approaching is not something we can well prepare you for, and it will not be easy.” 
 
    “I know, but I have to do something,” I said. “I think I’m one of the only people who can do something. I’m always careful, but I wouldn’t mind any help or advice you may be able to offer me.” 
 
    The goddesses looked amongst each other before turning their identical faces back toward me.  
 
    “We can offer assistance with harnessing your powers,” the goddesses finally said.  
 
    “Please! That would be so helpful,” I said eagerly. “I am willing to learn whatever it is you can teach me.”  
 
    “You did well for someone untrained in the ways of the waters during your battle with the wind goddess,” they said. “You were able to harness the water and draw it to you in your time of need, which is impressive enough on its own. But you were also able to stand your own against a vengeful goddess.” 
 
    “But…” I led, because I knew it was coming. 
 
    “But,” the goddesses confirmed. “You are missing a key element when it comes to using water.”  
 
    “What is it?” I asked and looked up at the withered goddesses looming ahead of me in the fountain. “How can I improve? What can I do differently?” 
 
    “You have never been a man to work off impulses,” the goddesses said. “In the time we have known you, and from what Mage Abyssi said of you, we know that impulse is not part of your nature.” 
 
    “I don’t like working from impulses,” I said. “I like to be in control and have a plan with the things I do, but how does that apply to water?” 
 
    “You must use your water powers with clear intention, just like you would use any other weapon from your large arsenal,” they explained. “When you called upon the water to help today, what did you think of?”  
 
    I flipped through my memory. “I didn’t think of anything specific. I just tried to draw as much water to me as possible and protect myself.” 
 
    “Ah,” the goddesses hummed. “That is where your issue lies. You were not in control of the water, but it was in control of you. Water is not easy to control. It is a fickle element, but she has chosen you, and you are capable of learning how to flow with her.”  
 
    “How can I learn that?” I asked eagerly. “How can I use intention with the elements? What sort of things should I even intentionally think about? I’ve mastered more weapons than most people have ever seen, and I know I am highly-skilled, so how can I master water?” 
 
    “Sit with us,” the goddesses commanded. They did not move from their hovering positions in the fountain, but after a moment, I sat down on the floor of my office like they told me.  
 
    I folded my legs toward my body and looked up toward the goddesses. Their already strange, pinched features looked even stranger from the new angle and shimmering light.  
 
    “What now?” I asked.  
 
    “Close your eyes,” they said to me. “And imagine the water running through your body like a current. Picture it in your mind.” 
 
    I nodded. “Right.”  
 
    I pressed my eyes closed together as tight as I could and tried to conjure up a mental image of water rushing through my body. It was strange at first as I tried to picture it, because all I could think about was my blood. But after what felt like a few minutes, the tension in my shoulders started to relax, and the image of water moving through my body started to seem more and more real. It was like I could feel it just under the surface of my skin.  
 
    “Good,” the goddesses said, and their voices rolled softly over me. “Now imagine the water in your body leading to a large well in your center. Can you feel it there?”  
 
    “Yes,” I said and was surprised at the fact it was true. I could feel something tugging at my gut like I had earlier in the day when I’d fought the goddess. But instead of the urgency I felt earlier in the day, the sensation was almost relaxing. It was like a reminder that the power was there instead of a forceful need to use it.  
 
    “That is where your power is stored,” the goddesses explained. “The power is within you, and you control it. Not the other way around. Water can be an overwhelming thing, and she is persistent when she wants to be. Mastering her requires you to always remember that you can pull the water at your will, and it will obey you, but you must have intention. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said again as the pool in my gut seemed to fill more and more. For the first time since I had taken in the Water Goddesses’ power, I felt like I understood how I was connected to the ability.  
 
    “Form a bubble in your hand,” the goddesses said. “Pull from within your well.” 
 
    I kept my eyes closed but nodded at their command. It seemed simple enough. I took a deep breath and focused on the feeling of my power inside me and homed in on the idea of forming a bubble in my hand.  
 
    I was in control of the water, and I wanted to form a bubble in my hand. The water was not in control of me.  
 
    There was a tugging in my gut that started to move through my body. It traveled up my chest and down my arm. Instead of a strong, pulling current, it felt like a trickle.  
 
    I opened my eyes just in time to see a perfectly rounded bubble of water form in my hand. I looked up at the goddesses to see them smiling down at me.  
 
    “Good,” they said. “Now, add to it. Feel the power of the water in this room, from the fountain and our presence as well. They should not feel the same to you.” 
 
    My eyes closed again, and I started to push my mind outward. It felt strange and wasn’t like anything else I’d ever done before, but it was like an invisible hand was reaching out from my body and feeling around the room in search of something.  
 
    I sensed the water in the fountain first, but that feeling was quickly overwhelmed by the goddesses’ presence in my meditation. Their power and energy within the water felt like it was pulling me in.  
 
    “Easy,” I mumbled to myself and shifted my focus. I began to pull water from the fountain with my outstretched hand. 
 
    Then I opened my eyes and watched as droplets of water flew out of the fountain in the oddest rain shower I had ever seen and sank into the bubble in my hand. It was larger than my palm now, and it seemed to defy what was possible in the natural world as it hovered there.  
 
    “Good,” the goddesses said again. “You have taken to the idea very quickly, and we are impressed. You knew not to tap into our power as well. It would have made this a much steeper learning experience.” 
 
    I chuckled. “I had a feeling something like that would happen if I gave in to that urge. It’s strange. I feel much calmer now with the water than I did earlier. It protected me, sure, but it felt like it was fighting against me, too.” 
 
    The Water Goddesses nodded. “Yes, but you are already much better at controlling the water. It is drawn to you and will not hurt you, but now it is much closer to serving the sort of purpose you need.”  
 
    “A weapon,” I said as I stared at the bubble in my hand.  
 
    “Indeed,” the goddesses agreed. “It will aid in your defense against the wind goddess, but you must practice.” 
 
    “I will practice until Master Abbot would be proud,” I promised them. “I cannot thank you enough for your help. This alone will increase our chances of surviving this wind goddess if I am able to use water as a more effective weapon.”  
 
    The goddesses looked amongst each other for a moment before they turned their attention back toward me.  
 
    “If you intend to defend this estate against the goddess and her wind, it would be in your best interests to use Mage Abyssi’s protections,” they said in unison. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I asked as my brow furrowed. The water bubble in my hand burst and soaked the leg of my trousers. “The estate is already impenetrable, and we have a sort of agreement with the Forest of Hud around our walls. What sort of protections are you talking about?”  
 
    “There,” they said and all pointed at once toward the sealed window I had been unable to open.  
 
    My pulse quickened in surprise, and I pushed myself up to my feet. I quickly made my way over toward the window and tugged at the handles. But the window did not budge, just like every other time I had tried it.  
 
    “How do I open it?” I asked as I turned back toward the goddesses.  
 
    “You must use your powers,” they said, and suddenly it felt obvious. “Mage Abyssi used our help to craft these protections for his estate, and we thought he would have explained it to you.” 
 
    I shook my head. “He was killed before we could go over the finer details of the job. What am I supposed to do?” 
 
    “Focus your power on the window,” they advised as the water around them began to shimmer and splash. “You will know what to do.”  
 
    With that, the Water Goddesses disappeared back into their element at what felt like a very inconvenient time. 
 
    “Right…” I muttered as my office grew dim almost immediately, but it took less than a second for my eyes to adjust once again. 
 
    The faint mark on my chest offered a slight glow, and I managed to draw another bubble of water into my hand to help.  
 
    It cast the window in a pale, blue-green light, but it was enough. 
 
    “Focus your power on the window,” I repeated the goddesses’ words to myself. “That was not helpful advice.”  
 
    I wasn’t surprised, though. The goddesses seemed to enjoy being cryptic. It was actually more surprising that they had shown up to advise me at all, but they had said they wanted to guide me a bit after I’d stolen their blessed waters from them, so I was grateful for whatever help I could get out of them. 
 
    And for now, this was all I had to go on.  
 
    I closed my eyes again and started to imagine the water rushing through me like they had taught me. Instead of the slow, steady stream I had pictured just a few minutes earlier, I imagined the water inside of me was a rushing river or a crashing wave.  
 
    The tugging in my stomach felt stronger now, and I could feel the strength of my power pulsating just below my skin. I also felt the presence of the water from the fountain without much effort, but there was something else I hadn’t noticed before. 
 
    It must have been easier to overlook with the goddesses’ overwhelming and powerful presence in here, but I now felt a slight pulsing coming from the window. 
 
    It was like a heartbeat, but it rose and fell like the tide, and my fingers prickled the longer I zeroed in on the peculiar presence. 
 
    “I want to open the window,” I said out loud as a way of setting my intentions with the water. “Let’s do this.”  
 
    I kept my eyes closed, took a deep breath, and then pushed all of my power out from my hands and toward the strange pulsing from the window. 
 
    I instantly felt like some sort of wave was trying to knock me off of my feet as something suddenly clicked inside of me. It was like something had been unlocked.  
 
    There was no water coming from my hands, but I could still feel water moving all around me like it had in the bubble I’d created to protect myself from the wind goddess.  
 
    Then my eyelids fluttered open, and I was shocked to see the window in front of me was completely visible. But the most surprising thing was what was on the outside of the window.  
 
    A wall of shimmering blue light burst from the window and outward toward the perimeter of the estate. It wavered and bobbed like a current, and I thought that it was meant to resemble water. 
 
    After a second of watching it, I realized it actually was water.  
 
    “Magical water,” I said to myself and laughed at my former master’s antics. “Master Abbot, of course.” 
 
    The blue light stopped at the edge of the estate’s property and began to climb upward. Then I pushed open the windowpane, poked my head out, and craned it up toward the night sky to watch as the light lapped and moved until it formed a perfect dome around the Assassins’ Estate.  
 
    The light from the magical watery force field faded then, but I could still tell it was there as it rippled softly in the moonlight, and I felt the pulsing of the force field inside of me, too. 
 
    Even from beyond the grave, Master Abbot still had some tricks up his sleeves. 
 
    I gave another soft laugh as I continued to stare up at the force field that surrounded my estate. There might have been a villainous wind goddess on the loose, but one thing was for certain. 
 
    There was no chance in hell she was getting anywhere near the Assassins’ Estate. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    My assassins had been shocked to see the force field surrounding the estate once they woke in the morning, but after a brief explanation, everyone seemed much more relieved. I knew I had some of the toughest people in Ocadia on my side, but I couldn’t blame them for being concerned about the sort of things the wind goddess might have attempted to do to our home. The building was already virtually indestructible, but our grounds weren’t, so the added shield gave everyone some peace of mind regarding our situation. 
 
    Exiting the force field had been easier than I’d expected, too. All I’d had to do was walk through the faintly shimmering light as if it was some sort of curtain. As I was leaving, I saw Elis and Nimith zipping back and forth between the force field without any sort of problem.  
 
    I wasn’t completely sure about how the force field worked, but I had a feeling it was something to do with intention. It would be in line with everything else I had learned about water powers so far, and it would have made sense for Master Abbot to devise a system that way.  
 
    I wondered if he would have ever told me about the protection system if he’d had more time, or if I would have even been able to use it as the new master. It wouldn’t have surprised me if Master Abbot had somehow known I would gain water powers along with my abilities as a mirror mage. It seemed like the sort of strange, mysterious thing he would have seen coming.  
 
    My meeting the night before with the Water Goddesses had my mind on my old master and mentor more than it had been in some time. So it wasn’t surprising when another piece of Master Abbot’s advice came to mind as I set out with a new vigor to deal with Mihany.  
 
    If I wanted to go toe to toe with one of the most unsavory groups of people in all of Ocadia, I needed to make sure I kept the upper hand at all times.  
 
    I’d had a few run-ins with the necromancers since I had taken over as Master Assassin, but it had not been with the guild as a whole. Cinis, Ephy, and I had come face to face with a pissed off necromancer trying to raise her dragonkin lover from the grave, and it had almost ended badly for me and my lovers.  
 
    The encounter had certainly been enough to leave a sour taste in my mouth when it came to the estate as a whole. 
 
    It was hard to trust people who dabbled in such dark things. I knew plenty of people would have said the same thing about Nara, but there had always been something distinctly different about the Witches’ Estate and the Necromancers’ Estate in my mind.  
 
    But I would need to keep any personal opinions well under the surface if I wanted to gain the necromancers’ trust, and more importantly, if I wanted to gain their help.  
 
    It was a long trek from the Assassins’ Estate in the east to the Necromancers’ Estate in the southwestern-most corner of Ocadia. It might have been faster had I cut closer to the castle and the market in the center of the city, but I wanted to keep my profile as low as possible. 
 
    The wind goddess clearly had no issues when it came to hurting innocent people, and the last thing I wanted was for her to attack me in the market and potentially put bystanders at risk. 
 
    Unfortunately, that did put a small kink in my plan.  
 
    I couldn’t present myself to the Necromancers’ Estate as Dex Morgan, Master of the Assassins’ Estate. They wouldn’t trust me on sight if I came in with that sort of formality, and given the nature of my profession, it wasn’t like I had a whole list of people willing to vouch for my skills. Plus, the last thing I wanted was to give the Necromancers’ Estate any sort of bargaining chip to use if they helped me. That seemed like asking for trouble.  
 
    So, I would have to arrive as someone else, which meant I needed to find a person to mirror into. I had picked one of the more well-used paths that wound along the length of Ocadia without being too overly populated, so I had no doubts that someone would pass by who would suit my purposes.  
 
    It was just a matter of finding the perfect candidate.  
 
    My best chance at making a good impression with the necromancers was as someone who wasn’t to be fucked with. I needed them to fear me and respect me, so not just any random passerby would do. 
 
    I kept my cloak over my head as I walked, but my eyes were peeled for any travelers who stood out. 
 
    After a few small groups crossed my path on the dirt road, a man with broad shoulders who was leading an ox came into view over the crest of a hill.  
 
    He looked to be about my height, but while I had the sort of muscles that were more attuned to stealth and meticulous training, this guy looked like he could have picked up his ox and thrown it.  
 
    “Perfect,” I said to myself.  
 
    It only took a few small steps and a perfectly timed fake stumble before I clapped my hand onto the meaty stranger’s bicep.  
 
    “Excuse me!” I said in my best attempt at a Northerner’s accent.  
 
    “Are you alright?” the man with the ox asked in a low, rumbling voice.  
 
    “Fine, thank you. I’ve got to be on my way,” I said as I straightened up. I didn’t wait for him to say anything else before I quickly continued along the path. I could feel my power as it began to pulse under my skin, and my face began to change.  
 
    My body grew wider instead of taller, and with each step I took I felt heavier.  
 
    Thankfully, I had thought ahead that morning and worn my loosest pair of trousers and my most ill-fitting tunic. The excess space in the material gave me plenty of room to grow and expand as the ox-hand’s impressive muscles filled out the garments, and I swiftly loosened the strap of my satchel in order to accommodate the new growth.  
 
    I gave myself a second to get used to my new body as I walked down the path toward the southern edge of the kingdom.  
 
    “This will do nicely,” I said to myself and smiled as I quickened my pace. 
 
    It was still light out, and the sun was high in the sky, but I preferred to keep it that way. Necromancers were unsettling enough to deal with in the daytime. I would rather not have been forced to deal with them at night.  
 
    I worked over everything I knew so far as I walked. I always liked to be more than prepared for every situation I headed into, especially if those situations involved necromancers. This was my first time dealing formally with the group, so I had to keep my wits sharp and on guard. 
 
    And I just had to hope the information Feroxis had given me was good. I was relying on his input for this excursion, and while I didn’t think he would have willingly told me anything he knew to be untrue, I still thought it was reasonable to be concerned. 
 
    It had taken some time to decide what sort of weapons I had wanted to bring with me to my meeting with the necromancers, and in the end, I had gone with my trusty longbow strapped to my back and the kalis I had used against the spirit Elis had conjured. 
 
    The satchel I wore across my chest bounced into my side with each step I took. I’d made sure to bring all five of the stones I had taken from the wind goddess’ assassins with me. I wasn’t sure if they would be useful, but the Water Goddesses seemed to think they could serve some purpose in binding Mihany. 
 
    The heat from the day hadn’t yet reached its peak by the time I finally stepped off the well-trod path toward the southernmost edge of the kingdom. I knew I wasn’t going somewhere that people ventured often, so I kept my hand on the hilt of my dagger as I stepped into the thicket of untamed grass and foliage to continue on my trek. 
 
    The wilderness was quickly shrouded in darkness despite the midmorning sun as I neared the estate. A thick, billowing fog rolled over the pastoral fields, and I fought a shiver that tried to roll down my spine.  
 
    It was the first time I had dared to venture to the Necromancers’ Estate, but that didn’t mean I had to enjoy the experience.  
 
    The very air around me had grown cold, and I pulled my cloak tighter around my borrowed form as I stepped lightly through the wooded area that surrounded the Necromancers’ Estate. It seemed like a sort of protective barrier around their grounds, but I doubted they needed something like that. No one in their right mind would have trespassed with ill-intent given the group’s reputation.  
 
    I sucked in a breath as the estate itself finally came into view as I cleared the copse of trees. 
 
    The estate looked like a dark slash against the sky that had been painted with a violent hand. It seemed like it sucked all of the light from the air around its jagged towers. The building itself was made of large, rough-hewn stones in varying shades of gray and black, but that wasn’t the impressive part. 
 
    It was the glinting obsidian points on the towers that caught my eye, and I couldn’t help but wonder if they were used as some part of a necromancy ritual. I’d done my research before I had dedicated myself to coming here, but even then, there were things that people outside of the estate simply had no way of knowing.  
 
    I pushed back the hood of my cloak and squared my shoulders as I started toward the narrow path that led from the small forest’s edge and up toward the imposing estate. 
 
    The black smoke I had first noticed once I’d veered off the main path around the kingdom had grown thicker with each step forward. It billowed up toward the sky in a sheet I could have cut with the blade of my kalis had I tried.  
 
    “Talk about ominous,” I said under my breath before I set my mirrored face into a more severe expression. 
 
    I had decided that my cover for speaking with the necromancers was that of a freelance cutthroat. I needed them to take me seriously as both a threat and a potential ally all at once. It was a fine line to tread, but I was more than skilled in the ways of manipulation.  
 
    I continued along the narrow path that wound toward the large, towering doors of the estate’s main building, and I started to attract the attention of a few stray necromancers who lingered in what I assumed was their idea of a courtyard. 
 
    The greenery and plant life I had seen just a few yards back had been replaced with a mixture of dead grass and sharp stones. There were a few strange patches of life in the desolate landscape, but I doubted they would last for long.  
 
    I slowed my pace just enough to watch as an older necromancer in their standard deep purple robes gesticulated to what I thought was a student. There was a lively daisy sprouted from a small mound of grass in front of the pair, and as the younger necromancer twisted something in their hand, the flower wilted and died. 
 
    All of the color drained from the plant like it had never been there in the first place.  
 
    Another shudder rolled down my spine as the older necromancer gave a pleased nod in the student’s direction. 
 
    “Hello,” a low, creepy voice suddenly said. 
 
    I was surprised to see that a necromancer in dark robes had managed to cut me off at the path without drawing my attention.  
 
    No one ever got the drop on me without a good reason, and I had a feeling the dark magic practitioner had been using some sort of strange spell or hex to move without being seen.  
 
    I would have to be more careful.  
 
    “Hello,” I said in the stranger’s low, gravelly voice. “I came for information.”  
 
    The necromancer tilted his head to the side. There was something distinctly off-putting about the way he carried himself, but I couldn’t quite place what made him so strange. At first glance, he looked like a normal man, but the longer I looked at him, the more his dark practices became evident. 
 
    His skin was so sallow and pale that I could see the dark outline of his veins webbing beneath his skin, and the whites of his eyes were nearly yellow. But the most uncomfortable part of his appearance were his pupils. They weren’t rounded like a normal human’s eyes. Instead, they were rectangular like some sort of goat’s.  
 
    “Information?” the necromancer asked in a soft hiss. He cocked his head to the side as he stared up at me with an unblinking gaze.  
 
    “Yes,” I said with a brusque nod.  
 
    After a long pause, the necromancer smiled. “Why don’t you follow me inside.” 
 
    It didn’t seem like a suggestion.  
 
    The necromancer turned and started back up the path I had been following, and I fell into step behind him. 
 
    The remaining few necromancers in the courtyard weren’t even hiding their curiosity, and I could feel their eyes as they bored into my back. 
 
    I wondered if they had the same strange, goat-like pupils, or if this guy was just especially weird.  
 
    “Tell me about the information you seek,” the necromancer said without looking back at me.  
 
    “I’ve got my hands on a few stones,” I began. “They belonged to a goddess and gave the wielder some modicum of her power. I want to know if they can be used to destroy her.” 
 
    “A goddessssss?” the necromancer hissed out his question and looked over his shoulder at me with a glint in his strange eyes. There was something alarmingly giddy in the look he gave me. 
 
    Necromancers gave me the fucking creeps. 
 
    “Yes,” I said again. “I’m a… problem solver, of sorts.” 
 
    “Problem solver?” He slowed his pace. “What sort of… problem solver?” 
 
    “The sort that makes problems disappear quite permanently.” I flashed a subtle grin. “No matter who they are.” 
 
    “A cutthroat!” he hissed with instant glee and thrummed his pale, bony fingers against each other. Then we came to a halt in front of the large, impending doors to the estate itself. “Oh, that is… delightful.”  
 
    I said nothing in return and instead waited for my creepy guide to lead me inside. I had never seen the inside of the Necromancers’ Estate, and I was more than a little curious about what sort of oddities lay within.  
 
    He pushed the doors open with a long, low creak, and a gust of stale wind burst out. I took an instinctual step back, but my necromancer guide didn’t seem bothered by the breeze.  
 
    “I would like to see the stones,” the necromancer said to me as he stepped inside. “Come this way.” 
 
    I grunted in response and glanced around the inside of the estate. It was just as dark and foreboding on the inside as it was on the outside, and I couldn’t say I was very surprised.  
 
    The walls of the foyer were a glinting, dark black– no, as I stepped closer in pursuit of my guide, I realized they were a dark purple. I had no idea what sort of material the walls could have been made from, but I had a feeling dark magic was somehow involved.  
 
    The floors of the estate were the same strange material, and each step I took echoed loudly against the smooth, unblemished surface. Large and intricate tapestries of various symbols and necromancing crests hung from the tops of the walls and brushed to the floors, but other than that, there wasn’t much in the way of decoration. 
 
    I assumed that deeper within the estate, there would be rooms where the necromancers’ who lived within the walls conducted their rituals. I wondered if there was some sort of morgue within the walls as well, but I quickly pushed that thought aside as my necromancer guide led me down an uncomfortably narrow hallway.  
 
    He pushed at a large, metal door, and it swung open with a loud creak. I braced myself for the worst on the other side as my hand hovered over the hilt of my kalis, but instead, I was pleasantly surprised to see a fairly normal-looking library. 
 
    Shelves of thick, dusty tomes rose from the floor to the ceilings, and numerous tables filled the large space. It seemed that every flat surface in the library was stacked with books, but the necromancer led me to perhaps the only bare bit of table.  
 
    He sat down in a rough-hewn wooden chair at the table and looked up at me with his goat-like eyes as he folded his pasty hands together. 
 
    “The stones,” he said and smiled. There was something off-putting about the smile, but I tried to ignore that as I hefted my satchel up and dumped the wind goddess’ stones out onto the dark wooden table.  
 
    “Here they are,” I said and was careful not to touch them as I gestured toward the pile.  
 
    The necromancer seemed much less wary and picked one of them up. He turned it over in his hands a few times, and the smile on his face stretched into something almost grotesque. 
 
    “Not many mortals in this city would dare to involve themselves in such things,” the necromancer practically cooed once he lowered the stone. His darkened fingernails still danced across its smooth surface. “This is truly fascinating. Where did you say you found them?”  
 
    “I didn’t,” I said. “Could they be used to kill a goddess?”  
 
    “You didn’t,” the necromancer confirmed, and a dark look briefly flashed across his face, but it was gone in an instant, and I was left to wonder if I had imagined it.  
 
    “Look,” I began. “I’m looking to make a name for myself in this kingdom. I want to be able to take on some of the more… unsavory jobs that might come my way. This is a good place to start.”  
 
    “Unsavory jobs, you say?” the necromancer asked with another dark, excited grin.  
 
    He seemed intrigued, so I pushed my luck.  
 
    “What do you know about shadow selves?” I asked. 
 
    “My, my, you do know more than I expected,” he cackled and clapped his hands together. “You’re going to want to talk to the Master.”  
 
    “Can you take me to him?” I asked and pretended it hadn’t been what I had wanted this entire time.  
 
    The necromancer didn’t say anything and instead got up to his feet. He reached out to take one of the stones again, but my hand whipped out faster, and I grabbed his wrist. 
 
    “I’ll take those back now,” I said with a hint of steel in my voice. 
 
    The necromancer’s strange pupils darted from my hand on his wrist to the look in my eyes before he gave a nearly-imperceptible nod and took a small step back. He did not look apologetic for his behavior, but I would take what I could get from the creepy little fuck. 
 
    I quickly loaded the stones back into my satchel and kept the bag pressed close to my side.  
 
    “This way,” the necromancer said in an eerie singsong voice as he began to lead me out of the library. 
 
    The inside of the Necromancers’ Estate seemed to be some sort of maze. Despite the fact that I knew more necromancers had to be in the estate, we hadn’t seen anyone else. It was exceptionally creepy to think about, but I pushed those thoughts aside for the moment. I could try and figure out the odd intricacies of their estate after I had gotten the information I needed out of their Master. 
 
    The necromancer in front of me came to a halt outside of a similar-looking door to the one that had led to the library. He reached up and knocked in a pattern of five taps, waited a moment, and then the door swung open on its own.  
 
    “Go ahead,” he urged me as he stepped aside. His eyes practically glittered in the darkness of the hallway, and I didn’t waste any time in stepping past him. 
 
    As soon as I cleared the threshold of the room, the door swung shut behind me with a clang.  
 
    Then I took a moment to get my bearings in the new room. It appeared to be the master of the estate’s office and bore a surprising similarity to my own office back at the Assassins’ Estate. There was a large desk that was the main focal point of the room, as well as a large wall arranged with… things. It was the only word I could think of to call the items.  
 
    I assumed they were totems or magical items of some sort, but each individual item was so strange and misshapen that it was hard to tell what it was intended to be.  
 
    A large, dark stone sculpture sat in one of the corners of the room, and an uncomfortable energy seemed to radiate from it. It set me on edge in a way I didn’t like and sent my hand toward the hilt of my dagger again.  
 
    “And you are?” the man seated behind the large desk asked. He wore the dark purple, nearly black, robes of a necromancer, but there were a few more accents on the outfit that set him apart from the rest of his estate. A silver pin in the shape of two hands clasped the front of his robes together, and when he shifted, I was able to see some sort of shimmering green thread embroidered around the hems of his cloak. 
 
    “Yeven,” I said without hesitation. “Yeven Grangor. I’m a cutthroat.”  
 
    “Yeven Grangor the cutthroat,” the Master of the Necromancers’ Estate purred out my false name. “I am Master Gozis the Darkmaster.”  
 
    “The Darkmaster?” I repeated and raised one of my borrowed bushy eyebrows. 
 
    The necromancer’s lips curled. “Yes. It’s a sacred title amongst necromancers. Beholden to those most powerful, most daring in the dark arts.” 
 
    “Thank you for agreeing to see me, Master Gozis the Darkmaster,” I said once he finished his explanation.  
 
    The torches along the back wall illuminated Gozis as I stepped toward his desk, and I was surprised to see that he looked more human than his counterpart who I’d spoken with before. It was almost more disconcerting than if he had looked monstrous. The most inhuman thing about him was his perfectly hairless head and face, but even then, I had met a few humans who were equally as hairless.  
 
    The Darkmaster seemed to radiate an uncomfortable, powerful energy that made me fight against the urge to shift on my feet. I was stronger than whatever he was putting out into the room, but it still made me feel a little less welcome.  
 
    It was then that I noticed a strange item in Gozis’ hands. It was a large stone that would have fit perfectly along the length of my hand. It would have formed a perfect cylinder if it weren’t for the seemingly random series of notches and lines carved into its surface, and the rough-hewn green gemstone that protruded from the top.  
 
    “You came here with questions, did you not?” he asked and gave a small flick of his wrist toward one of the chairs in front of his desk. “Ask them. It is not often we have your kind visit our humble abode.” 
 
    “My kind?” I asked as I sat down in the seat.  
 
    “Those who walk a… lighter path,” Gozis explained. 
 
    “I’m not sure I walk any sort of light path,” I said with a shake of my head. “I do bad things, and I’m very good at it. That’s why I’m here. I was contacted by a member of the royal court about a shadow spirit raised at this estate.”  
 
    Gozis stopped stroking his totem. “A shadow spirit, you say? And what member of the court sent you?”  
 
    “I do not know,” I continued to lie and watched the necromancer’s face for any signs of mistruth. “But they informed me that it was your estate that caused it, and because they need me to kill the raised being, I am here for answers.”  
 
    “That cannot possibly be true,” Gozis said with a scoff and dropped his hand back down onto the totem in a strangely loving fashion. “Your royal is mistaken.”  
 
    “Are you certain?” I pushed and leaned forward in the seat. “The member of the royal court who hired my services seemed certain.”  
 
    “Raising a spirit from a shadow self in completion is not an act we perform here,” Gozis insisted as he continued to stroke the totem. There was something off about the way he handled the item, and I filed that information away for later. “It is a rare thing to bring a being back from their shadow self in entirety.”  
 
    “But you raise the dead?” I continued to press.  
 
    “That is a different creature entirely,” Gozis said and shook his hairless head. “We have brought beings back from the afterlife, yes. Some shadow selves in parts here and there, but to conjure a being like that entirely, no.”  
 
    “Never?” I asked and raised my eyebrows.  
 
    Gozis hesitated. “Once, perhaps twice it has been attempted by this house, but there have always been… disastrous side effects. It is simply not something done.”  
 
    There was something about the shifty look in Gozis the Darkmaster’s eyes that told me he wasn’t telling me the whole truth, and I realized it was going to take a lot more effort to wheedle the information I needed out of him.  
 
    I was on the right track, but I didn’t have all that I needed yet.  
 
    “Would any other houses have made an attempt, if not here?” I asked.  
 
    “It is not a practice many even know how to do,” Gozis said quickly. “No other house of necromancy is as skilled or has the resources that my dear children do. This is simply something you will have to accept.”  
 
    “I don’t think you’re telling me the truth,” I told him as bluntly as I could. “In fact, I think you know damned well what I’m asking and simply won’t give me the information. I have been tasked by the royal court to take care of this being, and I doubt they’ll be too pleased to take no for an answer.”  
 
    Gozis stroked his totem. “That is hardly my problem. These are sacred, necromantic rites, and you, Yeven Grangor the cutthroat, are not a necromancer.”  
 
    “Do you want to end up like the Witches’ Estate?” I accused the necromancer. “Have you forgotten what happened when one of their own wrought havoc? Things will go much smoother if you simply tell me what you did, and how I can fix it.”  
 
    “I cannot help you,” Gozis repeated sternly.  
 
    “Then I’ll have to kill you…” I said it casually in the hopes that it would startle the necromancer. “And I will kill every necromancer who is not willing to help me with my cause.” 
 
    “Is that a threat?” Gozis asked as his eyes flashed something dark, and his lips curled into a smile. “Do you forget who I am? I am the Darkmaster, and death means nothing to me. It’s just a blink of the eye, a few grains of sand through an hourglass. It’s nothing if not fleeting for me.” 
 
    Despite the Master of the Necromancers’ Estate’s words, I could tell he was holding something back from me, and I would use that as best as I could.  
 
    “But,” I said and let the word fill the silence that spanned between us.  
 
    A few more seconds ticked by before Gozis spoke again.  
 
    “But…” he said the word slowly. “I do not wish to draw more attention to my estate than is necessary. We have a reputation to compete with already, and I do not wish to put my house in jeopardy by bringing any more royal, prying eyes down upon us.” 
 
    “So what do you have for me?” I asked and leaned back in my seat.  
 
    “It would appear that you have your information… twisted around,” he said. “Your anonymous royal is mistaken about the cause of your problem.” 
 
    “You don’t say,” I mused and fought a smirk. 
 
    “If you would carry out an assassination for me, I would be more than willing to give you the information you seek about shadow selves,” Gozis said. “This is, in fact, rather fortuitous. None of the assassin houses in the kingdom will do a job for my estate. But I need this taken care of without getting my own hands dirtied in the process, and it has been difficult without an assassin. They tend not to trust necromancers. I can’t imagine why.”  
 
    “I can’t imagine why, either,” I lied as I stared at a creepy man who was stroking a creepy totem, in his creepy office, inside his creepy estate.  
 
    I couldn’t help but find the situation amusing, considering who I really was, but I tamped down my emotions and acted a bit reluctant to hear about the necromancer’s target.  
 
    “What would you need from me?” I asked. 
 
    Gozis smiled. “It’s time for a certain troublesome sorcerer to die.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    “A sorcerer?” I asked.  
 
    “Yes,” Gozis the Darkmaster hissed and folded his hands over the totem in his lap. “Idali. Do you know of him?” 
 
    “No,” I said, and I was being honest. I knew a few of the more powerful sorcerers in Ocadia, and I had expected to hear one of their names, but instead, I was more than a little confused.  
 
    “Count yourself amongst the lucky, then,” Gozis said with a disgusted scoff. “I’ve never met a more wretched creature in my time, and I have been around for quite some time and deal with the undead.”  
 
    “Tell me about Idali,” I suggested. I wanted as much information as I could possibly get on my new target, and I had a feeling Gozis would be more than willing to give it to me.  
 
    “Idali is the man behind the Master of the Western Sorcerers’ Estate,” Gozis began. “You have not heard his name, and that is exactly what he wants. He dwells in the shadows, casting his spells and writing his enchantments, but he is not as powerless as he presents himself to be.” 
 
    “So, he’s the real leader of the sorcerers?” I asked and raised an eyebrow at the idea of some secret leader to a powerful estate. 
 
    “There are a dozen sorcerer estates,” the necromancer said with a slight shrug of his shoulders under his heavy robes. “He is the leader of that one, and has been a pain in my side for too long. His staff is carved from the bone of a dragon, and that alone should tell you the sort of man you are dealing with.” 
 
    “A dragon,” I repeated and couldn’t keep the shock from my tone. “There haven’t been dragon bone staves in–” 
 
    “Yes,” Gozis interrupted. “Exactly. Idali is nearly as old as the sands of time, and he is deadlier than anyone ever expects. He has managed to keep himself alive for so long because of that fact. If people knew of his abilities… it could start a war. He’s practically a deity in his own right.” 
 
    There was something in Gozis’ explanation of this apparently all-powerful sorcerer that made me more than a little suspicious, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on what it was.  
 
    “And so you want him dead because he’s powerful?” I asked as I tried to get to the bottom of my lurking suspicions. “Or is there some other reason?”  
 
    “I have known Idali for a very long time, Yeven Grangor,” the Head of the Necromancers’ Estate said with a shake of his perfectly smooth head. “Longer than many of the people in the kingdom combined. It is just one of many reasons that it is not safe for him to be left alive. My estate is under constant threat by his mere existence, and I cannot continue to abide by this.”  
 
    “It will be done by tomorrow,” I said finally. 
 
    I would look into this Idali and his relationship with Gozis as best as I could in my own time, though. I had a feeling I was missing something, but I knew I wouldn’t get it out of the necromancer in front of me. And a freelancing cutthroat probably wouldn’t ask as many questions as a Master Assassin would. They’d snatch up any jobs they could get. 
 
    “Good, good,” Gozis hissed and stoked his totem. “And once it is finished, I will give you the information you seek.”  
 
    “I need more to go on than just your word alone,” I said. “You could promise to give me the information I need to take care of the royal court’s problem, but turn your back just as quickly.” 
 
    “You make a fair point, cutthroat,” Gozis said. “What would you have me do to assuage your fears?”  
 
    “I’ll hold on to something of yours,” I bargained. “It will be returned after the job is completed and you give me the information on shadow selves. It’s a guarantee.”  
 
    Gozis pursed his thin lips together before he nodded his head in a reluctant show of agreement.  
 
    “What shall you take, then?” he asked and used one hand to gesture around his office, but my eyes were already on the item I wanted. 
 
    “The totem in your hands,” I said without hesitation.  
 
    Gozis’ eyes flashed, and his hand went tight around the carved totem, but he slowly moved to set the totem on his desk. His hand lingered there for a moment before seemingly having to pull itself away.  
 
    “You are playing with forces you will never understand,” he warned in a low, aching tone. “If you should double-cross me or my estate, you will not be prepared for the things I will unleash upon you. And should you die in this attempt–” 
 
    “I wouldn’t put my life on the line for a job.” I reached out and took the totem from the desk. “It’s not good for business. Should it appear I will die going up against this sorcerer, I’ll simply be returning this totem to you and telling you to find another man for the job.” 
 
    The necromancer pursed his lips, but he nodded in agreement. 
 
    I realized then that the strange, dark energy I’d felt emanating from Gozis hadn’t actually been coming from him at all. Instead, it had been his dark totem that had put out the foreboding feeling into the room.  
 
    Interesting.  
 
    I put the totem into the satchel in my lap and felt better as soon as it was out of my touch.  
 
    There was clearly some sort of intense, dark magic fuckery with that item that I did not have the time to deal with.  
 
    “Heed my words,” Gozis said. He was staring at the satchel as if he could see straight through it to his totem.  
 
    “And you heed mine,” I countered. “I keep my word. Your job will be done, and when you give me the information I need, I’ll return your totem. It’s in your hands.”  
 
    With that, I pushed myself to my feet and simply waltzed from his office without waiting for any sort of dismissal. 
 
    I could feel the necromancer’s eyes on me the entire way down the hall. 
 
    I retraced the path that the first necromancer had taken me down, and in a few minutes, I reached the front door of the estate and stepped outside. It was only barely brighter outside of the building, but even the small amount of sunlight felt better than the doom and gloom of the Necromancers’ Estate.  
 
    My satchel felt a thousand times heavier than it had with just the wind goddess’ stones inside, and I adjusted how it hung across my chest as I quickly navigated down the pathway toward the flash of green at the edge of the property. The sooner I got the hell out of here and away from necromancers, the better I would feel.  
 
    Once I was certain I was far enough away from the Necromancers’ Estate, I quickly let my mirrored form slip away and stepped back into my own skin. 
 
    I gave a deep sigh of relief when my features morphed from the farmhand with the ox and back into their normal configuration. My clothing hung a little looser, but my steps were lighter as I quickly made my way back toward my own estate.  
 
    There was something unnerving about the totem in my bag, and the longer it was on my person, the more uneasy it made me feel. The sooner I was able to do something with it, the better.  
 
    The walk back to my own estate felt like it took no time at all once I was back in my own body, and before I knew it, I crested a hill and caught sight of the newest addition to my protections. 
 
    The force field around the Assassins’ Estate wasn’t completely visible, but there was a faint blue sheen that emanated from the magical protection. The sight of it caused a smile to form on my lips, and I walked a bit faster.  
 
    I stepped back through the force field without any issues, but there was something different about stepping onto the estate grounds. It seemed like the force field had to take a second to decide whether or not I was a friend or a foe before it ultimately decided I was safe. 
 
    The thought was reassuring.  
 
    I pushed open the doors to the estate and pulled the satchel closer to my side. It wasn’t as if I expected any of my assassins to attempt to fuss with the totem I’d taken from Gozis the Darkmaster, but I could never be too careful when it came to strange magical items.  
 
    Mazne looked up with one of her usual frazzled looks when the doors closed behind me. 
 
    “Oh, thank the gods,” she said with a heavy, relieved sigh. 
 
    I cocked my head to the side. “Why are we thanking the gods today? I know most women are charmed by my presence, but you usually aren’t one of them.”  
 
    “Oh, hush, Dex,” she said with a soft laugh. “We were all concerned about this business with the necromancers! I know you only told us to keep us in the know about what was happening, but it’s not exactly the sort of thing you can be in the know about and not worry about.”  
 
    “There was no chance that something could have happened to me,” I assured my receptionist and dear friend.  
 
    “Well, one way or another, I’m glad you’re back. Even if you have that awful, necromancer reek about you,” Mazne finally said with a sigh. She gave a small, full-bodied shudder, as if to prove her point, and I fought a laugh. 
 
    “Well, far be it from me to continue to reek in your presence,” I joked with one hand on the satchel to keep it pressed into my side. “I’ll be in my office if anyone needs me.” 
 
    “Oh, speaking of that,” Mazne said quickly before I could waltz away. “Nara arrived not too long ago. I’m not sure where she is… or what she’s doing… or even what she wants. But she’s here.”  
 
    I laughed. “Thank you for the warning, Maz.” 
 
    I quickly made my way from the reception area of the estate, and I was glad to know the force field had allowed Nara to enter. I had been a little concerned about how it would handle my women, considering they weren’t technically a part of the Assassins’ Estate, but it seemed that whatever magic Master Abbot had used to create the protection was more intuitive than I had given it credit for in the first place.  
 
    No one stopped me as I made my way to my office, and I let out a small sigh of relief as I pushed the door open and found it empty. I’d had a strange worry that perhaps the Water Goddesses would simply still be there, like they had popped up again for another cryptic chat. I was more than grateful that the ancient elemental deities had chosen to help me, but I didn’t exactly want them in my business at every hour of the day.  
 
    I set my satchel down on my desk, and the immediate change in my demeanor was startling. I hadn’t realized how much energy the necromancer’s dark totem had been sapping from my body and my mind, but once it was away from me, I felt about a thousand times lighter.  
 
    Strange.  
 
    I couldn’t help but wonder what something like that did for a necromancer, and if it could prove useful to someone like me who didn’t dabble in that darker side of magic.  
 
    “Well, it’s about time you’re back,” Nara said from the doorway as a way of announcing her presence.  
 
    I looked back over my shoulder and watched as the Headmistress of the Witches’ Estate waltzed into my office and closed the door behind her.  
 
    She wore a particularly eccentric-looking outfit that consisted of a few gauzy skirts she seemed to have layered one on top of the other. They all brushed just above her knees, and a cinched black blouse ruffled around her bare shoulders. The outfit was brought together with a pair of her usual, large, impressive platform boots.  
 
    It was almost a conservative look, when it came to Nara’s usual fashion sense, until I saw that the skirts slit nearly up to her hip, and I fought against a laugh. 
 
    That was more like it.  
 
    “How long have you been waiting for me?” I chuckled as she sauntered over toward me and draped her arms around my neck.  
 
    “Ages,” she said with a sigh, despite the fact that Mazne had informed me she hadn’t actually been waiting that long.  
 
    “How terrible,” I teased with a sigh and let my hands fall to rest on the witch’s hips. “But I am back now.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said and leaned up for a kiss. “You are.”  
 
    She pressed her lips to mine in what certainly seemed like the start of a passionate embrace I was more than willing to accept before pulling away with her sharp nose scrunched up.  
 
    “What is that smell?” she asked and gave her wild hair a shake.  
 
    “Necromancers,” I explained with a sigh as she dropped her hands from my neck. “I was dealing with some business at their estate.” 
 
    “You were at the Necromancers’ Estate?” Her eyebrows shot up toward her hairline. “That seems very unlike you, Dex. Assassins and necromancers don’t tend to mix.”  
 
    “How about you tell me why you’re here first, and then I’ll explain myself,” I bargained with a grin. “You show me yours, and I’ll show you mine.” 
 
    Nara laughed. “How do you know I have a reason for being here? Maybe my reason is simply that I wanted to see you.”  
 
    “Is it?” I asked and cocked one of my eyebrows.  
 
    “No,” Nara said with a grin. “I thought you would like to be briefed on what my coven is doing to ensure your little king’s safety.”  
 
    “He’s your king as well, Nara,” I reminded the feisty witch, but she simply hand-waved off my reminder.  
 
    “Pshaw,” she said. “He’s a dunce, but he’s a well-protected dunce.” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” I told her as I leaned back against the edge of my desk in front of my satchel. I folded my arms loosely across my chest and watched as Nara made herself comfortable in one of the chairs in front of me. 
 
    She crossed her legs in such a way that the slit in her skirts left little to the imagination, and I had to force myself to look away before I diverted our conversations off course.  
 
    Nara grinned. “I helped my witches cast a few enchantments around the castle grounds and in a few specific rooms of the castle itself. They’re some of the stronger bits of spellwork I’ve done in quite some time, and I hate that I had to waste it on someone like the king, but I suppose it’s alright since it was you who asked me to do it.” 
 
    “What do the enchantments do?” I found myself asking in curiosity.  
 
    “Oh, a few different things,” Nara said and seemed utterly pleased with herself. “The one along the outside of the castle walls protects against any use of magical elements. There won’t be any sort of wind nonsense able to happen within two feet of the walls. I would have liked to create something a bit stronger, but there was only so much I could do on that front on such short notice.”  
 
    “It’s still impressive,” I said, and I meant it. “What else?”  
 
    “A few are simply traps,” she said. “If anyone attempts to use any sort of magic within their radius, they’ll be locked into a sort of stasis. It’s a rather… grim fate, but I figured it was useful in this situation. Even my coven has to be careful around those sorts of spells, because it wouldn’t be the first time a witch fell prey to her own enchantments.” 
 
    “That sounds… concerning,” I said with a faint laugh, but Nara seemed unconcerned.  
 
    “Inside the castle, there are similar protections in place,” she explained. “The usual things, you know? Protects against any ill will, shields the king from anyone who wishes to do him harm. Your basic enchantments to keep a monarch from being gutted by a wind goddess.”  
 
    “Yes, because this is a situation that everyone has prepared for,” I teased. 
 
    “Don’t sound so surprised that I had some special tricks up my sleeve for this specific situation,” Nara said with a twinkle in her eyes. “Now, how about you tell me what happened with the necromancers, and what little toy you’ve got in your bag behind you.”  
 
    “You can sense it?” I asked, but I supposed it wasn’t really a question. Nara was one of the most powerful magic users I had ever encountered, so it wasn’t much of a surprise that she knew there was something afoot.  
 
    “It’s like a beacon,” she confirmed. “What is it?”  
 
    “A totem of some sort,” I explained as I leaned back to grab the bag from my desk. I rifled through it and pulled out the strange, carved item and held it in my palm. “I took it from Gozis the Darkmaster as a sort of promise that he couldn’t go back on his word.”  
 
    “Interesting,” Nara murmured, but her eyes had snapped to the totem and gleamed with some sort of dark curiosity. “What word did he give you?” 
 
    “He asked me to perform an assassination he needs completed, and in exchange, he will tell me everything I need to know about shadow selves and how to banish the beings once they’ve been fully conjured,” I explained and hefted the totem in my hand. “I took this and promised it would be returned once he kept his word.” 
 
    “May I?” Nara asked, but she was already reaching out to take the carved cylinder from my hand.  
 
    I felt another wave of relief as soon as the piece was out of my grasp, and I realized just how cold the totem had been. It was strange, because it shouldn’t have been cold, but it seemed like it simply sapped the heat from the air.  
 
    There was something very off about the magical object. 
 
    Nara, however, seemed fascinated, and it was like watching Nimith discover a new toy. Her dark green eyes were alight with curiosity as she turned the totem over between her slim hands and smoothed her fingers over the carved ridges and embedded green stone.  
 
    The stone was the same shade as her eyes, I realized.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked as I watched her toy with it. 
 
    “I have no idea,” Nara murmured and continued to look enthralled as she peered closely at the carvings. “I’ve never encountered a magical item quite like this.” 
 
    “I find that hard to believe,” I said with a small shake of my head. 
 
    Nara was at least a century old, and I tended to defer to her when it came to all things magical. She was, by definition, my in-house expert, and it was strange that even she had no idea what it was we had our hands on. 
 
    “You and me both,” she said and finally looked up at me with a wicked grin. “Can I keep this? Just until you need to return it to Gozis. I want to play with it.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I said and reached out to take the dark totem back from Nara.  
 
    “When else will I ever get a chance to investigate something like this, Dex?” Nara pleaded with a huff and turned her pouty gaze up at me. “Gozis is a prick, and it isn’t like he would let me get my hands on this at any other time. I want to figure out what it does… Pretty please?” 
 
    “No,” I said a bit more firmly. “I can’t risk that. I need to make sure this totem gets back to Gozis exactly how he gave it to me. The last thing I need right now is to start a turf war with the necromancers, and if he somehow finds out I let the Headmistress of the Witches’ Estate play with his favorite toy, I might have hell to pay.” 
 
    “Fine,” Nara sighed. “But you’re no fun.” 
 
    She placed the totem back in my hand, and I quickly set it down on the edge of my desk to get it out of my grasp. 
 
    I didn’t like holding that damned thing. I hadn’t said it aloud, but I was also concerned with what a dark item like that could do in the hands of a witch like Nara. She was much more free with dark magic than most people in the kingdom, and I had a feeling that given enough time with the Darkmaster’s totem, she could wreak some real havoc. 
 
    “I am plenty of fun,” I reminded her with a wink as I pushed myself up from the edge of my desk. “You’re just pouting.” 
 
    “Fine,” Nara huffed and crossed her arms over her chest in what seemed like a clear attempt at pushing her breasts up to distract me. It was working. “You’re only fun in bed.” 
 
    “I’ll accept that,” I teased as I sat down in the chair behind my desk with a soft huff. 
 
    Before Nara could make any other attempts at either seduction or subterfuge to get the totem, the door to my office swung open following a gentle knock. 
 
    “Oh, good!” Ephelia said with a bright smile. “You’re here! And Nara, you’re here, too!” 
 
    The siren stepped inside my office and let the door fall shut behind her with a gentle thud. Her pale green skin was luminous and practically glowing as she made her way over toward the desk.  
 
    “There you are,” I said with a smile and looked up at Ephelia as she came over to press a damp kiss to my cheek. Her periwinkle hair tickled the side of my face.  
 
    “I went to visit my goddesses,” she explained with a smile. “They told me they visited you last night.” 
 
    “They did,” I confirmed with a nod.  
 
    “The Water Goddesses were here last night?” Nara asked with a furrowed brow.  
 
    “They showed up some time after we went to sleep,” I explained as Ephy simply climbed into my lap to sit. “They wanted to talk to me about the happenings with the wind goddess and my water powers.”  
 
    “Yes, they mentioned that.” The siren in my lap nodded as she made herself more comfortable. “They also told me you were able to unleash the force field that’s around the estate now.” 
 
    “I wondered about that,” Nara chimed in. “It’s impressive work. For a minute when I’d arrived, I thought you’d gone to another witch to do the work, but it’s clearly elemental magic.” 
 
    “It was something Master Abbot had in place,” I explained and gave a small nod over toward the now opened window where the force field had emanated from last night. “The Water Goddesses told me about it. It should keep us well protected from anything the wind goddess can throw our way now.”  
 
    “Good,” Nara said with a pleased quirk of her lips. “I hate that bitch and her birds.” 
 
    “You and me both,” I muttered and stroked my hand along Ephelia’s smooth thigh. Her skin was as soft as silk and as cool as dewdrops under my fingertips, and she practically melted into my side. 
 
    “How did things go with the Necromancers’ Estate?” she asked and tilted her head to look up at me from where it rested against my shoulder. 
 
    “It went better than I expected,” I said. “I was just starting to explain to Nara, so it’s a good time you showed up. Gozis the Darkmaster, who is the Head of the Necromancers’ Estate, asked me to commit an assassination for him in exchange for information on shadow selves. He denied raising the wind goddess Mihany from her shadow self, but I don’t know if I believe him completely. One way or another, I feel like there’s something he isn’t telling me.” 
 
    “What sort of assassination would a necromancer want you to commit?” Nara asked and cocked her head to the side. Her curls bounced with the gesture, and a small leaf floated down toward the ground. “It seems like it was something he probably could have just done himself.” 
 
    “That’s the thing,” I said. “He claimed he needed to keep his hands completely clean of the kill. He’s asked me to take care of a sorcerer named Idali. Have you ever heard of him?” 
 
    Nara’s nose scrunched up. “The name rings a bell, but I can’t quite put a face to it. What’s so special about this sorcerer?”  
 
    “Well, according to Gozis, he uses a staff carved from a dragon’s bone,” I said. 
 
    “A dragon’s bone?” Ephy repeated in surprise. “That must be incredibly powerful. How did he ever manage to get his hands on something like that?”  
 
    “He’s apparently older than dirt,” I said with a snort. “It sounded like Gozis knew him well. The necromancer claimed he was under constant threat as long as Idali was left alive.”  
 
    “Interesting,” Nara mused and tapped one darkly painted nail to her chin. “I could ask around for you to see if anyone in my circle has ever heard of this Idali if you’d like.” 
 
    “That would be fantastic,” I said and smiled at my witch lover. “I have a feeling your contacts might know a bit more about the subject than my own.”  
 
    “When do you need the information by?” she asked. 
 
    “Tomorrow,” I said. “I wanted to get this taken care of quickly, because the sooner I make the kill, the sooner I can get the information I need from Gozis. The longer Mihany is allowed to roam free and scheme against us, the worse off we are.”  
 
    “That’s quick, but I’m sure I can figure something out,” Nara assured me. “What else did Gozis say? I doubt it was anything useful.” 
 
     I had a feeling there was some sort of history between Nara and Gozis that I wasn’t privy to, but whatever it was, it didn’t seem pleasant. 
 
    “He said Idali is really the power behind the Western Sorcerers’ Estate,” I snorted. 
 
    “Is that sort of thing common?” Ephy asked and cocked her head to the side. “For someone who isn’t the master of the estate to have the real power?”  
 
    “It isn’t something I have ever heard of,” I admitted. “And I don’t even know how true it is. I intend to find out, but one way or another, I’m going to have to take care of this sorcerer. The information Gozis has is pivotal to getting rid of Mihany, and if we don’t get rid of her…”  
 
    “Bad things will keep happening,” Ephy chimed in. 
 
    “Bad things are an understatement,” I corrected with a sigh. “Whatever the wind goddess wants, she’s a threat to everyone in Ocadia if she manages to kill the king.” 
 
    “And so, the sorcerer has to die,” Nara confirmed.  
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “This is no small request that Gozis has made, but if anything, that just means the information he has for me warrants a feat like this. I’ve just got to figure out a plan and get my bearings on the situation.”  
 
    “I’m sure you’ll think of something,” Ephy assured me with a sweet smile. “You’re the best at your job for a reason, you know.”  
 
    I laughed and gave her a soft, loving kiss. “Thank you, Ephy.”  
 
    “It could be a good time to practice your water abilities,” she added as she nuzzled her nose to mine. “Having a more combative form of magic against this sorcerer could prove to be helpful if he’s really as powerful as Gozis said. The goddesses also mentioned that they thought it would be wise for you to work on your connections to the water around and inside you.”  
 
    “That’s a good idea,” I mused as I leaned back in my chair to keep myself from lavishing my siren lover with more kisses. I had too much work to do at the moment to allow myself to get caught up in her presence. 
 
    “I would be interested in watching how you use them, too,” Nara said with a wide grin. “It could be good to practice with the both of us here. A siren and a witch. We’re practically the best teachers for something like this.”  
 
    “You two have convinced me,” I joked and gave Ephy a small nudge from my lap. Then I stood up and moved around my desk to lower myself onto the floor where the Water Goddesses had instructed me to practice the night before. 
 
    Nara and Ephy both looked at me curiously, but neither of my lovers said anything about my new position.  
 
    I closed my eyes and draped my hands over my knees as I began to focus. It only took a few seconds before I was imagining water rushing through my body and visualizing it in my mind’s eye.  
 
    It came easier than it had the night before already, and I felt a small surge of pride at the progress I had already made in less than a day. But I didn’t let myself get cocky. Instead, I continued to focus on the mental visualization of the water in my body as it pooled toward the pit of my stomach and formed a well of power.  
 
    I felt the familiar tugging sensation in my gut that I had learned to associate with my water abilities, and I slowly started to push my power outward to sense the water in the room.  
 
    I could feel the draw of the water behind me from the fountain, but I pushed out further than that and felt a strong, powerful radiance from Ephelia. I didn’t even have to open my eyes to know it was her own power I was sensing. It reminded me of the powers I’d felt from her goddesses, but there was something different about the way the water moved within her. 
 
    It was calmer and more reassuring, and I felt my lips quirk into a smile at the thought.  
 
    I’d assumed the fountain and Ephy were the only sources of power I was going to find in the room outside of myself, but I was surprised to feel another small tug. It was much more miniscule than anything else I felt, but I continued to push outward toward the source. It was nothing more than a small, niggling feeling, and I realized with a start that I had started to feel the water that simply existed within Nara’s body. 
 
    My eyes fluttered open in surprise, and I met the witch’s curious gaze.  
 
    “What is it, Dex?” she asked and cocked an eyebrow.  
 
    “I think I can feel the water inside you,” I said in shock.  
 
    “Inside of me?” Nara asked and pointed back to herself as her dark eyebrows furrowed into a straight line. “I don’t have any sort of elemental magic, you know that.” 
 
    “No,” Ephy corrected Nara gently and rested her hand on the witch’s arm. “He means the water that simply exists in your body to keep you alive, Nara. That’s very impressive, Dex. I’m amazed you were able to sense something like that already. You never stop impressing me.”  
 
    “The information the goddesses gave me involving my powers has already helped immensely,” I explained away the compliment with a small smile. “It’s all about intention.”  
 
    “Exactly!” Ephy bubbled and clapped her hands together. “When you focus on what exactly it is that you want to do, using your abilities gets easier by tenfold. Water can be a bit… chaotic otherwise. Sometimes it’s like it has a mind of its own. Even I can struggle sometimes if I’m not in the right headspace.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t have thought that water would be one of the more chaotic elements to control,” Nara said and cocked her head to the side. “But then again, I’ve only very rarely used it in combat.”  
 
    “You can use it for far more than combat,” Ephy said. “In fact, I’ve rarely used it outside of healing. Before I met Dex, I had barely even attempted any of the other uses for my power.” 
 
    “It’s certainly powerful, especially from the goddesses themselves,” I remarked as I began to draw back the reach of my power. It was as if I could feel tendrils of water snaking back into me as I pulled away from Ephy and Nara and back into the pool in the pit of my gut.  
 
    “Did you try any sort of combat training?” Ephy asked me.  
 
    “Not last night,” I explained. “They sort of appeared, told me about intentionality, explained the force field around the estate, and then vanished.”  
 
    Nara snorted. “That sounds about correct for elemental deities.”  
 
    “They have many duties,” Ephy said and gave Nara a gentle nudge. “It was very kind that they even showed up at all, and it tells us how serious the situation is with this wind goddess in the first place.”  
 
    “You’re right,” I agreed and continued to nurse the water moving inside of the pit of my gut like it was a flame that needed tending to. “It’s a power and a skill that needs to be honed like any other weapon, and when I have more time, I am going to practice it until I know every inch of the ability.” 
 
    “I must say,” Nara chimed in with a low purr to her voice. “I like this side of you, Dex.” 
 
    Ephy giggled. “I was thinking the same thing. You’re very diligent in training.”  
 
    “Very single-minded,” Nara added and nudged the siren with a knowing look. 
 
    “You two are insatiable,” I chuckled as their intentions became clear. “But unfortunately, I’ve got to leave. I have an assassination I need to plan for.” 

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    I kept my head down and my cloak pulled tightly around my body as I made my way through the market in the center of the city. 
 
    The Sorcerers’ Estate was more of an idea than it was an actual operation. Sorcerers tended to be solitary magic users with a closely guarded network of connections. While they did technically have an estate, it was rare to find them working together, much less within the walls of a compound.  
 
    All of that meant the best place for me to scout out information on Idali the sorcerer was the old-fashioned way. 
 
    I had a network of trustworthy sources spread out all over the kingdom, but the best of those sources traded within the market. They were sources I had cultivated over years of work as an assassin, and they were the few people outside of my estate who knew what I did for work. I could trust almost all of them with my life if things came down to it. 
 
    I decided that given the little information I did have on this Idali, Xerzor was the best place to start looking for information. He was a member of the Alchemists’ Estate and a longtime friend of the Assassins’ Estate. In fact, in recent memory, he had crafted a special potion to tip my arrows with that had been pivotal to my defeat of Ignis the Titan.  
 
    The alchemist was a quirky old man, with a heavy emphasis on old. If there was anyone within the kingdom who might have crossed paths directly with this centuries-old sorcerer I was tracking, it would be Xerzor.  
 
    I came to a stop outside the old man’s little shop in the market, rapped my knuckles against the door, and took a small step back.  
 
    “Xerzor,” I called out to announce myself. “It’s Dex.” 
 
    There was a small, mildly-concerning clattering sound that came from the inside of the walled-in stall before I heard shuffling toward the door.  
 
    “Do you have a body with you this time?” the alchemist asked as he pulled open the door. He met me with a jovial grin. 
 
    I laughed. “Do you assume I only come here if I have a body to deal with?” 
 
    “Am I wrong?” he asked wryly as he stepped aside to let me into his stall.  
 
    “Yes,” I corrected and moved past the door so he could close it again. “Sometimes I come here for information, too.”  
 
    Xerzor somehow managed to look every one of his centuries old and also none of them at all. He had a long, thinning beard and a narrow, pointed face, but there was a brightness inside his eyes and a spryness in his steps that made him seem far younger than the rest of him implied.  
 
    “That isn’t true,” he said with a throaty chuckle as he moved back over toward whatever potion or spell he’d been working on before my arrival. “Sometimes you come here for my concoctions.”  
 
    “You’ve got me,” I joked and raised my hands up in mock-surrender. Then, while they were already there, I pushed my cloak back from my head and shook out my icy-white hair. “But today I need information.” 
 
    “What sort of information are you looking for, Dex?” the alchemist asked as he sprinkled something into a large cauldron. It gave a menacing bubble at the addition, and I fought the urge to ask him what it was he was doing.  
 
    “I’ve been tasked with assassinating a sorcerer,” I began, but Xerzor cut me off. 
 
    “Well, for anyone else, that sounds like a death sentence,” he said with a cheerful edge to his voice. “Sorcerers are some of the most powerful magic users in all of Ocadia, and I know that you know this.”  
 
    “That’s why I’m here,” I reminded him with a grin. “I need to get as much intel as I can manage before I can complete this.”  
 
    “Is there a specific sorcerer you have your eye on?” Xerzor started. “Or will any old man with a staff do?” 
 
    “I’m looking for Idali,” I snorted as I leaned up against a slightly precarious-looking shelf with equally questionable-looking contents on it. “Have you heard of him?”  
 
    It was like a switch had been flicked, and the jovial look on Xerzor’s face flickered into something far more grim. His wispy eyebrows knitted together as he looked up at me over his bubbling cauldron with one hand still up in the air over the brew.  
 
    “Who did you hear that name from, Dex?” he asked me in a tone more serious than I thought I had ever heard the man use.  
 
    I hesitated before answering. “Gozis the Darkmaster.” 
 
    “Bah,” Xerzor huffed and waved his hand. “Don’t use that nonsense title here. Gozis sent you after Idali? Is he trying to kill you?”  
 
    “I certainly hope not,” I said with a small shake of my head. “I need something from him, and this was our bargain.”  
 
    “It must be something important that you need,” Xerzor said, but he didn’t press, as I knew he wouldn’t. “Idali is no laughing matter. There are a few old geezers like myself around here who still know the name, but anyone else might as well call him a myth.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked and cocked my head to the side. “I’d never even heard his name until Gozis mentioned him. Even Nara wasn’t too sure.” 
 
    “She’s still young,” Xerzor said, despite the fact that Nara was a century old. “Idali is practically as old as Ocadia itself. He’s one of the few real ancients left amongst us, and it would seem he’s still got the same reputation he did when I knew him.” 
 
    “You know him, as in personally?” I asked and raised my eyebrows.  
 
    “I did,” Xerzor corrected and continued to fiddle with his potion. “It’s been quite some time since I’ve laid eyes on him, even more since I’ve communicated with him. You know how sorcerers are. They’re always looking for their future king to pull some sword out of something. Don’t have much time for much else.”  
 
    “Riiiight,” I said slowly as if I’d ever heard that stereotype before. “But it seems like this Idali did have time for something else, because Gozis wants him dead. Can you tell me as much as you know about him?”  
 
    Xerzor sighed. “I won’t be able to convince you not to go after him, will I?”  
 
    “We both know that’s a moot point,” I chuckled and watched as the old alchemist raised up his hands in defeat.  
 
    He hobbled away from his cauldron and over toward one of the chairs that sat adjacent to a small, cluttered table. Then he gestured with a sweep of his hand for me to take a seat as he lowered himself down into the other chair with a grunt.  
 
    I gladly followed his lead and ignored the fact that the chair groaned under my weight. I had a feeling it was sturdier than it seemed, much like Xerzor himself.  
 
    “Idali always had a mean streak,” Xerzor began with a sigh. “It’s the sort of thing that tends to come with power, but it never gets less aggravating. Back when we were all young, Idali still had a few decades on me, but not by much. I believe he and Gozis are approximately the same age. Once you get to be as old as dirt, it’s harder to keep track.” 
 
    “I hadn’t realized Gozis was so old,” I remarked as I thought back to the strange, hairless necromancer and the disturbing grin he’d worn during our conversation.  
 
    “Oh, he’s a slippery old bastard,” Xerzor said with a shake of his head. “But don’t let his sprightly appearance fool you. He’s one of us magic users from the older school of thought.” 
 
    “Sprightly isn’t the word I would have used,” I joked. “And what do you mean, older school of thought?”  
 
    “Well,” Xerzor paused as if to gather his thoughts. “It’s not so much that magic has changed in the last handful of centuries, but the world around us has changed. Times back then were… wilder. Lines were blurrier. And some people, like Idali, took advantage of those less stringent systems.”  
 
    “How so?” I asked and leaned forward in the chair. I was already intrigued by Xerzor’s storytelling.  
 
    “I’m sure you’re aware that sorcerers are magic users who derive their power from carved staffs?” the old alchemist asked.  
 
    “Yes, and apparently Idali has one carved from a dragon bone?” I answered his question with one of my own.  
 
    “I’m getting to that,” Xerzor chided. “But, yes. They use staves to channel their powers. The carvings inscribed onto their individual staffs are effectively a list of the spells they can cast.” 
 
    “Like a portable spell book,” I mused.  
 
    “Exactly. They can channel their power through the staff and use it with any inscription they have handy,” he explained. “It’s an impressive system if it’s utilized well, and it gives sorcerers a brutal versatility that someone like me, or Gozis for that matter, aren’t able to achieve nearly as easily. I could make a concoction that lets me temporarily breathe fire, but if Idali has a fire spell carved onto that dragon bone staff of his, he’s already able to do it.”  
 
    “I could see how that could be formidable,” I said as I began to play out every angle of a theoretical situation. It already seemed like I would have to get Idali’s staff away from him if I wanted to take care of him.  
 
    “Exactly,” Xerzor said with a sigh. “And while not every sorcerer becomes an intolerable megalomaniac, that isn’t the case with Idali. He knows exactly how powerful he is, and he’s had the time and patience to do a whole lot of carving. Unlike me, or Gozis, for that matter, he hasn’t attempted to rise up the ranks within the Sorcerers’ Estate.”  
 
    “You said he’s a megalomaniac, though,” I pointed out. “Why hasn’t he taken control if he’s so powerful?” 
 
    “Accountability,” Xerzor said with a simple sigh and a shake of his head. “You know as well as I do that being the Master or Headmistress of an estate draws you plenty of attention and responsibility. By ruling from the background with a puppet figurehead, Idali is able to maintain what limited control he has over his fellow sorcerers while also being accountable to no one at all. It means he can do whatever he wants, and no one can so much as ask him to stop.”  
 
    “But what all could he have done that’s so terrible if I’ve never even heard of him?” I asked and furrowed my brow. “I thought I knew every prolific magic user in all of Ocadia.”  
 
    “You undoubtedly know most of them,” Xerzor said. “But Idali is in a league all his own. He doesn’t look much older than you, thanks to some dark dealings he did back when we were much, much younger, and he tends to keep to himself more than most other sorcerers do. And that is certainly saying something considering how damned unsociable they all are. As for what he’s done…” 
 
    “Tell me,” I pushed as I stared at the old alchemist. “Please. I need all of the information I can get so I can carry out this assassination for Gozis.”  
 
    “Let’s just say he’s cruel,” Xerzor finally said. “That is the simplest word for it without having to delve into the nasty details. He is, and always has been, a bad man with too much power.” 
 
    “I want to hear the nasty details,” I said as I shifted in my seat and leaned forward toward Xerzor. “I want to know as much as I can about him so I can successfully do what I have to do.” 
 
    Xerzor sighed. “Idali has always abused his powers to get what he wants from people. It isn’t unheard of, obviously, when you have so many powerful people in such close confines, but he has always gone above and beyond with his cruelty.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked.  
 
    “For a time, Idali had unwilling servants under his control,” Xerzor explained.  
 
    “Unwilling servants,” I repeated. “As in, he used his staff to control people?” 
 
    “Something like that, yes,” he said. “It was quite a fair bit of nasty business. Mind you, this was at least a century ago. There was quite an uproar against him at the time, as innocent non-magical citizens of Ocadia were being hurt. Quite a few heads of the estates came together to put a stop to it.” 
 
    “But they didn’t kill him?” I asked, and my brow furrowed as I tried to get more of a picture as to just how powerful this sorcerer really was.  
 
    “No,” Xerzor confirmed with another heavy sigh. “They didn’t kill him. Though I think we all now feel that they should have. He was prepared for their visit to his home, and while I’m hazy on the details, I do recall that the situation ended at a draw. Idali agreed to stop enslaving random citizens, but I honestly think it was just so he could be left alone.” 
 
    I mulled over what Xerzor had said as I leaned back in my seat. From what he had told me so far, it seemed Idali was more than a little power mad and was too strong to feasibly be stopped. Neither of those things were particularly good signs in my favor. 
 
    “Do you have any ideas what Gozis has against him?” I asked with a frown. “He said he is under constant threat as long as Idali is alive.”  
 
    “He’s not being facetious,” Xerzor said with a shake of his head. “About a century or so ago, maybe two, this was before the nasty enslaving business, there was a woman. Some type of deity, I believe. Something beyond you and I. Kione, I believe her name was. She was beautiful, very kind, and a strong magic user in her own right. She was involved with Idali before something transpired between them.” 
 
    “What sort of thing?” I narrowed my eyes. “And I thought sorcerers were generally solitary?”  
 
    “I couldn’t tell you,” Xerzor said apologetically. “I tried to steer as clear of that mess as I could from the start. I could tell it would end in trouble, and it did. As for solitary, well, Idali plays by his own rules.”  
 
    “What ended up happening?” I pressed the alchemist to continue.  
 
    “Well, Kione left Idali and ended up going to Gozis,” Xerzor recounted. “Like I said, the details are a little fuzzy, except for the important parts. Kione left, Idali was angry, and Gozis was in the way.”  
 
    “Did he lash out at Gozis for this? Did she get romantically involved with Gozis?” I asked and leaned forward in my seat. It would have been some sort of reason he wanted the sorcerer dead, at least.  
 
    “No, not that I’m aware, I think she simply needed help and went to one of the strongest magic users she could think of who might be able to provide it,” he explained sadly. 
 
    “It must have been serious if this woman willingly went to a necromancer for help,” I mused aloud. “Gozis is a particularly creepy little fuck.”  
 
    “It was, and in the end, Idali killed Kione,” Xerzor said with a sad sigh. “Whatever she had needed from Gozis, he had been unable to provide it, or maybe he had. Maybe Idali was just too powerful to be stopped when he was angry. Gozis made an attempt to raise Kione back from the dead, but something went awry with the spell, and unfortunately, the poor thing’s spirit was lost forever.” 
 
    “This is all much more tragic than I expected from someone like Gozis,” I admitted. 
 
    “He’s gotten creepier over time,” Xerzor said with a wave of his hand. “But the fact that Gozis dared intervene in his relationship, attempted to raise his dead lover from the grave, and then failed…” 
 
    “Those all seem like the exact sorts of things that would piss off an overpowered hothead, even if it was his own fault,” I surmised. 
 
    “Exactly,” Xerzor said. “And I have no doubts that he’s continued his ways since then, but I’ve stepped farther away from the picture. I don’t want to get involved in anything Idali has so much as breathed on.” 
 
    “Then why did you agree to talk to me about him in the first place?” I asked with a concerned frown, but Xerzor seemed unbothered. 
 
    “Because you’re going to kill him,” he said like it was the most obvious thing in the world. “It hardly matters that I told you old gossip if you’re going to kill the son of a bitch, don’t you think?”  
 
    I laughed. “You have a point. Do you know where I could potentially find him? Is there anywhere that you know he frequents?” 
 
    “He has a cabin,” Xerzor said after a few seconds of silent thought. “Or at the very least, he did have a cabin. It was in the southeast, just past a large forest, off the beaten path from Thistledown. There’s a large river that cuts through the area, a moat of sorts.” 
 
    “Do you think there’s a chance he still resides there?” I asked as I made a mental note of the fairly vague directions and nodded my head.  
 
    “I wouldn’t be surprised,” Xerzor said. “It was a very nice cabin.”  
 
    “Thank you for talking with me,” I said as I pushed myself up to my feet. “This information has been invaluable.” 
 
    “Of course,” the old alchemist said and waved his hand casually, as if we had just been discussing the weather. “Be careful. Idali is tricky, and you’re one of my best customers. The last thing I want is for you to get killed.”  
 
    There was genuine concern in the alchemist’s tone, underneath his jokes, and I felt a fondness in my chest.  
 
    “I will be careful,” I assured him. “I always am.” 
 
    With that, I turned on my heels and quickly ducked out of Xerzor’s stall. I already had a plan beginning to form in my mind. The location Xerzor had described seemed remote enough that I wouldn’t be forced to mirror someone to get to him, and better yet, it was near a source of water.  
 
    While my water abilities were still far from perfectly in hand, I had gotten a firm enough grasp on them that I at least knew they could be counted on in a fight against someone like Idali. In fact, having magic under my belt could easily be an asset he wouldn’t see coming from a seemingly regular human. 
 
    My mind continued to churn as I made my way through the market and back toward my estate.  
 
    I needed to scope out this alleged cabin that Idali owned to get a better feel for the surroundings so the assassination would go off without a hitch. Everything Xerzor told me weighed heavily in my mind, and I didn’t want to underestimate my opponent in the least.  
 
    From what it sounded like, Idali was practically legendary amongst the older magic users in Ocadia, and I would be doing everyone a great service by taking him out. But considering an entire coalition hadn’t been able to manage it in the past, I was up against stacked odds.  
 
    I couldn’t help but wonder if Master Abbot had been one of the people who had faced down Idali.  
 
    One thing was for certain, however. The last time there had been a large confrontation with the rogue sorcerer, they hadn’t had me.  
 
    I’d found that most magic users relied solely on their magic when it came to combat, so once that was taken away, they were like sitting ducks. They were rarely prepared for any sort of physical attack, and I had to hope that Idali would fall into that mindset as well.  
 
    If he didn’t, though… Well, I had magic, too. 
 
    As I reached the edge of my Assassins’ Estate, I made the quick decision to detour to Idali’s alleged cabin now. The sooner I was able to put an end to his cruelty, the better. And it meant I could gather the information from Gozis even sooner. This was too important to waste any time at all. 
 
    From behind the thin, shimmering force field that surrounded my estate, I saw Elis and Nimith zipping around the courtyard. The young mage stopped at the sight of me and offered me a small wave. The nipitar came to land on his shoulder and curled herself around his neck as he did so. 
 
    I smiled and gave a small wave back, but I didn’t stay for long. I had a feeling Elis wanted to have a conversation, and as much as I would have liked to have one with him, I had business to attend to at the moment.  
 
    My mind was a blur of thoughts and planning as my feet seemingly moved of their own accord and carried me southeast toward Thistledown. It wasn’t a place I frequented particularly often, but I knew the way without having to put much thought into it.  
 
    I already knew I wanted to launch some sort of ranged attack against Idali, though I wasn’t sure how possible that sort of thing would be. If he still had his dragon bone staff, it seemed like it might be a death sentence.  
 
    Perhaps I could lay some sort of trap for him? 
 
    It was certainly an idea, but I had no way of knowing how feasible that idea was until I was able to properly scout out the area.  
 
    My steps slowed as I found myself on the familiar, well-trodden path that led toward Thistledown. I played Xerzor’s directions over again in my head and looked around for any sort of small, wooded area that matched the description he’d given me. He had said it was off the beaten path, so I didn’t hesitate to quite literally step off the path I was walking on and made my way toward a copse of trees.  
 
    I kept my hand on the dagger strapped to my side as I walked carefully through the trees. The last thing I wanted was to waltz directly into some sort of magical trap. My senses were well-attuned to that sort of thing as I walked, though, and I kept my wits about me.  
 
    I pushed through some low-hanging branches and brambles, and soon the thicket of trees began to clear, and I was able to get sight of a large clearing just past the opening of the forest’s edge.  
 
    It was just like Xerzor had described. In the middle of a small clearing in the center of a forest, past a river that cut across the grass to wrap all the way around the perimeter of the forest like a moat, was a small cabin.  
 
    It was finely constructed, and it looked like it had simply grown up from the ground instead of having been built into it. I wasn’t sure what I had expected, but Xerzor had said it was a nice cabin, and he clearly hadn’t been exaggerating.  
 
    The base of the cabin was made of perfectly hewn stones that slotted together nearly without seams and transitioned smoothly into the wooden planks that made up the sides of the cabin. The wood was rich and dark and seemed impervious to any sort of erosion. A small chimney sat atop the slatted roof and puffed out careful plumes of colored smoke into the air. 
 
    I strained my ears to try and hear anything from the cabin itself, but I was quite a ways away, and it was hard to hear much of anything over the sounds of the river rushing past. I took a step closer to the water’s edge and ducked down behind a small bush to obscure myself from potential view. 
 
    The water in the river was as clear as crystal and glistened enticingly in the light. I barely even had to reach out with my powers to feel the push and pull of the energy it put off.  
 
    Whatever was going on with the water, it had to be something magical. And I had a feeling that would be the case with most of the things in the immediate area. I doubted someone as legendary as Idali was in magical circles would have set up his home without any sort of magical defenses.  
 
    After a second of deliberation, I carefully reached my hand down and skimmed the tips of my fingers through the water. Then I held my breath as I waited for something to happen, but nothing did. 
 
    Either the magical properties of the moat around the edge of the forest weren’t to keep people out and cause any sort of harm, or my own powers were protecting me from whatever spell Idali had cast.  
 
    There wasn’t anything I could potentially cloak myself behind to get closer to the cabin, and I hissed out a curse under my breath. I needed to get a better look to see inside so I could get a stronger understanding of the sort of plan I would need.  
 
    It wasn’t like this was the sort of place someone could accidentally stumble upon on their way for a day of debauchery in Thistledown, so I doubted that I could simply mirror myself into someone else to get close to Idali. I would have to be more clever than that. 
 
    I glanced around and debated the merits of climbing up a tree for a higher vantage point, when a new idea came to me. I wasn’t sure if it would work, but it was better than nothing, and it was certainly better than potentially going into this situation blind.  
 
    After I took a deep breath, I plunged my head into the rushing river without any sort of hesitation. The water wasn’t cold like I had expected, and that only furthered my suspicion that there was something magical at hand.  
 
    Then I closed my eyes and stilled my heart as I did exactly what the Water Goddesses had told me to do when I wanted to use my power. I imagined that the water from the river was a part of my body and that it coursed through my veins. I realized it was easier to feel it while I was quite literally in the river, and had I not had my head submerged, I might have laughed.  
 
    If I could use water as a weapon, could I use it for something else? I certainly intended to find out.  
 
    I pushed my power outward as I braced myself on the bank of the river and tried to feel any other sources of power in the area. I had been able to feel the water pulsing through Nara’s body, so it stood to reason that I could find any other sources of water in the area as well.  
 
    After a few seconds of pushing further and further outward, I felt something in the cabin ahead of me. It wasn’t the water inside Idali, I knew that much, but there was some sort of water source inside the cabin.  
 
    I pushed a little harder and clamped my eyes shut tighter.  
 
    Then something in the water seemed to change around me, and I opened my eyes.  
 
    Instead of staring at the mud and plants at the bottom of the river, I found myself looking up through a small fountain. Or at least, I thought it was a fountain. It took me a minute to gather my bearings as I stared up at the slatted wood ceiling of what I assumed was Idali’s cabin.  
 
    I had been able to read through the water before, and I knew it was an ability beings with water powers could master, but I hadn’t expected to see anything at all with my attempt. There was a strong magical energy coming off of the river, but despite that, I had been able to overcome it with the power of the goddesses’ water flowing inside of me. 
 
    This realization sent a thrill through me, and I decided I would have to see what else I could use that added ability for later. For now, I had to focus on the task at hand.  
 
    Someone was humming a soft tune, and I could hear the crackling of a fire just under the music. I assumed the person was Idali, but I couldn’t see him. I did manage to see a large cauldron in a fireplace from my vantage point, though. That must have been what was causing the multicolored smoke to drift from the cabin.  
 
    I was so intrigued by this that I nearly didn’t notice the bone-white staff leaning up against the wall.  
 
    No, it wasn’t just bone white. 
 
    It was made of bone. Dragon bone. 
 
    Idali’s staff. 
 
    Wherever the sorcerer was, he wasn’t far off. He must have been just out of my scope of view.  
 
    My chest began to burn, and I knew I only had a few seconds before I would need to break the connection and come up for air, so I tried to commit all of the details of the cabin to memory. 
 
    Then the humming suddenly stopped, and as the air seemed to shift, I knew it was time to go. 
 
    I yanked my head out of the water. Whatever power I had used to tether myself to the fountain in Idali’s cabin seemed to snap like it had been physically broken, and I took a large, gasping breath as I gulped down air.  
 
    My hair was sopping wet and stuck to my forehead as I leaned back on the bank of the river. I couldn’t help but grin as I pushed it back from my face. I was still impressed that I had been able to overcome the magical block on my powers, and I couldn’t wait to tell Ephy about it. I guessed there were perks that came with having the Water Goddesses’ magic in my veins.  
 
    I cast my gaze back up toward the cabin where the rainbow-colored smoke was continuing to burn. I had sensed something change just before I had broken the connection from the fountain. I couldn’t quite put my finger on it, but it was like Idali had finally been able to sense my presence in his home.  
 
    I had known he was powerful, but that was stronger than even I had anticipated. It would do me well not to underestimate him again. 
 
    Despite his powers, however, the water around his cabin seemed just as willing to do my bidding as it was to do his, and that was something I could use in my favor. 
 
    I doubted I would be able to fully maneuver through the water like it was a pathway the way Ephy and her goddesses could, but could I use it like an extension of my own limbs from that sort of distance? 
 
    Now that I knew there was a water source in Idali’s cabin, maybe I could attempt to tap into it more fully. I didn’t think I could simply wield the water as a weapon and hope to destroy him blindly that way while I sat around out here. He was most likely far too powerful for that to work, but if that was the case, I could use my connection to the water to get my metaphorical hands on his staff, and then I could launch an attack.  
 
    It was a daring, risky plan, and only one that someone with my niche abilities could pull off doing, but I knew I was capable of it. 
 
    I just needed to practice a bit. 
 
    After I went back to my estate to gather my weapons, I would come back and take care of this business today. I needed to get the information from Gozis about shadow selves as soon as possible, and I had already raised Idali’s guard. There was no time to waste.  
 
    I gave the strange cabin another lingering glance before I quietly pushed myself up to my feet and carefully made my way back out through the forest and toward the path to Thistledown.  
 
    The sun was strong enough that by the time I made it back to my own estate, the water had dried from my hair like it had never been there in the first place.  
 
    I pushed my way into the estate and nodded at Mazne as I quickly brushed past the reception area. I usually would have stayed to chat, but my mind was so preoccupied with planning for my attack on Idali that I didn’t have time for idle chit-chat with my childhood friend. 
 
    I made my way into my office in a sort of fugue state as I played out every scenario I could imagine over and over again in my mind. I grabbed up the totem from my desk and secured it inside my satchel, and then I kept my feet moving out the door and into my chambers until I came to a halt in front of my large wall of weapons.  
 
    Then the vines that guarded my weapons withdrew, and I was able to scan the wall freely. While I would have preferred to launch a ranged attack against Idali, I doubted it would be the best course of action after I took his staff. Still, I would bring one of my bows with me just in case. 
 
    One of my swords would be useful, I decided, and I could always bring a few daggers with me as well. I could even stop and see if Myokos had anything interesting on hand that would be particularly useful against this rogue sorcerer.  
 
    As I was debating the merits of which weapons would serve me best, I heard the doors to my chamber creak open, and I glanced over my shoulder. 
 
    I wasn’t sure who I had expected to see, but it certainly hadn’t been Cinis.  
 
    The Ember Priestess and Queen of the Ardere was glowing. Well, she usually had some sort of glow about her, but this was different. It was new. It was because she was pregnant. 
 
    A warmth flowed through me, and a smile spread across my face before I could help it. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I asked as I turned to fully face my lover.  
 
    Her amber-red eyes glowed warmly as she stepped toward me and folded herself into my chest without hesitation. 
 
    I wrapped my arms around her waist with a laugh at the sudden burst of affection and stroked my hand along one of her intricate black braids.  
 
    “I missed you,” she said, like it was the most obvious thing in the world. “I feel as if I’ve hardly seen you since my father showed up.”  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I apologized and pressed a kiss to the top of her head. “I’ve been so busy with everything going on with Mihany that it’s been hard to catch a moment to breathe.”  
 
    “Too busy to come see the mother of your future child?” she asked, and for a moment, I was concerned she was actually angry with me. But after that initial second of panic, the amusement in her tone became clear, and I laughed.  
 
    “I don’t think I’ll ever become tired of hearing that,” I admitted as I leaned back to study Cinis. 
 
    Her pale skin was luminous, and I could have been imagining it, but her ample breasts seemed like they might have been even larger as they strained against her leather top.  
 
    “That I’m carrying your child?” she asked and looked up at me with a sly grin.  
 
    “Exactly,” I said and leaned down to press a kiss to her plump lips. They were warm, and soon that warmth spread through me as well, and I pulled my lover closer into my chest. 
 
    I had missed her. I’d loved the time I had been able to spend with Nara and Ephy, but without Cinis with me as well, it felt like I was simply missing a vital piece of myself.  
 
    “Soon, you’ll be able to feel it moving against my stomach,” Cinis murmured and pressed another kiss to my lips that heated my blood as she stroked her hand along the column of my spine. Her touch felt superheated, even through my shirt, and I gave a small, pleased shudder.  
 
    The notion that I would be able to feel the baby kick soon made my heart lurch in my chest, and I swept Cinis up into my arms.  
 
    The queen gave a startled laugh and threw her arms around my neck to keep herself steady as I spun her in a dizzying circle around my chambers.  
 
    “Dex!” she cried out in a giggle that quickly shifted into a sultry gasp as I pressed my lips to her throat.  
 
    “I can’t believe you’ve got our child inside you,” I said as I was swept up in the moment. 
 
    It was hard to process, even as I held her in my arms and swung her around my room.  
 
    This incredibly sexy, powerful woman loved me, and we were going to have a baby together.  
 
    “Dex,” Cinis said again, but her voice was lower this time, like the crackle of embers, and it sent heat rushing through my core. “I need you inside of me.” 
 
    “I need that as well.” I kept my beautiful lover close, and instead of setting her back on the ground, I pulled her in tighter.

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    The fiery queen wrapped her long legs around my hips to support herself, but there wasn’t any sort of rush as I stood there with her. She stroked her fingers through my hair as she looked down at me, and I saw nothing but love and adoration reflected back in her glowing eyes.  
 
    Cinis laughed again as she tightened her arms around my neck and pulled herself closer to me. Her pitch-black wings felt like velvet under the tips of my fingers as I stroked her back and pressed my nose into the side of her hair.  
 
    She smelled like the strange, sweet scent that came after blowing out a candle, and I couldn’t get enough of her.  
 
    “I’m yours,” Cinis murmured as I finally stopped swinging her around in glee. “All yours. You’ve claimed me in every way you can, and still, I wish there were more.” 
 
    Her words sent another thrill through me, and I felt superheated as she stared at me with wide, red-amber eyes. A low growl pulled from my throat, and I pulled her toward me for a slow, passionate kiss.  
 
    The Queen of the Ardere practically melted against me as I kissed her. Her plush lips parted easily as I slipped my tongue into her mouth to taste her, and she tightened her legs around my hips. Then she gave a little rasping laugh as we separated. 
 
    Her skin was practically glowing from within, and I couldn’t be sure if it was because of the pregnancy, because of her powers, or because of some combination of both. But it made her look more beautiful than I had ever seen her. 
 
    “Why are you looking at me like that, Dex?” she asked me and cocked her head to the side with a coy smile. 
 
    “I love you,” I told her, and I meant it with every fiber of my being as I tilted my head up to capture her lips with mine again in a slow, passionate kiss.  
 
    She tasted sweeter than anything I had ever eaten, and I wondered if I was letting the fact she was carrying my child make me into some sort of love-struck fool.  
 
    It was hard not to, though. There was something so inescapably sexy about the fact that this incredibly powerful, smart, and wonderful woman was going to bring my child into the world.  
 
    “I love you, too,” she murmured and leaned in for another kiss.  
 
    Heat and arousal both pulsed in the pit of my stomach as she seemed to pull herself even closer to me. Her legs were wrapped tightly around my hips, and her chest was pressed so closely against mine that her breasts looked like they were struggling to break free from her leather top.  
 
    I slid one of my hands up her back between the base of her wings, deftly undid the ties that held her strappy leather top together, and let it fall to the ground.  
 
    Cinis gave a low, rumbling laugh that melted into something that sounded more like a purr as I stroked over her newly bared skin.  
 
    Her ember-red nipples were pert and hard against my chest as she squeezed her thighs around my hips and sent a shudder rolling through my body.  
 
    “You’re so beautiful,” I told her as I carried her over to my bed and finally lowered her onto the blankets.  
 
    She unfurled her legs from me and laid out on the bed beneath me. Her wings were spread against the bed like splotches of dark ink, and the sight made my already-hard dick ache.  
 
    Now, Cinis stared up at me with adoring eyes, wearing nothing but a leather skirt that barely covered anything at all. 
 
    I didn’t waste any time in getting rid of the scrap of fabric so I could see all of my lover laid out before me in all of her glory. Then I leaned down to kiss her lips, but I quickly trailed my lips down the curve of her neck and over each of her exquisite breasts before I left another trail of kisses down her abdomen to her stomach. 
 
    I had taken this woman in so many different ways that it was hard to remember them all. And now, the seed I had planted in her womb was growing into a baby. She was the sexiest creature I had ever laid eyes on, and she was all mine in every sense of the word.  
 
    “Dex,” Cinis whined as I continued to lavish her with kisses. “Please, touch me. I’m yours. All yours.” 
 
    It was nearly impossible to deny a request like that, especially from a woman like Cinis, so I dragged my hands up over her supple hips, the narrow pinch of her waist, and toward her ample breasts as I sat up. 
 
    She gave a low groan at the back of her throat as I ran a thumb over one of her pert nipples, and even that slight touch had my lover all but convulsing on the bed. She was usually sensitive, but this was something new altogether, and I felt a rush of heat course through my entire body at the sight.  
 
    “Gods, Cinis,” I murmured as I continued to tease her nipple. Each slight touch made her shudder on the bed as she laid out bare for me, and it was nearly impossible to keep myself together.  
 
    “I can’t help it,” she said as she looked up at me with lustful eyes. “Ever since I found out that you’re going to be the father of my child, I’ve wanted nothing more than to feel your cock inside of me again.”  
 
    Those were practically the magic words.  
 
    “Well, why didn’t you say so?” I teased and leaned back just enough so I could take my clothes off. 
 
    Cinis didn’t move from where she was sprawled out on my sheets, but I could feel her red-hot gaze on me as I stripped. 
 
    My cock ached as it came free from my trousers. I was already rock hard and leaking from barely even any touching.  
 
    Cinis licked her lips. “Please, Dex. I need it so badly. It’s all I’ve been able to think about.”  
 
    I shifted to line my hips up with hers on the bed and grabbed her wide, curvy hips to steady her in front of me. I didn’t want to waste any more time, not when she was begging for me like that.  
 
    I slid my cock inside her eagerly awaiting pussy, and a low groan ripped out of my throat at the feeling. She was so hot and tight that I felt like I might just catch fire as I sheathed myself entirely inside of her.  
 
    A low, bubbling whimper came from the back of Cinis’ throat as she arched up on the bed and gripped at the sheets. I had hardly touched her, and she was already practically convulsing.  
 
    “You’re the sexiest woman I’ve ever met,” I murmured as I started to pump into her slowly. Each thrust made her quiver and shake, and I felt like a fucking god as she started to come undone for me so easily. 
 
    This was the mother of my child, and she needed me to fuck her senseless.  
 
    “More,” she begged. “More, Dex. I need you to fuck me, please. Please, I want your cum inside of me.”  
 
    “Why didn’t you say so?” I teased again, and she let out a bubbling laugh that quickly dissolved into a cry as I slammed into her without warning. I had wanted to go slowly and savor the moment at first, but it had become clear that Cinis and I simply needed each other too badly to manage that. We could always go for round two. Or three. Or four. 
 
    I planted one hand on the bed next to her head as her long, lithe legs were wrapped around my hips and kept me pressed against her warm, luminous skin. Her breasts were flush to my chest, and I could feel her red-hot nipples as she arched up against me.  
 
    I thrust into her as hard as I could manage, but it still didn’t seem like enough as she writhed for me.  
 
    “You’re mine,” I growled as I fell into a hard, breakneck pace. 
 
    Her perfect breasts jiggled against my chest as I pumped into her harder and harder with each new thrust, and my fiery lover clung to me as if her life depended on it. She was so hot and slick that I could feel her dripping down the length of my cock as she whimpered into the crook of my neck.  
 
    “I’m yours,” she cried out. “All yours, Dex. I want you in every way. I want your seed flooding inside of me again. I want you to claim me.”  
 
    I could feel my release building up inside of me at her words, and instead of fighting it off, I let go and came inside of her perfect pussy just like she asked me to do. 
 
    Cinis let out a sharp, gleeful little cry as I fucked her throughout my orgasm. I leaned back to watch her as she writhed on the mattress and bounced with each thrust of my cock. It was a hypnotizing sight.  
 
    “I need t-to cum,” she stuttered out as I continued to pound into her with all that I had.  
 
    “Fuck yes,” I urged her as I gripped her perfect hips. “Cum for me. I want to watch you cum for me.”  
 
    She didn’t seem to need anything more than to hear that as she let out a loud, desperate cry, and her tight walls started to convulse around my already spent cock. It was enough to get me hard again, and soon I was fucking into her like my life depended on it as she begged me for more. 
 
    I felt her orgasm as it washed over her, and she shuddered on the mattress, but I didn’t stop as I milked each and every last drop of her pleasure from her perfect body.  
 
    “D-Dex,” she gasped as I pumped into her and held her leg up over my hip to thrust in deeper.  
 
    “Again,” I commanded in a low growl. “Cum for me again.”  
 
    She didn’t seem to need to be told twice, and this time, the both of us released together with a powerful shudder. 
 
    My pace slowed as we both rode out our orgasms in sync with one another, and I didn’t stop moving my hips until I was certain that I had milked every single drop of pleasure from Cinis’ perfect body and filled her scorching hot pussy to the brim.  
 
    Then I slowly pulled out of her slick pussy, and she let out a small whimper.  
 
    She looked entirely spent as she laid before me on the mattress. She was slick with sweat, her own juices, and my cum, and it was one of the sexiest things I had ever seen.  
 
    It might have been the best time we’d ever had together, and I wondered if that was because of the change in our relationship. She was no longer just my lover and my friend, she was going to be the mother of my child, too.  
 
    The Ember Priestess looked up at me with a dark, half-lidded gaze and a tired smile curling at her plump lips.  
 
    “I really missed you,” she cooed, and I gave a tired laugh.  
 
    “I missed you, too,” I assured her and bent down to press a kiss to her sweat-slicked forehead.  
 
    She rolled over onto her side to watch me as I bent down to retrieve my clothes and got redressed. It was still early enough in the day that I could feasibly take care of Idali, and as much as I would have rather stayed in bed with my fire goddess for just a little longer, I unfortunately had business to attend to.  
 
    “Where are you going?” Cinis asked. She had curled one of her wings over her side like some sort of blanket, and the sight was so incredibly endearing I had to smile.  
 
    “I was tasked with killing a sorcerer,” I explained as I hopped into my trousers.  
 
    “A sorcerer?” she repeated. “Why? And by who?”  
 
    “Idali, have you ever heard of him?” I asked. “And by Gozis the Darkmaster. He’s the head of the Necromancers’ Estate.” 
 
    Cinis’ brow furrowed. “I’ve never heard of any sorcerer named Idali. Why does the Head of the Necromancers’ Estate want you to kill a sorcerer?”  
 
    “It’s a long story,” I said with a sigh. “But I need to kill this sorcerer so Gozis can give me the information I need about shadow selves so we can take care of Mihany.”  
 
    “Like my father said,” Cinis added, and there was an edge to her tone at her mention of Feroxis. “This sounds fascinating. I love listening to you talk about your murders.” 
 
    “They’re contract assassinations,” I corrected with a laugh as I adjusted my tunic. “Not murders. They’re technically different.” 
 
    “Well, I still like hearing about them, one way or another,” she said with a lazy wave of her hand. “Do you think it’s going to be difficult?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked as I walked over toward my wall of weapons to finally make a decision as to which weapons I was going to take with me.  
 
    “Killing this sorcerer,” Cinis elaborated and sat up. She was still blissfully naked, and I found it hard to keep my eyes off of her. Her long braids were draped over her shoulders and just barely covered her nipples.  
 
    “He’s centuries old,” I said as I reached out to grab my favorite bow from the wall. “And particularly powerful. He’s got a staff carved from a dragon’s bone, so he’s not really someone to mess around with. I don’t think this is going to be easy, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “And you’re going to do it alone?” she continued to press, and I glanced over my shoulder at her as she began to redress. 
 
    “Of course,” I said as I finished grabbing my weapons. 
 
    Cinis pouted. “Right now?”  
 
    “I promised Gozis that I would have this done by tomorrow, and I don’t want to waste any time.” I crossed the room, grabbed my satchel, and made sure the totem was still inside before securing it over my frame. “I think Idali sensed my presence earlier, and I don’t want him to strengthen his defenses before I can take care of him.”  
 
    “I want to help,” my lover announced and stood before me with her hands on her ample hips. She had fully redressed, but she was still a little frazzled from our lovemaking only a few minutes before. It was admittedly a very sexy sight.  
 
    I sighed. “Cinis–” 
 
    “No!” she proclaimed in what I assumed to be her most queenly voice possible. “This sounds incredibly dangerous, Dex. Even for you. And I want to come with you and help. You know I am far more than capable when it comes to things like this.”  
 
    She had a point that I couldn’t really deny. And it would be useful to have another powerful magic user at the ready when I attempted to take down the rogue sorcerer.  
 
    “I would love your help,” I said, and Cinis’ face split in a grin.  
 
    “Good!” she proclaimed, as if there hadn’t been any doubts at all that I would succumb to her persistence.  
 
    My lover and mother of my child walked over to me and linked her arm through mine as I laughed.  
 
    Then, together, the two of us walked arm in arm out of my estate. I had all of the weapons I could possibly need, my water powers were at the ready, and a beautiful, terrifying goddess was at my side. 
 
    Idali didn’t stand a chance.

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    I didn’t waste any time as I led Cinis toward the southeast of the kingdom where I had located Idali’s cabin earlier in the day. The last thing I wanted to do was give Idali any more time to put together the fact that he’d been spied on.  
 
    “Tell me about the plan,” Cinis said as she walked closely by my side. The sunlight had started to fade into night, but with the fire goddess next to me, that hardly seemed to matter.  
 
    “There’s a large moat that surrounds the property,” I began. “His cabin is located in the middle of a small clearing in a forest, and there does seem to be some sort of magical protection. Whatever it is, though, it didn’t have any effect on me when I scouted the area earlier in the day.”  
 
    “Interesting,” Cinis said, and she gave me a slow once-over.  
 
    “I’m curious to see if it has any sort of effect on you,” I added with a quirk of my lips. “It seems like this protection was connected to the water.” 
 
    “I’m sure I’m far too powerful for some sorcerer’s protections to be effective,” Cinis said with a wave of her hand, but I could tell she was just as curious about it as I was.  
 
    “Well, I plan on using the moat that circles his cabin to my own advantage,” I explained. “When I was there earlier, I discovered that despite the magical protections, I was able to cast my eyesight into the fountain he has in his cabin to see inside if I merged with the water.”  
 
    Cinis’ dark eyebrows raised. “That’s a very impressive perk of your powers, Dex. How do you intend to use that today?”  
 
    “It isn’t quite the part of my powers I intend to use,” I explained as we walked toward Thistledown on the same path I’d used earlier. “Really, the most important discovery I made while I used that part of my water powers was that there’s a source of water inside Idali’s cabin.” 
 
    “I think I know where this is going,” Cinis said with a slow, appreciative nod.  
 
    “If I focus my powers well enough, I think I might be able to control the water inside his cabin and use it to get his staff,” I explained with a grin. 
 
    “His staff,” Cinis mused. “Those are the things sorcerers use to hone their powers, right?”  
 
    “Exactly,” I confirmed with a nod. “And from what it sounded like when I spoke with Xerzor, Idali relies heavily on his staff. If we want to have a shot at taking him down, we need to get it away from him.” 
 
    “So, if you’re able to control the water inside to take his staff, that leaves the sorcerer vulnerable for an attack,” Cinis surmised with a wicked grin flashing across her beautiful face.  
 
    “Exactly,” I confirmed with a grin to match her own. “You’d make a fairly good assassin.” 
 
    “Would I?” she asked with a pleased laugh. “I think I have a little too much on my plate at the moment to add a new career, but I will keep it in mind if it gets too boring ruling the Ardere.”  
 
    “I’m sure you could find some time in your busy schedule,” I joked and bumped my shoulder into hers to help steer her off the path in the direction I had gone earlier in the day. 
 
    I could just faintly see my own footprints left in the thick brush if I focused, and I followed them carefully with Cinis in tow. 
 
    My fire descendant lover was careful not to singe any of the plant matter as she snuck along behind me, and I kept my hand out to keep her from creeping too far into view. 
 
    I wanted to get a look at Idali’s cabin to make sure nothing had changed before I potentially put Cinis at risk. I knew she was far more than capable, but she was also carrying my future child. I thought it was perfectly reasonable to be more than a little overprotective of her at this time.  
 
    Nothing about the cabin seemed different than what I had observed earlier today, and that made me more than a little suspicious. I doubted Idali was the sort of person to keep his defenses weak, especially after he sensed a presence in his cabin. It put me a little more on edge than I had anticipated, but I had a feeling most of that was because I was more worried about Cinis’ safety than my own.  
 
    “Keep low to the ground and follow me,” I urged her quietly as I started to creep along the treeline and the brush toward the edge of the moat.  
 
    I heard a soft rustle and whoosh as Cinis tucked her wings in closer to her back and dropped low behind me to creep along.  
 
    “This is rather fun,” she murmured, and I fought against a laugh. 
 
    “Well, remind me to take you on more assassinations,” I joked. “After the baby is born.”  
 
    I glanced over my shoulder toward Cinis to watch as she placed her hand gently on her stomach, and a small, soft smile curled across her beautiful face as the two of us came to a halt at the edge of the river.  
 
    “I think the baby likes assassinations as well,” she said as she looked up to meet my eyes. There was a flash of amusement that looked like an ember sparking in her red-amber irises, and I had to fight another laugh.  
 
    “That wouldn’t surprise me, knowing who his parents are,” I said with a small shake of my head.  
 
    “His?” Cinis asked and cocked her head to the side. “You think we are having a boy?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted with a small shrug of my shoulders. “But I didn’t want to keep saying ‘it.’ Whatever gender the baby inside of you is, he or she is ours. It feels strange otherwise.”  
 
    A warm smile spread across Cinis’ face, and she seemed to glow even stronger from within. For a moment, I thought I was simply imagining it, until I realized the immediate area around us was suddenly a little brighter.  
 
    “You know,” I said as I shifted closer to the riverbank. “Ephy asked for a child today, too.” 
 
    “Oh, did she?” Cinis asked, but it seemed less like a genuine question. “She would be a wonderful mother, Dex.” 
 
    “For some reason,” I began as I looked over my shoulder at the Ember Priestess. “I feel like this is a conversation the two of you have had before.”  
 
    “Maybe,” she admitted without any hint of embarrassment. “She is very good with children. I can just tell. And wouldn’t it be great if we both had children at the same time? They would never grow up lonely.” 
 
    “You have a good point,” I said softly as I recalled both of our rather lonely childhoods. “And it would make us all very happy.” 
 
    Cinis grinned. “I think it’s a fantastic idea. And I think you should get her pregnant immediately. I’d love to be there. To help.” 
 
    I fought a laugh. “I’m already attempting that, but I’m sure your presence would make things that much better.”  
 
    “She also told me about a duchess,” Cinis said in a tone that was clearly attempting far too hard to be casual. “Maggie, I think she said her name was?” 
 
    “You two have discussed quite a lot,” I teased as I reached out to finally ghost my fingers through the rushing river.  
 
    “I just know I would quite like to meet this innocent duchess who seems so fond of you,” she said as she leaned over my shoulder to watch as my fingers worked through the water. Her presence against my back was heated, but it also worked to ground me in a way, and I was grateful she had come with me.  
 
    “She was simply being friendly,” I reminded her with a chuckle as I started to push my powers outward like the Water Goddesses had taught me. “And you would terrify her with one glance.” 
 
    “I do tend to have that effect on people, don’t I?” Cinis mused and seemed pleased with herself at the prospect. “But women like that don’t tend to ask just anyone to come visit them at their castle anytime, Dex. Even if it is to play with their… nipitars.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but smirk at that point, and I gave Cinis a small nudge of my elbow that she easily ignored as she continued to peer over my shoulder at the riverbank and my hand in the water.  
 
    “You know–” Cinis began, but I held up my free hand to silence her before she could continue. 
 
    “Shh,” I said softly as I felt something in the water shift. 
 
    The entire time the two of us had been speaking, I had been doing what the Water Goddesses had taught me and reaching out with my powers with intention. I had wanted to connect to the water source inside of Idali’s cabin, and finally, I had felt something shift in the current.  
 
    I was fueled by my connection to the river itself and Cinis’ presence behind me, but I could sense the water inside the fountain like it was a mere foot in front of me, instead of beyond the many yards and walls that actually separated us.  
 
    “I feel the water,” I explained in a low tone as I kept my concentration.  
 
    Despite the danger of the situation, I wished we had brought Ephy with us as well, since she would have been able to increase my abilities.  
 
    “What do you do now?” Cinis asked, and her breath tickled my ear like a warm breeze.  
 
    “I think I need to cast my sight into the cabin so I can see where his staff is,” I explained. “Or else, I’m going to just be blindly flinging water around and alerting him to our presence.”  
 
    “I’ll keep watch out here,” Cinis said and pressed a kiss to the back of my neck that left a lingering heat before she stepped away from me. “If I see or hear anything, I will come to your aid.”  
 
    I didn’t waste any time in plunging my head into the current with one hand still in the water. It was colder than I had remembered, but the chill didn’t affect me much as I started to envision the water moving through my body like I had been taught to do. 
 
    It was a much faster process this time now that I knew what I was doing, and when I opened my eyes, instead of seeing the bottom of the riverbed, I was once again seeing the inside of Idali’s cabin. 
 
    This time, however, I was connected to the water inside as well, and I could feel whatever magical endowments he’d given his fountain coursing through me. It was a strange, almost invigorating feeling, like I had given myself a small shock.  
 
    One thing was for certain, the water Idali kept inside his cabin was magical.  
 
    “I know you’re there,” a low, smooth voice said from somewhere behind me. Or rather, from somewhere behind the fountain in the cabin.  
 
    I wasn’t able to manipulate my view to see him, but I knew it was Idali. I had been right when I had felt his understanding of my presence earlier, and suddenly, I was much more grateful I had brought Cinis along with me as well.  
 
    “I don’t know who you are,” Idali continued as I scoured the room for the staff. “Or rather, what you are. But I do know you’re here to kill me. And I think it’s a shame you’re going to fail, because I’m quite fascinated by whatever this power is that you’re wielding. I’d love to take it from you.”  
 
    His words sent a chill through me and even made the water I was submerged in seem to go that much colder, but I tried not to dwell on his statement. I needed to find his staff before I ran out of air and had to break the connection in the fountain.  
 
    The layout of his cabin was the same as it had been earlier in the day, but this time, instead of the dragon bone staff being propped up against the wall like I had been hoping, it was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    I knew without having to see that it was in Idali’s hand. I had yet to lay my eyes on the sorcerer, but even through the water, I could feel the power he radiated, and it filled me with a sort of dread that sank down to my very core. It was similar to how I had felt around Gozis the Darkmaster’s totem, and I wondered if there was some sort of connection between the two given their history, but I didn’t have time to dwell on that at the moment.  
 
    “Now, the real question is,” Idali continued, and I heard his footsteps nearing the fountain, but I still couldn’t quite see him. “Are you going to come out of the water to fight me like a man, or are you going to die like every other coward who has dared try to kill me?”  
 
    My lungs were beginning to burn back on the bank of the river, and I knew I had to make some sort of move while I still could. But it was clear my initial plan was no longer possible, so I just had to find a way to make use of my time here in the fountain while I had it. I plunged my other hand into the water as well and forced all of my intention and power through the tips of my fingers. 
 
    I wanted to blow up the fountain. 
 
    I was going to blow up the fountain. 
 
    The feeling that followed was like nothing else I had ever experienced, and it was almost as if the wind had been knocked out of me, but then knocked right back in as I sent a current of power through the river and felt it reverberate in the fountain in Idali’s cabin.  
 
    My lungs felt as if they might burst, and I reared back from the water with a gasp as I gave one final thrust of power into the rushing river.  
 
    It felt like a bolt of lightning had passed through my body, and though I couldn’t see it any longer, I heard a loud crack and shudder all the way from Idali’s cabin. I could feel the water like it was an extension of my limbs as it burst from the shattered base of the fountain and exploded like some sort of blast around the cabin. 
 
    “Dex!” Cinis exclaimed. “Did you do that? Are you alright? I was beginning to wonder if you could breathe underwater.”  
 
    A geyser of water shot up through the slatted roof of the cabin, and from its depths, I heard a roar of anger that had to have come from Idali. 
 
    I continued to push with my power until there was nothing left to give, and then I immediately snatched my hands back from the river to duck behind a bush.  
 
    He was still dangerous with his staff, and we needed to draw him out into the open so we could feasibly launch an attack.  
 
    “I can’t breathe underwater,” I elaborated with a gasping breath and a shake of my sopping wet head. “I very much can’t breathe underwater.”  
 
    “Did you cause that explosion?” Cinis asked as she ducked down next to me and peered over the top of the bushes to stay out of sight. The warmth she radiated had already begun to dry me from my dip in the river, and I was more than a little grateful not to be sopping wet.  
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed with a nod as I reached around to unsling my bow from my back. I wanted to be prepared with a weapon in hand for when Idali made himself known. “But Idali still has his staff. He’d moved it, and I wasn’t able to take it like I had intended. So, I improvised.” 
 
    “It was quite an improvisation,” Cinis murmured. “Is that him?” 
 
    I followed the Queen of the Ardere’s gaze as a figure emerged from the front door of the cabin. He looked just about as soaking wet as I was, and twice as pissed off. 
 
    He also did not look to be close to a thousand years old. Xerzor had told me not to expect Idali to look like him, or Gozis, for that matter, but I was still taken aback by the fact that the sorcerer hardly looked older than me. 
 
    He took a few steps from the door of the cabin and glanced around the clearing as I got a better look at him.  
 
    Idali had thick, golden-blond hair and a handsome face. It was strange, but for some reason, his good looks made him seem that much more threatening. It was suddenly easy to understand why someone as powerful as the Kione my alchemist friend had described would have fallen for a man like him.  
 
    He radiated power, but instead of being impressed or in awe, I felt a chill roll down my spine. I had been around enough bad men to know when I saw them. 
 
    Idali wasn’t dressed in any sort of flamboyant manner, and if it weren’t for his sickening aura and the staff he held clutched in one hand, he could have been any other citizen of Ocadia.  
 
    The staff seemed to draw my eyes like it had some sort of pull to it. It was clearly made of bone, and even from my distance, I could tell it was layered with overlapping and neat carvings. They covered the staff from the top, all the way down to the bottom. 
 
    Those were all of the spells Idali could cast without any sorts of issues. 
 
    It was becoming more and more apparent how he had managed to survive for so long.  
 
    “Oh,” Cinis sucked in a breath. “There is something very bad about that man.” 
 
    “That’s definitely an understatement,” I agreed.  
 
    “What is our new plan?” she asked and kept her head close to mine as we peered over the edge of a bush. 
 
    I wanted to keep the element of surprise for as long as I could manage. The last thing I wanted was for Idali to gain the upper hand.  
 
    “Stay out of sight,” I said after a second to formulate a new plan. “I want Idali to think I am here alone.” 
 
    “Do you think I can’t handle myself?” Cinis hissed, and I felt her skin grow more heated as anger started to roll off of her in waves. “I am the First Ember Priestess and the Queen-” 
 
    “No,” I quickly cut her off and gave a shake of my head. “No. It’s not like that. I don’t want Idali to know there are two of us. I want to give us the upper hand by keeping our plays close to our chests.”  
 
    Cinis’ heated gaze slowly started to lessen as she seemed to accept what I had said, but her eyes still burned red-hot as she stared out at the sorcerer who stalked across the large clearing in our general direction.  
 
    “Fine,” she said with a huff that sounded like a candle being extinguished. “Be careful.” 
 
    She pressed a kiss to my temple before I heard her retreating back amongst the trees with slow, careful steps.  
 
    Once I was certain she was out of sight, I sucked in a deep breath and adjusted my stance on the ground. I shifted the bow in my hands and pulled an arrow out of the quiver along my back before nocking it in place.  
 
    Idali was slowly creeping closer toward my hiding place, but he hadn’t quite found me yet. That gave me just enough time to draw back the string of my longbow and aim. 
 
    I felt the power of the bow’s draw weight quiver through my arm as I lined up the shot. Then I released the arrow with a small puff of breath and watched as it sailed directly toward Idali’s heart.  
 
    Everything happened in an instant.  
 
    One second, the arrow was inches from impaling the sorcerer, and the next, Idali had raised his staff and given it a quick flick. The arrow was flung off course, and somehow, my bow was torn from my hands right along with it. 
 
    “Shit,” I hissed to myself as I looked at where my bow had skittered into the river. I’d have to fetch it later. “Magic it is, then…”  
 
    I stood up to reveal myself to the sorcerer and took a step forward into the water as I did so, and I could feel the power of it as it rushed around my feet. 
 
    “You!” Idali roared and pointed his staff at me. His lips moved as if in some sort of silent prayer, and before I had a chance to realize what was happening, a fireball was launched from the tip of his staff toward me at breakneck speeds. 
 
    I reacted on instinct.  
 
    I threw my hands up in front of me, and with them, a large wall of water formed. But it felt different than it had when I’d fought the rogue wind goddess a few days earlier. Instead of just wishing for the water to keep me safe, I had known exactly what I had wanted, and it had obeyed me without any hesitation.  
 
    Idali’s own river was on my side. 
 
    The fireball collided with the watery curtain and extinguished into nothing. Through the shimmer of the water, I was able to see something dangerous flash in Idali’s eyes as he murmured something else.  
 
    Then he gave a flick of his staff, and a few more fireballs came hurtling toward me. 
 
    It seemed like it wasn’t taking anything out of him at all as I braced myself and the wall of water to keep the fireballs from making it through. They were more than just ordinary fire, and as they hit my water, they flashed in bright shades of blue and green. 
 
    But damn it if I wasn’t enjoying myself already. I was in the first official magical duel of my life.  
 
    I dropped the curtain and grinned at the sorcerer. I felt power like never before coursing through my veins, and I could tell I was in for one hell of a fight. 
 
    “Is that all you’ve got?” I goaded the sorcerer as I took a step closer to him and onto the other side of the riverbank. 
 
    “How are you doing that?” Idali demanded, and for a split second, he seemed more curious than he was enraged, but that was gone before I could even be certain it was there. “No one has been able to break my defenses in a century.”  
 
    “Has anyone even tried?” I asked and cocked an eyebrow. “Because your defenses were pretty weak. I made it all the way into your cabin twice, and you weren’t able to do anything about it. You don’t seem nearly as powerful as the rumors make you out to be.” 
 
    Usually, I would have never goaded a target like this, but I needed to get his staff. It didn’t matter how powerful I was, while Idali still had his staff, he was borderline invincible. I needed to make him lose control. 
 
    And being arrogantly rude to powerful people had proven to be effective in my past experiences. These pretentious fucks hated the idea of people they think inferior to them having a backbone. 
 
    “You have no idea what you’re talking about, child,” Idali snarled, and for the first time, I was able to see just how old the sorcerer was underneath the veneer of youth. 
 
    I flashed him a wicked grin, and instead of answering, I gave a flick of my wrist and sent a thin whip of water from my hand snapping toward his staff.  
 
    The sudden movement seemed to surprise the sorcerer, and he gave a quick side-step to avoid the hit.  
 
    Now that I had a better idea of how to use water, I felt invigorated. I hadn’t had this much fun with a weapon since I had first learned how to use the dragon’s fire forged scimitar when I was eighteen. But even the power I had felt using a legendary blade was nothing compared to the way wielding the water felt now. It filled me with a new sort of adrenaline, and realizing I truly had an entire element under my command was almost as addicting as a drug.  
 
    Idali seemed to be done talking as rage distorted his handsome features. His lips moved in a silent murmur as he raised his arms and the staff over his head like he wanted to summon something from the heavens.  
 
    In an instant, the sky had gone dark around us, and thick, heavy storm clouds swirled above. Before I could even react to the stunning display of power, a bolt of lightning crackled down inches from where I stood by the water, and I had to quickly dive and roll away to avoid its crackling heat.  
 
    Another bolt came down. Then another. And another.  
 
    Idali had conjured his own personal lightning storm to attack me.  
 
    If my reflexes were any slower, I would have been dead on my feet, but luckily, I was more than a normal man. It only took me a few seconds to realize that the pattern the lightning struck with wasn’t random at all. 
 
    I counted under my breath to time each blast and managed to avoid them with ease after that. It was hard to focus on my counting as I was being targeted by actual lightning, but I’d dealt with worse. 
 
    I used the cover of Idali’s storm to move closer to him as I pulled all of the water inside me to the pit of my stomach. It swirled inside me like a tidal pool until its power was nearly too much to contain, and so, I let it loose.  
 
    The water came rushing from my body all at once through my palms until I held a sort of whip made of the magically-imbued liquid. And it was like no other weapon I had ever held in my hand. It was longer than any normal whip, and it rushed and flickered in the light. It was my own personal river, jetting from my hand.  
 
    I grinned and whipped my hand out. Then I watched as the water followed my movements far more fluidly than any natural weapon ever could. It curved and arched through the air precisely how I envisioned it doing until it snapped at Idali’s wrist.  
 
    The sorcerer let out a cry and took a stumbling step back. The lightning storm suddenly ceased, and the clearing was no longer shrouded in darkness. 
 
    Unfortunately, Idali still held his staff in his hands, but fire flickered in his eyes. 
 
    Only a few yards separated us now. I had managed to get much closer to him during his storm than I think he had realized, and I felt a grin spread across my face.  
 
    “What are you?” he hissed at me as he tightened his grasp on the staff. The weapon was even more menacing up close, and there was something dark about it. I didn’t think sorcerers tended to deal with dark magic, but clearly, Idali was something entirely different altogether.  
 
    “The last man you’re ever going to see,” I replied with another flick of my wrist. 
 
    The water followed my desires exactly and curled around the sorcerer’s arm like some sort of chain, but still, he didn’t drop his staff.  
 
    He slashed wildly through the air, and something cut through the water as if it was butter. I gave a sharp gasp, as if I was the one experiencing the cut, and the water dropped to the ground like a detached limb.  
 
    Idali grinned. There was something wild and dangerous in the look on his face as he took another step closer to me, as if he was stalking his prey.  
 
    “I think you’re mistaken,” he growled. “You’re just a child with a fancy trick. I am Idali, more god than man, and this will be the last face you ever see.”  
 
    He gave a flick of his wrist and adjusted his grip on his staff, and before I could even think, he cast another spell.  
 
    The ground around me began to shake like nothing I had ever felt before. The land cracked like a giant had smashed a hammer into the surface, and the dirt began to harden like stone. Then it tightened around my feet and crept up my legs before I could make any sort of move to escape. 
 
    With a jolt of fear, I realized I was trapped. I couldn’t remember the last time I had even been afraid, but as Idali stalked toward me like a deadly predator, I understood plain and simple how he had survived for so long. 
 
    The lower half of my body was trapped in a prison of stone and dirt, and the ground around me was shattered.  
 
    He had made some sort of large crater in the earth with me at the very center. 
 
    I was like some sort of sitting duck.  
 
    “Let’s see how good with water you really are,” he cooed as he crouched at the edge of the pit. There was something so casual about the way he sat there with his knees bent and his staff perched next to him. He didn’t seem to have a care in the world.  
 
    I let out a low growl as I flicked my hand toward him and sent a jet of water barreling toward the sorcerer’s face with as much force as I could muster.  
 
    Idali brushed it off like it was nothing with a simple flick of his staff. 
 
    My water dissolved into a puff of steam. Shit.  
 
    I wasn’t out of options yet, though. I closed my eyes and began to focus with intention. I’d sensed the water inside of Nara before, and it wouldn’t have been the first time I used someone’s own body against them with my magic.  
 
    But, as I reached out with my power to tug at the water I could sense rushing inside of Idali, something blocked me. It was as if I was ramming into a wall when I was trying to walk through a door. Somehow, the sorcerer must have been blocking me.  
 
    “I’m impressed,” Idali admitted as he continued to peer down at me like I was some sort of intriguing bug he wasn’t eager to actually kill. “Most mortals wouldn’t be able to survive the bindings of the rock, but there’s something special about you. It’s a shame I’m going to have to kill you for this insolence, because you really are intriguing. It was a clever ploy to try and get my staff earlier, I will admit. But it would have been useless in your hands. It’s enchanted to strike anyone else down who dares try to wield its power. It obeys me, and only me.” 
 
    His words gave me an idea, and I really hoped Cinis was listening to him prattle on as the stone slowly crushed the life out of me. If the two of us were on the same page, I had just figured out exactly how to destroy this evil sorcerer for good.  
 
    Because I happened to be the only man in this kingdom with a certain knack for suddenly becoming another person. 
 
    I just had to get close enough to touch the bastard to make it happen. 
 
    “Can we just get this over with?” I urged as if I was bored.  
 
    Idali let out a laugh and shook his head. He caused his blond hair to flop casually across his brow.  
 
    “I really am loath to destroy you,” he said with a sigh as he pushed himself up to his feet with the aid of his staff. “It’s been nearly two centuries since anyone has caught my attention like this. But I imagine this would end as poorly as that did, and I can’t have that sort of mess on my hands again. I’m sure you understand.”  
 
    I didn’t bother feeding into his ego-driven rambling and instead watched as water began to pour out of his staff like he had simply uncorked a flask. It moved faster and with more volume than it had any right to, and soon, it had filled the crater up to my waist. If I wasn’t in a literal life-or-death situation, I would have been fascinated by the liquid and how easily Idali had cast the spell.  
 
    But the water continued to churn from the tip of the staff at an increasing speed.  
 
    “Are you sure water is the best idea?” I asked in an attempt to keep the sorcerer talking. I needed to give Cinis time to attack. “Considering how easily I bested you with the water before.”  
 
    “Oh, this isn’t water,” Idali said with a grin that sent a chill down my spine as I struggled against my rock prison. “Well, not for long, anyway.”  
 
    He reached down with his staff as it continued to spurt out what was clearly water, but with a tap of the staff to the growing pond, the water quickly began to shift. I could feel the element changing around me all the way into my bones. 
 
    One minute, the water was just that: water. And the next, it was as red as blood.  
 
    No, it wasn’t just as red as blood. It was blood.  
 
    I tried to keep the horror off of my face as I realized Idali planned on drowning me in a pool of blood. 
 
    Which wasn’t ideal, but it was sort of thrilling for my first magical duel. This shit had escalated quickly.  
 
    “Go ahead,” he urged and dropped down to sit at the edge of the crater like we were just having a normal conversation. “Ask me whatever it is that you’re thinking. There’s a question written all over your face.”  
 
    “Where?” I finally managed to ask with an innocent raise of my eyebrows. 
 
    But my mind was churning. Had he simply created blood from nothing? Or did it belong to some poor, unfortunate creatures? There were too many potential answers, but none of them were good.  
 
    Despite the monstrousness of the situation, Idali seemed unbothered. He could have been a lesser noble, or maybe even a prince, as he stared down at me with his youthful, handsome face. If it wasn’t for the cruel glint in his eyes or the staff he clutched tightly in a white-knuckled grip, I might never have known who or what he really was. 
 
    “The blood comes from plenty of places,” he said with a quirk of his lips, and I felt myself pale as I wondered if the fucker had read my mind. “You’d be astounded how many people are just so careless with what they do with their bodies.” 
 
    I swallowed back a gag, but then I decided he probably hadn’t read my mind. If he had, he wouldn’t have found me half so intriguing. He’d have known exactly where my powers came from. So he was just a sick fuck who understood precisely how jarring his actions were to a normal person. And enjoyed it. 
 
    The blood was up to my chest and still filling the crater. If I focused, I could just barely feel the water inside of the blood stirring at my powers, but the connection was weak.  
 
    I could work with weak. 
 
    What I really needed to get me out of this situation was Cinis. I tried to keep the look subtle, but I cast my eyes up toward the sky as I tried to search for the Ember Priestess.  
 
    Just when I was beginning to form a new plan for a means of escape, Cinis suddenly appeared overhead with her wings spread as she cut through the sky like a comet.  
 
    It was shockingly easy to see the family resemblance between my lover and her father in that moment, but that was information I decided was best kept to myself.  
 
    I watched as Cinis lobbed a fireball at the unsuspecting sorcerer. 
 
    Idali managed to roll out of the blaze’s path at the last second, but the edge of his tunic bore the scorch marks of his close encounter as he jumped up to his feet with the staff in hand. 
 
    The blood finally stopped flowing into the crater just below my chin.  
 
    “Did you hear him?” I shouted up to Cinis.  
 
    “About the staff?” Cinis called back as she dropped down onto the ground just outside the edge of the crater. Her dark wings obscured my view of the sorcerer, but it did provide me with a fantastic view of her perfect backside as she geared up a fireball in each hand.  
 
    Her question served as an answer to my own, so I didn’t press. I didn’t need to clue Idali into our plans.  
 
    Cinis threw another of the fireballs at the sorcerer with a vicious cry and lunged toward him like some sort of avenging angel. Her entire body smoldered and sparked, and if she wasn’t careful, I was worried the forest around us might catch flame.  
 
    “Do you know who I am?” Cinis hissed at Idali as her flames forced the sorcerer back toward the edge of the crater. “I am Cinis, the First Ember Priestess, Queen of the Ardere, and you have pissed me off.”  
 
    The element of surprise that Cinis had relied on to knock Idali off of his feet seemed to have worn off, however, because instead of being rightfully terrified at the angry fire descendant barreling toward him with another jet of flames, he simply raised his staff into the air. 
 
    The wind around him began to swirl thickly, and for a moment, I had the fear that this had all been some sort of ruse to bring us closer to Mihany. Instead, Idali created a sort of vortex around himself as Cinis came toward him.  
 
    Then the wind sucked up the flame and was quickly extinguished like it had never existed at all. 
 
    If our situation wasn’t so dangerous, I might have been impressed with the sorcerer’s versatility, but considering I was neck-deep in a vat of blood from people he’d killed, I was having a hard time being so forgiving.  
 
    Cinis shrieked in anger and pushed her wings faster as she lunged toward the sorcerer. She was just as sexy and ferocious as the first time we had fought. And I couldn’t help but grin at the memory as my lethal and incredible lover slammed into the sorcerer with all of her might despite his personal vortex.  
 
    Idali crashed into the pool of blood below with a splash and gave a roar of anger as he bobbed to the surface.  
 
    I closed my eyes and focused just as the Water Goddesses had taught me, and I imagined the blood was water and that it was pulsing through my veins. I was no simple water mage. I had the water of the elemental goddesses inside of me, and a little blood wasn’t going to stand in my way.  
 
    I slowly moved my hands in a circle in front of me, and the blood in the crater began to follow my movements. It was taking nearly all of my concentration to connect to the blood, but I had made a small whirlpool in the disgusting crater. 
 
    And I was pulling Idali toward me. 
 
    The sorcerer couldn’t keep his head above the blood long enough to cast a spell from his staff, which was all the better for me as I brought him closer and closer to the center of the vortex.  
 
    Cinis hovered overhead with her wings alight with flame and her dark eyes burning.  
 
    Idali was close enough to touch now, and so I did. 
 
    I reached out to tap my finger against the sorcerer’s forehead, and that was enough.  
 
    The feeling of two magical abilities working in my body at one time was strange, and not something I had ever experienced before. I wasn’t sure if I would be able to maintain the whirlpool I had created around myself as my body began to transform. But my features still morphed, and my hair grew longer, and I knew Idali was suddenly face to face with himself.  
 
    “No!” The sorcerer exclaimed as he struggled against the whirlpool. “What are you? How are you doing all of this?”  
 
    I reached out with one of my hands and curled it around the carved bone staff. All it took was a hard yank to break it free from Idali’s grip as he struggled to stay on his feet in the midst of my miniature whirlpool.  
 
    The sheer weight of the staff’s magic was tangible when I held it, and I could feel it buzzing up into my hand like it was sending off some sort of spark. I had to suck in a breath as the sudden onslaught of power rocked through my body.  
 
    I didn’t know what the fuck Idali had done to his staff, but I had a feeling most sorcerers did not wield this sort of power.  
 
    “Release me,” I said as I aimed the staff at the rocks by my feet and hoped for the best. I wasn’t sure if I would need some sort of fancy words, or if it was like the water magic and worked based off of intent after the spell was carved.  
 
    Luckily, the latter seemed to be true, because the rocky bindings that had encircled my lower body vanished like they had never been there to begin with. 
 
    I let out a gasping breath as I was suddenly able to breathe properly again. But the whirlpool around me had died down as I’d taken hold of the staff, and Idali took that moment to lunge toward me in the bloody pool.  
 
    I easily dodged his attack, however. With my connection to the blood, there hadn’t been a chance he’d land a single hit on me.  
 
    “Yes!” Cinis exclaimed from above us. “I knew you could do it!”  
 
    “Drain the blood,” I commanded the staff, and like it had done with the rocks, it obeyed my commands. 
 
    It only took an instant, but the blood was sucked back into the staff just like it had poured out, and suddenly I was left sopping wet and standing in the middle of a crater. 
 
    Idali dropped to his knees in the rocky pit with a gasp before he tried to clamber up to his feet. He made another careless lunge toward me with his fist swinging, but it was clear he hadn’t had a physical altercation in centuries, and I was easily able to side-step the blow.  
 
    Then I cracked the staff down across his back and sent him falling onto his face with a crash. 
 
    The power from the staff continued to radiate up into my body, and by then, I felt it in each one of my limbs. It reminded me of some sort of high that a few questionable fruits in the markets had given me before, and it was quickly becoming easy to see just how Idali had become so corrupt. That much power paired with that much cruelty was never a good combination for anyone. 
 
    I eyed the staff with a wary look.  
 
    Cinis dropped down onto the edge of the crater and looked at me with raised eyebrows.  
 
    “Are you going to do what I think you’re going to do?” she asked and seemed almost forlorn at the notion.  
 
    Instead of answering aloud, I simply nodded as Idali rolled over onto his back to watch me. 
 
    “Noooo!” he bellowed and scrambled to his feet. 
 
    As I raised up the staff, however, an idea came over me. There was so much potential in this weapon, and wielding it was unlike anything I had ever experienced. There was so much magic that could be lost if I destroyed it.  
 
    I changed my plans.  
 
    Idali continued to scramble toward me, but he couldn’t find purchase in the crater he had created. 
 
    I swung the staff toward Idali. There was a sort of wavering in the air that I could just barely see. The magic that bound Idali to this staff was strong, and even as I wore his face, I could feel the staff fighting to get back to its rightful owner. 
 
    I tightened my grip on the bone until my knuckles went white.  
 
    “This staff no longer belongs to you,” I growled. “It’s mine now, along with all its power.” 
 
    Nothing happened for a few seconds, but then it was like an explosion of wind and blinding blue light as I dropped the suddenly white-hot staff.  
 
    I was knocked back and off of my feet, and even Cinis was forced up into the air to keep her balance at the force of the break. The magic that radiated from the area was powerful enough that it nearly made me feel sick, and wave upon wave of the strange energy seemed to course over me in pulsing agony. 
 
    Then the world went still.  
 
    I gasped, pushed myself back up to my feet, and let Idali’s borrowed form fade from my own. It felt better than usual to get back into my own skin, and I was more than happy to not have to share the sorcerer’s cruel face.  
 
    I stared down at the man as he tried to scramble back up to his feet. For a moment, I thought I might have been imagining it, but it was clear the sorcerer was aging with each passing second. Whatever spell he’d cast over himself to retain his youthful form in his old age must have been tied to the dragon bone staff and broke when I severed their connection.  
 
    In nearly an instant, he’d gone from a man not much older than myself to someone who more closely resembled Xerzor, and he was still aging past that.  
 
    “You have no idea the power you’ve just wasted,” he snarled at me as he managed to get up onto his knees. “The centuries of spells lost to this world that that staff contained. The souls I had bound. You have no idea the power you’ve just acquired without the knowledge of how to use it…”  
 
    “I couldn’t risk another you happening,” I said simply as I stared down at the cruel, weak old man in front of me.  
 
    “What are you?” he hissed up at me. “What sort of man can do the things you’ve done?”  
 
    “The sort of man who is putting an end to you,” I said simply. 
 
    All of my weapons had been shaken loose from my body during my bloody whirlpool, and I did not trust the staff quite yet, so I simply closed my eyes and concentrated on the water within me.  
 
    When I opened them, I held an orb of water in the palm of my hand. 
 
    Idali watched with narrowed, hollow eyes, but there was a sort of resignation that I assumed came with nearly a thousand years of knowing what was coming to him.  
 
    “Gozis the Darkmaster sends his regards,” I said as I pulled back my hand and readied the water. Then I paused and added, “This is for Kione.”  
 
    The sorcerer’s eyes grew wide, and his mouth opened, but there wasn’t anything else for him to say. 
 
    I whipped my hand outward, and the water snapped across the sorcerer’s throat like a blade, but as soon as it split his skin open, the decrepit sorcerer exploded into a cloud of ash and dust. All that was left was simply a pile of bones, and his fire-singed, blood-soaked clothing lay in a small heap at the bottom of the crater he’d made.  
 
    I took a step back and exhaled a slow breath of relief. I was exhausted, covered in I didn’t even want to know how many other people’s blood, and experiencing what I could only call a magical hangover.  
 
    It hadn’t been as clean of a kill as I had wanted, but it had still been finished, and I felt a sense of accomplishment welling up in my chest as Cinis dropped down into the crater next to me with a small whoosh.  
 
    “You were incredible,” she said with a grin. “I’ve never seen anyone wield that sort of power and control it without succumbing to its darkness. That dragon bone staff is a rare relic, and now it is yours.”  
 
    She reached out to brush a strand of hair from my face for me, and I couldn’t help but smile.  
 
    “If it wasn’t for you, I would have drowned in a pool of blood,” I reminded her with a soft, tired laugh and a shake of my head. “You gave him one hell of a fight. It reminded me of the first time we met.”  
 
    “The time when you came to try and kill me?” she asked with a faux-innocent cock of her head. 
 
    “Yeah,” I laughed. “That time.”  
 
    “Who is Kione?” Cinis asked as she looked over at what remained of the legendary sorcerer Idali, and I followed her gaze.  
 
    “Someone he wronged a long time ago,” I said with a small sigh. “I hope she finally gets her peace. Now, come on, we have a necromancer to see.” 

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    It was an annoyance trying to find the same man I had mirrored into the first time to make my way onto the Necromancers’ Estate, but luckily, there hadn’t been many homes in the direction the man with the ox had come from, so after a slight detour, Cinis and I were back on the path that led toward the Necromancers’ creepy estate as I wore a new face. 
 
    “I don’t like this look on you,” Cinis mused and gave a shake of her head.  
 
    I snorted. “I prefer my own face as well, but this is how I looked the first time I saw Gozis, so I have to look the same now.” 
 
    “He doesn’t know who you are?” she asked, though I think she already knew that.  
 
    “No,” I confirmed with a shake of my head. “I wanted to keep my true identity a secret so he couldn’t use this opportunity to try and secure any special favors for his estate. He just thinks I am some sort of cutthroat who specializes in killing magical beings.” 
 
    “These dynamics among the estates in Ocadia are so fascinating,” Cinis murmured as she walked alongside me. 
 
    We were near the edge of the Necromancers’ Estate, and the dark fog that surrounded the property wasn’t any less creepy at nightfall.  
 
    “This way,” I urged her softly as we made our way off the beaten path. 
 
    “What are we going to do when we get inside?” she asked, and I hesitated.  
 
    “I can’t bring you inside with me, Cinis,” I explained and already prepared myself for a wave of her anger.  
 
    “Excuse me?” she asked, and just like I had expected, the anger sparked up inside of her like I had struck a piece of flint.  
 
    “Cinis,” I couldn’t help but laugh. “You would give away my identity.” 
 
    And just like that, her anger subsided, and she let out a small laugh. 
 
    “I hadn’t thought of that yet,” she admitted with a quirk of her lips. “Should I stay out here, then?”  
 
    I glanced around the brush we stood in. We were close enough to the estate that she was within range to help if something went awry, but it was unlikely that anyone would just stumble upon her waiting for me.  
 
    “I think that’s the best idea,” I told her with a nod. “You’ll have to hold this staff.” 
 
    My clothing was still covered in blood, and I carried my new staff, so I was sure I was a sight to see. I would draw plenty of attention on my own without having a sexy fire descendant following along behind me.  
 
    “Be careful,” Cinis warned. 
 
    “I’ll be back soon,” I promised, and I glanced down at her smooth stomach. “To the both of you.”  
 
    Cinis lit up with joy, and I chuckled before I handed her my staff for safekeeping. Then I quickly ducked my head and started up toward the Necromancers’ Estate like I had the time before. The building and its surrounding courtyard were no less creepy and no more enjoyable at night. 
 
    If anything, they were more bone-chilling when I was covered in blood. Something in the ground even seemed to call to me with each step, and I was careful not to veer off the uneven stone path that led up toward the front doors of the estate.  
 
    I knocked on the door with a curled fist and simply waited for someone to let me in. After a few moments, the door opened with a low creak, and a necromancer in purple robes poked his head out from the doorway.  
 
    He looked like he couldn’t be much older than a teenager, and his eyes opened wide at the sight of me standing there covered in blood.  
 
    “I’m here to see Gozis the Darkmaster,” I said in my borrowed form’s rough voice. “I just finished a job for him.”  
 
    “Right,” the young necromancer said quickly and took a step back from the doorway to usher me inside. “He told me he was expecting you. This way.”  
 
    The kid didn’t give me any time to respond before he’d turned on his heels and started to shuffle quickly down one of the confusing hallways that made up the inside of the dark estate building.  
 
    The doors fell shut behind me with an ominous boom as I shrugged to myself and quickly followed after my guide. He wasn’t nearly as talkative as the last lesser necromancer I had encountered, but after the sort of night I’d just had, I was more than grateful for the bit of silence. 
 
    “He’s ready for you,” the necromancer said as he tapped the door to Gozis’ office twice and then pushed open the large doors.  
 
    I turned to thank the kid, but he had already scurried off to somewhere else and left me alone to deal with Gozis. I snorted out a breath through my nose and stepped through the open doorway and into the Master Necromancer’s office chambers.  
 
    Nothing had changed since I’d seen it earlier that day, but it still didn’t fill me with any sort of warmth. Gozis stared at me from where he sat at his desk. One of his eyes twitched. It was unsettling. 
 
    Like the front doors to the estate, the doors behind me swung shut with a boom all on their own.  
 
    I made my way over to one of the chairs in front of the Darkmaster’s desk and sat down without asking.  
 
    “Is it done?” Gozis hissed out the words like some sort of snake. Gods, was this guy creepy, or what?  
 
    Instead of answering aloud, I simply reached down into my bag and pulled out one of Idali’s charred bones to present to the necromancer. I set it on his desk with a dull thud. 
 
    He let out a shocked gasp at the sight, and I had a feeling he hadn’t quite expected me to return alive, or at the very least, succeed and return alive. 
 
    “How?” was all he asked as he looked from the bone that still radiated dark energy and back to my borrowed face.  
 
    “That isn’t important,” I said gruffly. “All that matters is that it’s done.”  
 
    For the first time, Gozis seemed to realize I was completely covered in blood. He opened and closed his mouth a few times like a fish and reached out to grab the pieces of bone, but I pulled them away. 
 
    “What of his staff?” Gozis hissed. 
 
    “It was destroyed in a fire,” I lied smoothly. 
 
    “Really?” he groaned. “That’s tragic, you should have–” 
 
    “You didn’t mention anything about his staff,” I interrupted, and then I replaced the bone with the totem I had taken from him instead. The last thing I wanted was to give the master necromancer the bones of his newly defeated and incredibly powerful enemy. That just felt like a recipe for trouble I would undoubtedly have to clean up later. 
 
    “You have returned it,” he said as he reached out again to grab his totem.  
 
    The look on his face was borderline ecstatic, and it was more than a little uncomfortable to see. I remembered Xerzor had said Gozis was less creepy a few centuries ago, but I was having a hard time buying that as I watched the necromancer stroke his strange totem like it was a newly returned pet. 
 
    I half-expected him to give it a little kiss. 
 
    I was incredibly grateful when he didn’t. 
 
    “I have,” I said as I leaned back in my chair and pulled the totem back into my lap for safekeeping. “I’ve held up both ends of my bargain. Once you tell me what it is I need to know, I’ll give this back to you and get out of your hair.” 
 
    Only after the words were out of my mouth did I remember that Gozis didn’t exactly have any hair for me to get out of. The man’s head was smooth like an egg. 
 
    Luckily, the slip-up seemed to fly right over the necromancer’s hairless head.  
 
    “Shadow selves,” he said with a nod. “Yes, I am a man of my word. What is it you wish to know?” 
 
    I shifted in my seat. “Everything. How would someone go about raising this wind goddess back from her shadow self? What really are shadow selves? And how do I destroy one for good?”  
 
    I felt out of breath after I’d listed all of the questions off the top of my head, but luckily, Gozis did not seem overwhelmed. Instead, he gave a thoughtful nod before he stood up. 
 
    I followed his path with my eyes as he made his way over to a dark shelf in the corner of the room. It was practically overladen with books and sagged under the weight of the heavy, ancient tomes. 
 
    Gozis scanned the shelves for a few moments before he pulled a volume loose. He dusted off the cover with the back of his hand as he made his way back over toward me and lowered himself down into his seat again.  
 
    He set the book on the desk between us with a dull thunk.  
 
    Up close, there was something very… off about the ancient-looking tome. I couldn’t quite put my finger on it, but it seemed to radiate an aura of warning. It was like the book itself was telling me it shouldn’t be opened.  
 
    The cover was a dark, cracked leather that probably had been brown once upon a time, and it was etched with runic-looking symbols in a faded silver ink. The patterns were nearly indecipherable, but I could tell that whatever they were, they were magical.  
 
    Gozis rested his smooth, hairless hands on the top of the book. His fingernails were ever so slightly yellowed and filed to points. Could this guy get any fucking creepier?  
 
    “Are you sure you want this knowledge, Yeven Grangor?” Gozis asked me with a strange tilt to his head. He reminded me like some sort of strange bird at that moment. “Once you learn what this volume holds, there will never be any unlearning. Knowledge is tricky like that.”  
 
    “Right,” I said as I gave a slow nod of my head. “I’m ready for whatever it is that’s inside that book. I need to know this information to take care of the problem I mentioned before. I am not afraid.” 
 
    Gozis studied me and my borrowed face for a few long seconds before he nodded his head and flipped open the cover of the book.  
 
    The air in the room gave a soft whoosh as he did so, and I would have thought I’d simply imagined it had the candles that littered Gozis’ chambers not flickered as well.  
 
    I shifted uncomfortably in my seat as I forced myself to lean forward to look at the text. There was something undeniably wrong with whatever was in that book, but I had to find out anyway.  
 
    “I doubt you will be able to read it,” Gozis mused thoughtfully. “It’s written in one of the ancient tongues, hardly practiced outside of magical circles, and even then, it’s rare to find someone literate.”  
 
    “But you are,” I said. It wasn’t a question. 
 
    “But I am,” Gozis confirmed as he grinned and flicked his tongue out to wet his lower lip. “Where shall I begin?”  
 
    I was getting more than a little tired of Gozis’ creepy schtick, but I didn’t put any pressure on him yet. The last thing I needed was for a pissed off necromancer to start throwing spells in my direction. I was still exhausted from my fight with Idali and would need at least an hour before I felt ready for another brawl. 
 
    “Shadow selves are less rare than you think,” he began. “No, that is the wrong place to begin.”  
 
    I furrowed my brow as I watched Gozis flip back a page in his book. He smiled up at me as if to soothe whatever concerns I might have been showing on my borrowed face and smoothed out the pages of the creepy book in front of him. 
 
    “This world is not the only world to exist,” he started over. “There are… layers.” 
 
    “Layers,” I repeated the word slowly. “What do you mean by layers?”  
 
    Gozis held up a finger before he stood up again. I watched as the necromancer shuffled over to his sagging bookshelf and grabbed an armload of other books before he came back over to the desk and deposited them next to the first. He set them in a small stack in front of me. 
 
    “Layers,” he repeated with a small wave of his hand toward his creation. “Our world, that is the first layer, the book that sits on the top.”  
 
    “Right,” I said as I thought I caught on to his metaphor. “And the world the shadow selves live in, that’s the next book in the stack.”  
 
    Gozis shook his head. “No, that’s a different realm altogether. More separate. What happens when you open a book?”  
 
    “There are… pages?” I said with a furrow of my brow.  
 
    “Yes,” the necromancer said with a thin smile as he opened the front of the book. “Pages upon pages upon pages. That, those, are the layers that matter. The layers we can get to that magic allows us to touch.”  
 
    I nodded my head to show I understood. It was similar to what Feroxis had told me what felt like a century ago about the plane of existence shadow selves operated on being nothing more than a hair’s width away.  
 
    “Shadow selves are the separation of a powerful spirit from a being’s body,” the Master Necromancer explained. “It’s most common in deities, but it isn’t unheard of for mortals to have the capabilities within them as well. The manifestation of shadow selves is… difficult to pin down.”  
 
    “So, in theory, you could have a shadow self when you die?” I questioned and leaned back in my chair to get away from all of the creepy books on the desk.  
 
    “Not with the sorts of magic I perform,” Gozis laughed. It was an unpleasant, tittering sound. “Some things should not be tampered with.”  
 
    I had a feeling Gozis wasn’t exactly one to heed his own advice.  
 
    “What is the difference between a soul and a spirit? Is there a difference?” I asked as I tried to piece together the little information I already had on the subject.  
 
    “That is… difficult to explain,” the necromancer sighed. “They are similar, but not the same. A soul is the thing that gives you life. It is what necromancers must capture and bind to return life to a sentient being. A spirit is a bit more. There is energy there as well. It is something with force.” 
 
    “It’s more substantial than just a soul,” I surmised.  
 
    “Yes, exactly,” Gozis said with a pleased curl of his thin lips. “It is harder to separate a spirit from a body than it is a soul, that is why only powerful beings are able to split into shadow selves upon death. Those spirits are substantial enough to exist on this alternate plane. With the help of magic, we are able to thin the veil enough to see through.”  
 
    “Or pull the shadow self back through,” I added. “That’s what happened with this wind goddess, right?” 
 
    “So it would seem,” Gozis said and shifted in his chair in what might have been discomfort. “It is an arduous task, and not one easily completed, but it is possible to pull a shadow self back over into this plane of existence. In fact, shadow selves want nothing more than to be brought back here.”  
 
    That sort of thinking was in line with the behavior I’d seen from some of the spirits Elis had conjured, but I kept that information to myself.  
 
    “Can a being be brought back to life completely from a shadow self state?” I asked instead.  
 
    “Yes,” the necromancer confirmed, and I felt a chill in the pit of my stomach. “But it is not easily done, and it takes quite a bit of time. It takes a substantial amount of magic and energy that has to be consumed. And it is… not a practice for any ordinary folk. The magic involved is dark, even by the standards of the most respectable necromancers.”  
 
    “But if someone had done this, would a shadow self slowly start to become… substantial again?” I asked as I thought about the way Mihany had started to seem more and more real every time I had seen her in Ocadia. 
 
    The thought sent a shiver down my spine. 
 
    “Yes,” Gozis confirmed with a nod of his head. “It would be far from instantaneous. The changes would be subtle, until one day, they aren’t, and you’re left face to face with a full-fledged deity.”  
 
    “So, if there was a rogue shadow that had been conjured from a different plane, how would I go about destroying it?” I asked and leaned forward in the seat once again.  
 
    “That… is a powerful bit of information,” Gozis wavered as he fiddled with the book in front of him.  
 
    “I held up my end of the bargain,” I reminded him as my eyes narrowed. “I can handle whatever information you give to me.”  
 
    “Very well,” he sighed. “To destroy a shadow self takes a sacrifice of some sort. You are not simply killing someone and sending their spirit to a different plane that can be reached into again and again like some sort of pond. You are snuffing it out of existence entirely, and there must be something to fill that void. But if you fail, not only can it kill the person attempting the destruction, but the shattered fragments of the shadow self are still there, and now, they are angrier. They are broken, and that is a very dangerous thing to be.” 
 
    “What sort of sacrifice?” I asked. “Like… a human sacrifice? Some sort of offering?”  
 
    “No,” Gozis corrected, and his lips quirked into another disturbing smile. “That would be too simple, to just kill another being in exchange. To destroy something of that nature would require a sacrifice of equal weight. If you are to destroy something, there must be somewhere for that energy, that magic, to go.”  
 
    “I don’t understand,” I said with a baffled shake of my head. “What does that mean?” 
 
    Gozis sighed again, and I was beginning to get the feeling he felt like he was teaching a particularly stupid student, and I didn’t appreciate it. 
 
    “I came here for answers, not riddles, necromancer,” I growled. “Tell me what I need to know, and I’ll return your totem and leave this place.”  
 
    “A binding,” Gozis eventually said. “Of sorts. An act of that sort of destruction requires a sacrifice of creation. It takes great sacrifice to raise a shadow self, but this is a different kind of sacrifice. It is an undertaking, but one that must be had.” 
 
    “Enough with the riddles,” I threatened again and shifted in my seat.  
 
    Gozis raised his hands. “It is no riddle, Yeven Grangor. It is just the fact of the matter. To conjure a shadow spirit from the next plane, it requires a sacrifice of energy to be given to the cause.” 
 
    “But… to destroy one, it requires the sacrifice of energy to be taken,” I finally put the pieces together. “So, if I wish to destroy this goddess’ shadow self, I have to sacrifice myself to the energy? To take it from what’s destroyed?”  
 
    My head felt like it was spinning as I tried to make sense of it all, but a picture was slowly beginning to form in my mind. 
 
    “Exactly,” Gozis confirmed. “There is no accidentally destroying a shadow self. It is an act that requires intention and acceptance. Without the acceptance of the magical energy and power that is created upon the shadow’s destruction, it will simply splinter and reform, much stronger and angrier than it was before. You must be willing and strong enough to handle the magic that is let loose. It requires consent to enter you, and intention to draw it in at the moment of vanquishment.”  
 
    “Right,” I said as I attempted to orient my thoughts. I was fairly certain I understood what it was I needed to do, even if the consequences were less than clear. “I think I understand what is required of me now. But I do have one last question.” 
 
    “Please, by all means, ask, Yeven Grangor,” Gozis urged. 
 
    “What happens after I accept the magical energy?” I asked as I stared down at the necromancer. “Will I die?” 
 
    “I could not tell you,” he said simply. “No mortal has been strong enough to successfully banish a shadow self in over a thousand years.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    I left the Necromancers’ Estate with a strange mix of feelings swirling in my gut. On one hand, I felt substantially lighter now that I no longer had to carry around the creepy totem Gozis was so attached to, but on the other hand, I was now forced to mull over the weight of what I had to do if I wanted to completely destroy Mihany.  
 
    It was an undertaking a lesser man wouldn’t have dared to attempt, but I had ventured into the unknown more times than one, and each time, I had come out on the other side.  
 
    I was the only mirror mage in the kingdom of Ocadia. I had the magical water of the elemental deities swirling within me. I had killed a titan and fought hand to hand with deities. I didn’t know anyone else suited to the task of destroying a rogue shadow spirit other than me, even if I still wasn’t exactly sure what that entailed.  
 
    But I knew I would do whatever it took, and that I wouldn’t be afraid of what might happen. Mihany needed to be taken care of, and by the gods, I was going to be the person to do it. She was too dangerous to be left almost-alive, or whatever she could be called.  
 
    I kept my head lowered as I made my way back down the path toward the forest at the edge of the Necromancers’ Estate. I was aching to switch back to my own form, but I couldn’t risk it quite yet. The last thing I needed on my plate was a random necromancer seeing me use my powers and realizing exactly who I was.  
 
    That would just add a whole heap of trouble on top of everything else I was dealing with.  
 
    My eyes darted around the edge of the forest as I tried to find Cinis amongst the trees, but my fiery lover was nowhere to be found. 
 
    A frown crossed my face as I took a cautious step closer to the tree line. 
 
    “Cinis?” I hissed as I strained my eyes against the dark. “Cinis, where are you?”  
 
    “Dex?” she called back in a low tone. “Hang on.”  
 
    I still couldn’t figure out where she had gone until I heard a soft whoosh, and the fire descendant gracefully dropped down from one of the trees with her smoking wings braced to aid in her descent.  
 
    “What were you doing in a tree?” I asked and couldn’t quite fight the laugh in my tone. But before I could make another joke about her behavior, I caught sight of the look on her face. “What’s wrong?”  
 
    “I’m not sure,” Cinis admitted as she glanced around and took another step closer to me so she could hand me back my dragon bone staff. “I began to feel… watched. I wasn’t sure if one of the necromancers was looking in my direction, or if it was… someone else.” 
 
    She didn’t have to explain who “someone else” was, and I felt alertness creep up my spine.  
 
    “Did anything happen?” I asked as I looked down at the mother of my future child with concern.  
 
    “No,” she said and shook her head. “The wind has felt a bit thicker than usual, but I could just be imagining things. I am not sure. I feel like we all have to be on such edge nowadays.”  
 
    “Come home with me tonight, then,” I said. “I don’t think it’s safe for you to fly if you think she may be up to something tonight. It’s safer if the two of us are together.”  
 
    Cinis smiled. “I would love to do that, so long as you go back to looking like yourself. I’m still not very fond of this form.” 
 
    I chuckled and closed my eyes. It was as easy as breathing. One second, I wore the form of the ox-hand, and the next, I was back to my usual self.  
 
    “Is that better?” I asked Cinis and raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “Much,” she assured me with a grin as she reached up to smooth a hand through my hair. “I could do without all of the blood, though.”  
 
    “I’m in complete agreement with you on that,” I said and sighed. “Come on, let’s head back to the estate, and I can bathe and change. I’m still not sure where Idali got all of that blood, and I don’t think I want to know.” 
 
    Cinis gave a soft chuckle and pressed close to me as the two of us made our way out of the small copse of trees and back along the worn path that led from one edge of the kingdom to the other.  
 
    The longer we walked, the lighter the air seemed to grow until the strange heaviness that we’d felt near the Necromancers’ Estate had faded away entirely.  
 
    I exhaled a sigh of relief at the return to slight normalcy in the air. I looked around, just to make sure I didn’t see Mihany’s strange, golden eyes from anywhere in the distance, and when I was sure we were safe from prying ears, I began to speak.  
 
    “I learned quite a bit from Gozis,” I began as I softly tapped my staff on the ground. “He was able to explain everything I needed to know, but I’m still not sure what to make of it.”  
 
    “What did he say?” Cinis asked and looked up at me with her red-amber eyes.  
 
    “Apparently, to destroy a shadow self for good, it takes--” I paused as I recalled the exact words the necromancer had used. “Sacrifice, consent, and intention.” 
 
    “That is… not the combination of things I expected,” Cinis admitted with a slight tilt of her head. “What do you mean by sacrifice and consent?”  
 
    “As Gozis explained it, to eliminate something from existence that has so much powerful magic energy, that energy has to go somewhere. And it requires a sacrifice of will. Or at least, I think it’s a sacrifice of will. The person doing the destroying has to accept the magical energy and sacrifice themself to it. I think. It has to be a willing sacrifice, so it can’t be accidental. And I would have to be intentional with what I’m doing.” 
 
    “That sounds complicated,” Cinis said, and a frown curled at her lips. “And dangerous. Dex, that sounds really dangerous.” 
 
    “It might be dangerous,” I admitted. “Which is why I may be the only person who is able to do it in this case. I don’t know anyone else who has had as many run-ins with strange magic as I have and survived to talk about it. I’m sort of an expert on it by now.”  
 
    “That does not make me feel better,” she muttered and gave a shake of her head. “But you might be right. I do not know of anyone else as strong as you are, or anyone else as willing to do what must be done for the greater good. But that doesn’t mean I have to like it.”  
 
    “Everything will be okay,” I assured my lover, and I wished I could believe my own words as much as I hoped she did. “Tell me more about the strangeness you felt while you waited for me to come back?” 
 
    “Alright,” Cinis murmured and seemed grateful for the change of subject. “While I was waiting for you, I began to get this tingling in my spine. You know the feeling, don’t you? When you’re being watched by someone?”  
 
    “Like you can feel the physical weight of their eyes,” I agreed, and Cinis nodded. 
 
    “Exactly,” she confirmed as she rested one hand on her stomach. “I began to feel that, and then it seemed like the wind grew heavier around me. It was thick with… something. I can’t be sure if it was Mihany, but there was something strange about it. You felt it, too?” 
 
    “I did,” I confirmed. “Though I think I am less attuned to the ways of sky deities than you are.”  
 
    “I would assume,” Cinis said with a smirk. “As my father is a sky deity, I feel like I have some authority on the subject.” 
 
    “Then what do you think of Mihany, oh great expert?” I teased and wrapped my arm around her shoulders. 
 
    “That she’s a great, unchecked bitch?” Cinis snorted.  
 
    I laughed. “That wasn’t what I meant, although I do agree with you. But what about her abilities?”  
 
    “She’s strong, I will give her that,” Cinis conceded as we walked. “But it seems like something is binding her powers. Everything you’ve described seems on the brink of god-level destruction, but not quite there.” 
 
    “There is a truth to what you’re saying,” I said as I thought back. “The attacks I’ve endured have felt forcefully restrained, even when she was actively trying to kill me.” 
 
    “I assume it has something to do with the fact she is still partially a shadow,” Cinis mused. 
 
    “So, you think she’s going to get stronger?” I asked and quirked an eyebrow up. That was not an opinion that boded well for us.  
 
    “It is what I fear,” Cinis said. “But maybe I am wrong. As unlikely as that is.”  
 
    “Let’s not talk about this anymore,” I said after a moment’s pause when her words started to weigh on the both of us a bit too heavily. “We can talk more about it in the morning, but let’s just enjoy the rest of our walk home and look forward to the rest of our night. We’ve enjoyed a hell of a fight together this evening, and I know you’ve been wanting more assassinations in your life lately…” 
 
    Cinis chuckled and seemed more than willing to go along with my suggestion as she nestled herself into my side. Together, the two of us walked in comfortable silence the rest of the way back to the Assassins’ Estate. 
 
    Even in the dark, I was able to see the faint glimmer of our force field once we drew close enough to the edge of the property and the large front gate. I was once again grateful for Master Abbot’s foresight and was glad that even in his death, he was protecting us all.  
 
    “Dex,” Cinis broke my thoughts on my former master with a low tone.  
 
    “Hm?” I asked as I blinked and looked over at my fiery lover. “What is it?”  
 
    But before she could even answer me, I realized exactly what it was that had caught her attention.  
 
    I followed her gaze up toward the sky and let out a soft curse under my breath.  
 
    A bright, fiery comet was streaking through the sky at a breakneck speed, and it was getting closer with each passing second. Only, it wasn’t actually a comet.  
 
    “Feroxis,” I sighed and momentarily tightened my grip on Cinis. “Shit.”  
 
    “You can say that again,” Cinis growled as she broke free from my grasp and began to stalk toward the estate with a newfound determination in her steps. 
 
    “Shit,” I said again and quickly broke into a jog to catch up to Cinis as she half-stomped and half-flew toward the estate.  
 
    The fiery ball grew larger and larger as it rocketed down toward us. The air around the sky deity whistled and screamed as he carved a bright, gleaming swath through the night sky.  
 
    I could have been imagining it, but it felt like the air was getting hotter, too. One way or another, a bead of sweat rolled down my back when I finally caught up with Cinis as she broke through the force field.  
 
    Her beautiful face was set in grim determination as she folded her arms across her ample bust. I knew it wasn’t the best time to notice it, but I couldn’t help but think how sexy she looked when she wanted to commit murder.  
 
    “Is he going to hit my estate?” I shouted when I realized the comet wasn’t veering off its fairly straight course. 
 
    “Probably,” Cinis grumbled under her breath. “The man has no respect for world-dwellers or their homes.” 
 
    I felt a shockwave of panic rocket through my body. I wasn’t sure what would be worse, Feroxis destroying my estate with his giant fireball, or the force field around my estate bouncing him off.  
 
    I made the quick decision to allow the force field to let Feroxis to enter, that way I didn’t send a flaming, fiery god bouncing across Ocadia and causing more damage than I could possibly imagine. 
 
    I didn’t have much time to come to terms with my decision, however, because before I could say anything else, I felt a sweltering wave of heat wash over me and nearly knock me off my feet just before the force of the crash did.  
 
    Feroxis hurtled down in a giant blaze and hit the ground in my courtyard with a deafening impact. It shook the ground, and I watched as my beloved estate shook on its foundation.  
 
    “Gods!” I shouted in alarm and reached out to steady Cinis, only to find that my lover was hovering in the air like she had been prepared for the impact this entire time. 
 
    She still had her arms sullenly crossed over her chest as she stared daggers at the still smoldering and smoking heap in the grass.  
 
    “I mean, yes,” Cinis’ father said with a smooth laugh as he stepped out from the fucking crater he’d made in my yard. “But we’ve already established that you can call me Feroxis.”  
 
    The initial burst of smoke finally started to dissipate from the sky god’s crash landing, but the grass and foliage was still ever so slightly on fire.  
 
    I gave another tired sigh before I reached out my palm and started to hose down the smoldering plant matter with some of my water.  
 
    “Watch it there, son!” Feroxis laughed, but there was an edge to his voice as he quickly jumped out of the way to avoid any of the water I sprayed. “I would hate for you to extinguish me while you’re at it.” 
 
    “Father,” Cinis warned. 
 
    “It’s a neat trick, though,” Feroxis added as if in an attempt to appease his clearly annoyed daughter.  
 
    “I don’t mean to be rude,” I spoke up as I continued to make sure my property didn’t go up in flames. “But is there a reason you’re here?” 
 
    “I was wondering the same thing,” Cinis said, but she didn’t seem to have the same qualms about rudeness that I did.  
 
    “Can I not visit my wonderful daughter without having a reason?” Feroxis said. 
 
    I had a feeling he wasn’t the sort of man to do anything without a reason, and that he knew it, too.  
 
    “No,” Cinis said and kept her arms folded over her chest as she glowered at her father with no signs of stopping. I was more than a little worried she was about to start setting things on fire, too, and that really wasn’t something I needed at the moment.  
 
    But before I could say something to intervene in the fight I could see brewing in front of me, I heard someone step onto the grass behind me. I quickly turned my head to see nearly every single assassin in my estate crowding near the front doors of the estate as they gawked at the sky deity that was currently trying to set my yard on fire. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” Pamphrus finally asked once I had caught all of them loitering around. 
 
    If I wasn’t so exasperated, it might have been comical to see twenty or so highly-skilled assassins all falling over each other to act like they weren’t snooping. 
 
    “That is none of your business—” I began, but before I could get the sentence out, Feroxis cleared his throat.  
 
    “Dex, there’s no need to be rude,” he drawled, and I felt a nerve tick in my jaw. “I am Feroxis, God of Irascible Flame. I am also Dex’s father-in-law.”  
 
    I wanted to lay down in the mildly smoldering grass.  
 
    My assassins’ eyes all seemed to widen in unison at the god’s words, and I could hear a ripple of low murmurs rolling through the small crowd like a wave.  
 
    “Father-in-law?” someone from the group shouted, and that was all it took for a chorus of confused and intrigued voices to rise up all at once.  
 
    “I didn’t realize you and Cinis had gotten married!” Mazne gushed.  
 
    “Why weren’t we invited to the wedding!” Spodium crowed.  
 
    “Why is he in our yard?” Vulnus demanded. 
 
    “Why are you covered in blood?” Timere asked in a much more confused tone.  
 
    “Enough!” I commanded louder than the rest of the assassins as they asked increasingly absurd questions. 
 
    Just like that, silence fell over the courtyard, and all that was left was the soft sound of crackling flames that was coming from somewhere. Probably the grass. Or maybe Cinis was about to lob a fireball at her father.  
 
    “Well, there’s no need to be rude, Dex,” Feroxis tutted, and I wished desperately that Cinis would chuck a fireball in his direction.  
 
    I exhaled slowly. “Get back to your tasks, or go to bed. Now.”  
 
    My estate clearly didn’t need to be told twice, and the group of gawkers disbanded in an instant to disappear back into the estate.  
 
    After a few seconds of scurrying, we were once again left alone, and I gave a slow turn to face the two fire beings behind me.  
 
    Feroxis wore a look of amusement clearly painted across his face while Cinis looked sulkier than I had ever seen her. She lightly hovered above the grass, and it was like she didn’t even want to touch the same ground as her father. 
 
    At this point, I wished the deity had at least waited until the morning to show up. 
 
    I was exhausted and drained from my fight with Idali and the meeting with Gozis, and at the very least, I would have liked to change out of my blood-soaked clothes. They were beginning to grow stiff.  
 
    “Why have you come here, Feroxis?” I asked. 
 
    “I thought it was time we caught up on everything that is happening with you-know-who and her sisters,” the god said like it was the most obvious thing in the world. 
 
    “And to do that, you had to land in our yard in a giant fireball?” Cinis asked with a huff and a flick of her head that sent her braids tumbling back over her shoulders.  
 
    “What is it you wanted to tell us?” I urged and shot Cinis a look I hoped communicated the fact that she needed to be polite for a little while. 
 
    If she understood what the look meant, she was clearly deciding to ignore it, because flames continued to spark in her eyes.  
 
    Feroxis sighed. “Well, it would appear neither Mel nor Bel, Mihany’s sisters, have managed to cross over into this realm. They’re still in the form of their shadow selves, but they are still very much with us, so to speak.”  
 
    “I figured as much,” I said as I gave a heavy sigh of my own. “I haven’t had any other run-ins with Mihany since the last time we spoke, but I have felt her presence around in the air. I think she’s attempting to figure out how to raise her sisters.”  
 
    “I agree,” Feroxis confirmed and reached up to stroke at his goatee. “She always was power-hungry like that. If she does manage it, we are all in for a world of pain.” 
 
    “I was afraid you’d say something like that,” I muttered. “What exactly would happen if she managed to revive her sisters back to their full-fledged states?” 
 
    “Well, she would probably merge together with them to become one deity,” Feroxis said matter-of-factly. “And then, I suppose, we would all be rather fucked. She’s powerful on her own, yes, but together? That’s something even I don’t know how to prepare for.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t they simply be like their mother?” I asked. 
 
    “No, worse.” Feroxis shook his head. “Their mother, Lina, was powerful in her own right. Too powerful, as I mentioned before. But after splitting herself into the three daughters, each of them had plenty of time to progress. They evolved into their own astonishingly impressive selves, so to combine the three into one form again… Well, that would be several times worse than Lina ever was on her own to begin with. That’s why I reckon Mihany and the other girls will choose this path. It’s quite… poetic, given their fates and the fate of their mother. Wind goddesses like that sort of irony.”  
 
    “That isn’t exactly reassuring,” I muttered. 
 
    “He’s never reassuring,” Cinis said with a little huff as she continued to glower.  
 
    I ignored my lover. “What does this have to do with the King of Ocadia, though?” 
 
    “I couldn’t tell you that,” Feroxis said. 
 
    “Could you tell us anything helpful?” Cinis grumbled, and I fought against a snort.  
 
    “I’ve been trying to piece it together, but every time I think I understand the logic behind it, I’m more lost than when I began,” I said. “There has to be some reason, but whatever that reason is, it’s lost to me at the moment. We’ll just have to approach these problems one thing at a time to take care of Mihany before it’s too late.”  
 
    “I agree wholeheartedly,” Feroxis said, but there was suddenly a glint in his eyes that set me on edge, and I had a feeling we were about to hear the real reason he’d come here. “And on that subject, Cinis, I think it’s best you return to the Fire Realm in the sky.” 
 
    “What!” Cinis exploded next to me.  
 
    I jumped back as she stared at her father in rage, and fire burst from her hands, seemingly without her knowledge.  
 
    “The Wayward Wind Goddesses are terrible news, my dear,” he said and waved away her burning anger. “It isn’t safe for you down here. Especially not while pregnant.” 
 
    “You have no right--” Cinis began in a low growl. 
 
    “I’m just baffled as to why you would risk your life for some world-dweller, as impressive as he may be,” Feroxis said. “No offense, Dex.” 
 
    “How could I possibly not be offended by that?” I scoffed, but neither of the fire beings seemed to be listening to me.  
 
    “You have no right to try and come down here and affect the choices I make with my life,” Cinis hissed. “And you have no right to say anything about Dex. He just defeated a sorcerer who was nearly a thousand years old. He’s learned what we have to do to get rid of Mihany for good.” 
 
    “I’m not saying he isn’t an impressive world-dweller,” Feroxis repeated, and it was clear that the heat in his tone was beginning to rise as well, because the entire area around us was becoming unbearably hot.  
 
    “You have no idea what you’re saying at all!” Cinis shouted and waved her hands about wildly. She sent sparks and small flames scattering with the gesture, and I quickly jumped out of the way of any falling embers. 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered as the grass began to catch fire again. I quickly pulled water from inside my body and started to extinguish the flames as Cinis stalked toward her father. But she left a burning trail behind her. “Shit, shit, shit.”  
 
    “You do not speak to me that way, young lady!” Feroxis roared as his daughter chastised him. “You forget your place! I am just trying to keep you and my grandchild safe and prevent you from losing your life because you’re a little lovesick!”  
 
    “I am not lovesick!” Cinis screamed, and I had a feeling all of my assassins were watching the scene play out from the windows.  
 
    I was practically out of breath as I skittered around the yard to keep the two fire deities from burning down my entire property as they argued. They both seemed completely unaware of the chaos they were wreaking around them.  
 
    “You are behaving like a spoiled child, Cinis,” Feroxis accused as he left a sputtering trail of flames on the ground at his feet. “You have the audacity to question me, and on top of that, you don’t even do it like an adult!”  
 
    “I am being an adult!” Cinis shot back.  
 
    “You are behaving exactly like your mother,” Feroxis accused. 
 
    “Do not bring up Mother!” Cinis gasped. 
 
    I felt like my lungs were going to explode in my chest as I continued to run back and forth between the two fiery beings to keep them from setting everything ablaze. The water spurting from my palms had gone from a heavy stream to nothing more than a trickle as I pulled and pulled more from my body.  
 
    “Hey, the world is highly flammable, you know!” I shouted after I sucked in a breath.  
 
    And just like that, Feroxis chuckled like he hadn’t just been a ball of fire and rage in my fucking yard. The fire around him subsided like it had never been there at all. He was suddenly the picture of calm as he looked at his daughter.  
 
    Cinis’ eyes were red-hot, and the air around her shimmered dangerously. I had a feeling that if I were to reach out and touch her, her body would singe my fingertips. Her palms continued to crackle dangerously as she stared daggers at her father, too.  
 
    “I will come check on you again soon,” Feroxis said as he walked over toward Cinis. He seemed entirely unbothered by the heat his daughter was putting off into the air. He leaned forward and gave her a kiss on the crown of her smoking hair, like they hadn’t been fighting at all.  
 
    Cinis barely seemed to react to the change, and I couldn’t help but wonder what the fuck sort of relationship these two had.  
 
    “I’ll be watching you, Dex,” Feroxis said with a grin more wicked than jovial. 
 
    “Great,” I said weakly as I finally put out the rest of the fires in the fucking yard.  
 
    And like nothing had transpired at all, Feroxis simply launched himself back up into the sky in another fiery comet. 
 
    I watched as he disappeared up into the dark sky until he was indistinguishable from the stars above.  
 
    “Are you alright?” I finally asked Cinis as I looked back over at my lover. At the very least, she had set her feet on the ground again.  
 
    “He is infuriating,” she muttered instead of actually answering my question. 
 
    “Yeah…” I chuckled. “Come on, let’s go to bed.” 
 
    I looped my arm around Cinis’ narrow waist as I guided her inside the estate. She leaned her weight into my side, and one of her wings curled around my shoulder.  
 
    She was quiet as we made our way up into my chambers. Then I nudged the door open gently and saw two figures already curled up and asleep in the bed, and I felt a tugging in my chest at the sight. 
 
    Nara and Ephy were half-draped over one another in the bed, and they were both clearly fast asleep. Nara’s mess of hair was tangled with Ephy’s much smoother periwinkle waves on the pillows, and the sheets were tugged up to their waists.  
 
    I couldn’t help but smile, and even Cinis seemed soothed by the sight. I pressed a kiss to her temple and ran my hand over her waist comfortingly.  
 
    “Go get in bed,” I murmured quietly to keep from waking up my other women. “I’ll be just a minute. I want to clean up a little.” 
 
    Cinis didn’t question me. Instead, she just nudged her head into mine before she quietly made her way over to the bed. I watched for a moment as she clambered into bed next to my other two lovers and made herself comfortable.  
 
    I felt a warmth in my chest and had to force myself to turn away from the three of them. I didn’t want to risk waking either of the already sleeping women by bathing, so I simply shed my disgusting clothing and used a cloth to get the worst of the blood off before I made my way back over to the bed. 
 
    It had only been a few minutes, but Cinis was already asleep. I chuckled and carefully climbed into bed to nestle myself between Cinis and Nara.  
 
    The bed was already warm, and contentment and relief washed over me as I was immediately surrounded by the women I loved. Cinis shifted and laid her dark head on my chest as she curled into me, and I felt something flutter inside me. 
 
    I had never loved so many women, and I had never been so completely loved in return. They were the best things in my life, and it was hard to imagine my life without them now. 
 
    Which meant I had never had so much at stake as I did now.  
 
    Feroxis’ warning floated in and out of my sleep-addled mind, and I tried to put the thought to rest for now, but I couldn’t help but worry. I didn’t know if Mihany knew about my women, or what all she had put together, but I just prayed my enchantments would hold up. 
 
    I had so many people dependent on me, and I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if something happened to any of the women I loved. Having connections to other people was a weak spot, and I hated having weak spots, but I couldn’t make myself regret it at all. 
 
    The love I felt for Cinis, Ephy, and Nara were some of the best things that had ever happened to me, and I would do whatever it took to keep the women in my life safe from anything that could want to hurt them.

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    I woke to a sharp chin digging into my sternum and a pair of dark eyes boring holes into me.  
 
    “Wha…?” I mumbled as I slowly started to come back to consciousness.  
 
    Nara shifted ever so slightly on my chest and seemed unbothered by the fact she was digging a hole into my ribs with her chin. Her hair was wild, stuck up in every which way around her, and backlit by the sun streaming in through the window to create the world’s strangest halo.  
 
    “The king wants to meet with you,” she said, instead of something normal, like good morning, Dex, or wow, you look so handsome when you first wake up, Dex, or I’d love to suck your dick right now, Dex. 
 
    Okay, maybe that last one wasn’t really a normal thing to say to someone when they woke up, but a man could fucking dream. 
 
    “The king,” I repeated slowly as I started to wake up a little more. I reached up to rub the sleep from my eyes with one hand.  
 
    “Yes,” Nara said. “He wants to meet with you.”  
 
    “Nara,” Ephy chided from somewhere next to us with a bubbling little giggle. “He’s still asleep.” 
 
    “No,” Nara mused. “His eyes are open. He’s awake.” 
 
    “Not that kind of asleep,” Ephy said with a soft sigh. “The ‘just woke up’ kind of asleep.” 
 
    “That isn’t being asleep,” Nara corrected.  
 
    “I will smother all of you,” Cinis murmured as she nestled closer into my other side. 
 
    “What did I do?” I mumbled as I continued to blink the tiredness from my eyes. 
 
    “Not you, my love,” Cinis assured me and nuzzled into me like some sort of cat.  
 
    “I haven’t done anything,” Ephy said, and I didn’t even need to see her to know she was pouting out her plush lower lip.  
 
    “I haven’t done anything, either!” Nara huffed and dug her chin into my sternum a little harder with the gesture. 
 
    “Yes, you did, you woke him up,” Ephy accused. 
 
    “I didn’t wake him up, he woke up on his own,” Nara argued without moving from her perch on my chest.  
 
    “You’re collapsing my sternum,” I managed.  
 
    “Don’t collapse his sternum, Nara.” Cinis blindly reached out to swat at the witch with a lazy hand.  
 
    “I’m not going to collapse his sternum,” Nara said and dodged Cinis’ halfhearted, sleepy smack. 
 
    “Sternum?” Ephy repeated. 
 
    “His chest,” Cinis explained. 
 
    “Why wouldn’t you just say chest?” Ephy mused. “It would make just as much sense to just say chest.”  
 
    “Ladies,” I groaned. “It’s so early.” 
 
    I had no idea what time it actually was, just that it was too early for whatever the fuck this was.  
 
    “The king wants to meet with you,” Nara said, and we were right back where we’d started all over again.  
 
    If I wasn’t so in love with all of these women, I would have groaned, but instead, I just laughed and dropped my head back onto the pillows with a dull thud. Admittedly, it was sort of hard to be annoyed when I was naked and in bed with three sexy women in various stages of undress.  
 
    “Why does the king want to see me?” I finally asked before another slew of absurd questions could begin.  
 
    “He has qualms with the way I am running the protections around his estate,” Nara said, and it was clear the Headmistress of the Witches’ Estate was miffed. She didn’t take well to her methods being questioned. “And as stupid as I think he is for insinuating that I could be doing anything wrong, I thought it might be smart if I passed along his message.” 
 
    “You thought it might be smart to pass along the message that the king needs to see me?” I teased with another tired laugh. I reached up to drag a hand down my face without managing to dislodge Cinis or Nara from where they had made themselves comfortable.  
 
    “I just said that,” Nara snorted. “Are you still asleep?”  
 
    “I told you that you woke him up too early,” Ephy sighed, only this time, the siren popped her head up over Nara’s shoulder and gave a tired yawn. She stretched one pale green arm up over her head, and then the other.  
 
    “I’m fine,” I chuckled. “It’s not too early. I just had a long night.”  
 
    “I don’t even think we woke the two of you when we got in,” Cinis said with a yawn of her own. She rolled over onto her back and off of my shoulder. “You missed quite a day. I have no idea how you slept through the nonsense of the evening.”  
 
    “What did we miss?” Ephy asked and frowned.  
 
    “I fought a sorcerer,” I said. “He tried to drown me in blood.”  
 
    “Is that what that smell is?” Nara asked. She sniffed for good measure, and I fought a laugh.  
 
    “I didn’t want to wake the two of you when we got in, so I couldn’t take a full bath,” I explained. “Cinis helped me defeat him, and then we went to visit the Necromancers’ Estate again to get the information we needed about shadow selves and how to destroy them entirely.”  
 
    “And then my father showed up on the lawn to cause problems,” Cinis added darkly as she glowered up at the ceiling.  
 
    “Was that what all that light was about?” Nara asked with a curious cock of her head.  
 
    “And the smoke?” Ephy chimed in.  
 
    “That would be Feroxis,” I confirmed. “I’m surprised neither of you came out to see what the commotion was all about. The rest of the estate was gawking in the front yard.” 
 
    “I figured whatever was happening, you had it under control,” Ephy said and shrugged her slim shoulders. “And I was right. I knew you wouldn’t have let anyone dangerous pass through the force field of the estate.”  
 
    Something in Ephy’s words struck a chord in my chest, and I was reminded of the thoughts that had plagued me before I had dozed off for the night.  
 
    “I’m unsure on whether or not he would have even needed my permission to pass through the force field,” I mused with a small shake of my head. “I’ve been having some concerns that the force field might not hold, or that some of the other enchantments around the estate could potentially weaken. With the wind goddess seemingly gaining power by the day, it doesn’t feel out of the realm of possibility that she could launch a damaging attack on the estate.” 
 
    I didn’t feel better voicing my concerns out loud, but I knew it was better to be open with my women about the fears I had, especially when it was about them. They deserved to know what was going on in my head.  
 
    “Have the enchantments and protections ever failed?” Cinis raised an eyebrow as Nara finally rolled off my chest, and I was able to breathe properly once again.  
 
    “No,” I said. “But that doesn’t mean they might not. It’s a risk. Leaving you all alone here is a risk.”  
 
    “Dex, I am the Headmistress of the Witches’ Estate, Cinis is a literal queen and a fire descendant, and Ephy is the Water Goddesses’ favorite siren,” Nara said. “And you have to meet with the king.”  
 
    The witch rolled out of the bed without disturbing Ephy and began to pull at my hand to tug me to my feet.  
 
    I gave a startled laugh as I was suddenly standing upright. It was fairly impressive that such a petite woman had managed to get me up onto my feet at all, if I was being honest.  
 
    “The king can wait a little while longer,” I argued. “I think we are too much at risk here right now for me to leave the three of you undefended. I love you all too much to let any sort of harm come to you, and especially now that Cinis is pregnant. Some thorough testing should be done of this force field, at the very least, before I–”  
 
    “Here,” Nara said instead of listening to me. Then she lobbed a ball of clothes at me that I deftly caught.  
 
    “Dex–” Cinis tried, but I was on a roll. 
 
    “You three are the most important things in my life, and it’s my job to keep you all safe,” I reiterated. “My job is a very dangerous job on the best of days, but everything happening with Mihany and her sisters puts me, and through me, you three, in more danger than it ever has before. It’s concerning that you all don’t seem to grasp–”  
 
    “Ephy, do you think you could bathe him?” Nara mused as she looked over at the siren.  
 
    My eyebrows raised. “Excuse me?”  
 
    “I think so.” The siren cocked her head to the side from her perch on the bed where she’d drawn her knees up to her chest. “Just to get the last of the blood and sorcerer grime off.” 
 
    “He turned to dust,” Cinis said. “It was fairly disgusting. He hadn’t been bad-looking, if you ignored the fact he was a thousand years old and evil. Not nearly as handsome as Dex, but it was worth taking note of.” 
 
    “Ladies…” I demanded as sternly as possible, before I was hit with a blast of cold water that made me jump.  
 
    “Oops,” Ephy said, and the pressure of the water lessened, but the temperature did not increase. “Sorry, Dex.” 
 
    “Great job, lily pad, now there’s water all over the floor,” Nara laughed.  
 
    “But he’s clean now,” Ephy pointed out. 
 
    “I think you missed a spot,” Cinis murmured. “On his left arm.” 
 
    “Oh, I see it,” the siren said. “Thank you.” 
 
    I was hit with another blast of water but managed not to flinch this time. 
 
    “I was in the middle of saying something,” I gritted out the words as I stood in the center of my chambers, soaking wet and holding a bundle of surprisingly dry clothing.  
 
    “Yes, yes, we know,” Cinis sighed and held out her hands. I felt a blast of heat wash over me, and suddenly I was dry. “But we’re not eager to enter into this conversation, my love.”  
 
    “I just want to keep you all safe–” I began again.  
 
    “But we are capable of handling ourselves,” Cinis corrected. “More than capable, honestly.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Nara agreed. “Now, put on your clothes, or I will put them on for you.” 
 
    Her words startled me out of launching another argument, and I raised an intrigued eyebrow. 
 
    “It won’t be sexy,” the witch corrected, and from behind me on the bed, I heard Ephy giggle. “Go on, get dressed, you have a king to see.” 
 
    “This is an important conversation that we need to have,” I informed them as I begrudgingly began to dress myself before Nara could do whatever it was she had planned. I did not intend on finding out.  
 
    “But we’ve had this conversation a thousand times,” Ephy said while she clambered off the bed. She gave a small flick of her wrist, and all of the remaining water on the floor was suddenly gone.  
 
    “And we are very, very aware of your stance on the matter,” Cinis added. “You love us, your life is dangerous, you’ll kill anyone and everyone who so much as thinks of harming us. We know, but honestly, it’s as if you’ve forgotten the sort of women you consort with. We aren’t exactly damsels in distress, Dex.”  
 
    “So true.” Ephy smoothed out my tunic. “And it’s getting a little silly that you don’t understand this.” 
 
    “Silly?” I sputtered.  
 
    “Silly,” she repeated with a soft smile. She rose up on her tiptoes to press a kiss to my cheek. “Should he bring any weapons along with him, Nara?” 
 
    “Probably,” Nara mused as she glanced over at the viny wall of weapons in my chambers. “He’ll have to get them himself, though, because I do not trust that wall.”  
 
    “I feel like none of you are actually listening to me…” I smirked, and I wasn’t entirely surprised that the women were brushing aside my concerns. It was three against one, and they had admittedly heard my little speeches about their safety quite a few times before now. They could probably recite my every thought on the matter, but I still felt it necessary to make my concerns known. 
 
    “There should still be some weapons on the ground,” Cinis pointed out. “Unless he hung them back up last night when we came back from our encounter with the sorcerer.”  
 
    “Perfect,” Nara murmured and glanced around the room. “There they are.”  
 
    She made her way over to my discarded trousers from the night before and pulled out my weapons belt, longbow, and the staff I had taken from Idali from the heap on the ground before presenting them to me with a flourish.  
 
    “Take these,” she ordered, and I chuckled as I took the weapons belt and bow from her hands and adjusted them on my person.  
 
    I hesitated and shook my head as she continued to thrust the staff toward me. 
 
    “I don’t think I should bring that,” I said. “It isn’t exactly inconspicuous.” 
 
    Nara sighed and set the staff down. “You have a point. Dragon bone staffs aren’t commonplace.” 
 
    “Now he’s ready to leave,” Ephy said with a smile.  
 
    “Am I?” I snorted in amusement, but then I sobered a bit. “I don’t think you understand how serious this situation is.” 
 
    This statement was met with a chorus of sighs from the three women in my life. 
 
    “We understand.” Cinis made her way over toward me and pressed a kiss to my temple. “But we are more than capable of taking care of ourselves, and if you continue worrying so very much about us all, you’ll have no room in your magnificent brain for conducting your business. Now go visit the king.”  
 
    “Oh! Maybe you’ll see Maggie again!” Ephy exclaimed and clapped her hands together. “She sounded nice.” 
 
    “Don’t forget to bring Nimith,” Cinis added with a smirk. “He promised he’d bring the nipitar.” 
 
    “Where is she?” Nara asked and glanced around my chambers, as if I could have possibly been hiding a nipitar anywhere in the room.  
 
    “Elis probably has her,” Ephy said. “He loves that little creature. He’s very good with her, too. I think it’s probably been nice for him to have a friend around.” 
 
    “I’m sure if you call her name, she’ll make herself known,” Cinis said with a wave of her hand. “It would be a shame if he went to the castle and didn’t bring her after he promised Maggie.”  
 
    “I don’t even know if I’m going to see Maggie,” I protested, but I couldn’t help the slight smirk that came to my lips just at the thought. 
 
    Nara clapped her hands to bring me out of my daze. “Come on, let’s go. You have a terrible monarch to go see.” 
 
    “I don’t think the king is terrible,” Cinis said. “Coming from a queen herself, I’d say he’s doing a decent job of things, minus the whole wind goddess ordeal.”  
 
    “He’s an idiot,” Nara corrected. “But he could be a very dead idiot if he continues to fight against my protections. Which is why Dex needs to go see him.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure when exactly it had happened, but somehow, my three lovers had managed to corral me out of the door of my chambers and into the hallway.  
 
    “Nimith!” Ephy called out as she poked her head into the hallway. “Nimith!”  
 
    As if on cue, the nipitar zipped down the hallway from seemingly out of nowhere and perched herself on my shoulder with a contented chirp. Then she nuzzled around my neck and made herself at home. 
 
    “There,” Ephy said. “Now you’re ready to go.”  
 
    “I love you all,” I said with a sigh. “But you’re incredibly ridiculous when it comes to letting me protect you.” 
 
    “No, we love it,” Ephy giggled. “But it’s very silly of you to worry.” 
 
    “Silly,” I muttered and ground my jaw. “I do not like that word.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Dex,” Nara interrupted.  
 
    “We will see you after your meeting with the king,” Cinis added with a sultry wink.  
 
    “Have fun!” Ephy waved.  
 
    “Mmhmm” I chuckled as the doors to my chambers swung closed.  
 
    I was left standing in the hallway reeling from the whirlwind of a conversation I’d just had, if I could even call it a conversation. 
 
    I’d fought a legendary sorcerer the day before, and somehow the interaction with my three lovers had felt like a harder battle to win. 
 
    I chuckled and shook my head as I started down the hallway and made my way out of the estate. Nimith was sound asleep around my neck, and I could have imagined it, but it certainly seemed like the nipitar was snoring in soft little bursts. Her breaths tickled my skin, and I reached up to stroke her scaly head as I walked out the front doors of the estate. 
 
    I very pointedly ignored the giant fucking scorch mark in the ground that Cinis’ father had left the night before, and I made a mental note to ask Nara later if she would be able to fix the damage to the landscaping. I wasn’t sure if it was in her wheelhouse, but she was the best bet I had.  
 
    Instead of walking out the front gates of the estate and making my way on foot to the castle, as I normally would have, I opted to take a carriage instead. The last thing I wanted was to draw any unwanted attention to the nipitar currently asleep around my neck, so a carriage seemed like the best possible option for making my way to the castle.  
 
    As the carriage approached the castle and made its way through the gates, I realized that for the first time I was entering the castle as Dex Morgan. The king’s cover story about what I really did for him could prove to come in handy if I was going to have to keep visiting him. It was certainly easier than finding a new way to get inside each and every time.  
 
    I disembarked from the carriage and made my way through the main entrance to the castle. If any of the guards standing on duty and running drills were put off by the sight of the nipitar curled around my neck, no one said anything. 
 
    Maybe they didn’t even notice her. After all, Nimith was very good at pretending to be a scarf. 
 
    No one stopped me as I made my way through the castle toward the waiting room I used to sit in while I’d waited for the king before, and I wondered if they had been warned of my impending visit, or if they had all been told to disregard my appearance around the palace.  
 
    I pushed open the doors to the waiting room and expected to see the king waiting for me already, undoubtedly with an entire spiel prepared about Nara and her methods of protection.  
 
    But as I stepped inside the room, I felt myself falter. 
 
    Instead of the king waiting for me in the ornate room, Maggie stood inside. The beautiful duchess was examining a portrait on the wall, but when the door swung shut behind me, she glanced over her shoulder. 
 
    “Master Morgan,” she said with a soft, kind smile as she dipped into a polite curtsy. “My uncle said you would be coming today.” 
 
    “Dex,” I corrected her with a smile of my own as I stepped further into the room. “And I must say, you are a far more pleasant sight than your uncle.” 
 
    Maggie ducked her head down to hide the pink blush that rose up her cheeks, and she cleared her throat.  
 
    “He said he will be here soon. There was some last-minute business he needed to attend to,” she explained.  
 
    “And so he sent you instead, your highness?” I asked and raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “Maggie,” she corrected softly. “You can call me Maggie.” 
 
    “Maggie,” I repeated and watched the smile on her downturned face grow wider.  
 
    “And he didn’t send me. I made the guards promise to inform me the next time they saw you here,” she admitted. “I might have been a bit foolish and hopeful that you would bring your nipitar with you. It was silly and presumptuous of me.”  
 
    It was clear then that Maggie hadn’t actually noticed the nipitar curled around my neck, and I grinned.  
 
    “Think again,” I said and gave Nimith a small jostle. 
 
    The sleepy creature opened her snoot wide as she yawned. Or at least, I assumed she’d yawned. I had never seen a nipitar yawn before to know if that was what it looked like, but I assumed it did.  
 
    Nimith blinked her sleepy eyes before she rose from her perch around my neck and stretched. She arched her back like some sort of cat, and her scales glittered under the rays of the sun that cut in through one of the nearby windows. 
 
    Maggie gasped and brought her delicate hands up to her mouth in unfettered glee as Nimith launched herself from my shoulder and began to zip around the room in small, excited arcs. 
 
    She was clearly excited to explore a new place, and I took Maggie’s moment of distraction to study the duchess.  
 
    Her vibrant auburn hair was pulled back in a loose bun at the nape of her neck. A few stray strands of hair had come loose and waved around her face to frame her delicate features. Her hazel eyes were bright as they followed Nimith around the room in glee, and I noticed then that in certain lighting, they glinted like the nipitar’s scales. 
 
    She wore an elegant gown in a shade of soft pink that made her creamy, milky-white skin seem even more luminous and her freckles stand out in an even sharper contrast. Her fine-boned fingers were unadorned with any sort of jewelry. In fact, the only piece of jewelry she wore was a golden chain with a dainty locket hanging at the hollow of her throat. It sat snugly against her collarbones, just above the swell of her perfect breasts, and I forced my eyes away before she could notice my gaze.  
 
    She was easily one of the most naturally beautiful women I had ever seen, and that was saying something considering the women I spent my time with.  
 
    Nimith continued to zip around the room in utter glee. The small creature was finally beginning to spiral downward and was clearly tuckered out from her initial burst of energy. 
 
    She dropped down into my arms with a soft little squeak.  
 
    “She’s so darling!” Maggie exclaimed and dropped her hands down from her face. Then she hesitated. “Could I… Could I pet her?” 
 
    I felt a slight tugging in my gut as the duchess looked up at me through her thick fan of eyelashes, and I forced myself to swallow. 
 
    “Of course,” I said, and Maggie took another hesitant step closer to me, and then another. The smell of honeysuckle that drifted off of her was so overwhelming I had to give myself a minute before I dared to speak again. 
 
    “You don’t have to worry,” I assured Maggie. “She’s very sweet. She won’t bite, I promise.” 
 
    Maggie reached out a tentative hand before she gently stroked one of her fingers along the top of Nimith’s head. The small creature made a pleased chittering sound in the back of her throat and pressed her head up into Maggie’s touch.  
 
    “I think she likes me!” Maggie exclaimed, and her entire face lit up. She really was astoundingly beautiful.  
 
    “Why wouldn’t she like you?” I laughed softly. “There isn’t anything not to like.” 
 
    Her face flushed. “Thank you for the kind words, Master Morgan.” 
 
    “Dex,” I reminded her as she continued to gently pet Nimith. “You can call me Dex.” 
 
    “Thank you for the kind words, then, Dex,” she corrected, and the flush to her cheeks wasn’t lost on me. The pink that tinted her skin went from her cheeks and all the way down her neck, and I couldn’t help but wonder how much of her body the blush covered. 
 
    Then I forced the thought from my mind.  
 
    It was far from the right time to be having thoughts like that.  
 
    “Nimith, that’s her name, isn’t it?” Maggie broke the silence that had fallen over us.  
 
    Nimith perked her head up at the sound of her own name and chirped as she hopped from my arms and over into Maggie’s. 
 
    “It is,” I laughed. “And I believe she thinks you just called her over.”  
 
    The duchess gave a surprised gasp and took a small step back as she carefully cradled her arms to give the nipitar better support.  
 
    “She’s so sweet,” the duchess cooed as she continued to stroke my pet. “I never imagined she would be so…” 
 
    “Catlike?” I suggested with a chuckle. “It was a surprise to me, too.” 
 
    “Where did you come up with the name?” Maggie asked and turned her hazel eyes upon me again.  
 
    “I didn’t,” I said. “One of– a young ward of mine, he came up with the name.” 
 
    I thought it was probably best that I didn’t blow my cover just because a beautiful woman asked me a question.  
 
    Maggie didn’t press further about my answer. “It suits her.”  
 
    “It does,” I agreed as I fondly watched the duchess and my pet nuzzle one another. “I’m glad you were here to meet us. It would have been a shame if I’d brought her and you hadn’t been here.” 
 
    “I was far too excited for the chance to see you again,” Maggie said before she paused and cleared her throat. “In case you brought the nipitar with you, of course.” 
 
    I fought a smirk. “Of course. And I made a promise to you, your highness. I’m a man of my word.” 
 
    “You’re doing that on purpose,” she accused lightly as she looked back up at me. “You can call me Maggie.” 
 
    “And you can call me Dex,” I reminded her.  
 
    There was hardly more than a foot between the two of us, and between the duchess’ beauty and the scent of honeysuckle, I felt almost lightheaded. There was something so delicate and fragile about the future queen that made my heart flutter in my chest. I wanted to protect her. 
 
    I also wanted to do quite a few other things to her, too.  
 
    Before I could say anything else, however, the doors to the waiting room swung open with a startling thunk. 
 
    Maggie jumped, and the nipitar in her arms gave a surprised chirp at the sudden motion. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder to see the king watching me with a smirk on his lips. Then he cleared his throat. 
 
    “Master Morgan,” he greeted. “So glad you could make it.” 

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    “I’m sorry for the delay, your majesty,” I said and cleared my own throat as I took a very subtle step back from his niece. “I was caught up with… business yesterday.”  
 
    I cut my eyes over toward Maggie, but she didn’t seem alarmed by what I had said as she continued to lovingly stroke Nimith. The nipitar seemed quite taken with her, and she wasn’t the only one.  
 
    “Have a seat, Master Morgan,” the king said with a wave of his hand toward one of the chairs in the waiting room. I had assumed he would want to take this meeting in his office, or at the very least dismiss his niece, but he seemed uninterested in doing either of those things.  
 
    “Of course.” I lowered myself down into one of the chairs. “So, I heard you weren’t happy with some of the… shields I brought you. That the protection they offered wasn’t up to your standards.”  
 
    I felt like a fool as I spoke in a strange code, but I didn’t think now was the right time to break the news of the assassination attempts to the young heir to the throne of Ocadia. 
 
    “Yes,” the king said slowly as he caught on to what I actually meant. He sat down across from me, and Maggie took one of the seats next to me, which sent a small thrill through me. “The shields.” 
 
    “What exactly didn’t you like… about the shields,” I pushed and wondered how long I could keep this up without feeling entirely like an idiot.  
 
    “The shields are too brash,” the king said quickly. “They are making decisions they don’t explain to anyone else, and they expect the other… weapons to follow their plans without question.” 
 
    “The shields are making decisions?” Maggie murmured under her breath, but she didn’t seem too bothered by the strangeness of the sentence.  
 
    “What sort of decisions?” I asked and furrowed my brow. “And I don’t understand why you’re upset that the other weapons follow the commands of the shield in charge.”  
 
    “They aren’t the shield’s weapons,” the king explained. 
 
    I thought maybe I had given myself a concussion somewhere along the way, because this conversation was getting harder and harder to follow with each passing second.  
 
    “Right,” I said slowly. “So you’re disappointed that the weapons from your own personal arsenal are following the instructions of… the shield in charge.” 
 
    “Yes,” the king said and matched the pace of my words. It was as if neither of us was explicitly sure what the other was saying. It was, in a word, unconducive to a proper conversation. 
 
    But Maggie knew absolutely nothing about our dealings or the true nature of my work, so I worked hard to keep up the ruse in her presence.  
 
    “I understand your concerns about the shield in charge,” I said. “But I assure you, I wouldn’t have brought it to you if I thought any other shield would do. This is the best protection in the entire kingdom, even if it is… brash.”  
 
    “Are you sure about that?” the king questioned, and it was clear he wasn’t used to not getting what he wanted and did not want Nara in his palace any longer. 
 
    “I am,” I said. “You came to me because I am the best weapons master in the entire kingdom, and I trust the weapons I loan out with my life. That includes the shield and the protections it offers.”  
 
    “Are you sure that the… weapons are really in as good of a condition as you insist?” the king asked.  
 
    “I would trust my life to the weapons. I am in the process of addressing the… concerns that we discussed the last time I was here, and in the meantime, you are going to have to deal with the weapons and the shield I have brought you.” I leaned back in my seat to stare at the king. “The shield wants to work extra hard for you, since the shield knows you doubt it. This is good for you.” 
 
    He shifted in his seat as he seemed to mull over my words, but before he could say anything else, Maggie spoke up.  
 
    “Uncle,” she said and looked at the king. “If you two are quite done speaking nonsense, I am taking Master Morgan into the grounds so we can let this little creature spread her wings.”  
 
    I bit back a laugh of surprise as Maggie so boldly interrupted our conversation. I had a niggling feeling that the heir to the throne might have been a little sharper than I had originally given her credit for.  
 
    I expected the king to brush off her demands, but instead, there was something akin to relief flashing across the old man’s face as he sagged back into his chair.  
 
    “So be it,” he said with a casual wave of his hand meant to dismiss us. “I expect you to keep me updated about what is going on with our… issues, but that is quite enough for today.”  
 
    “Of course, your majesty.” I stood up and adjusted my tunic with a slight smile. I might have been going crazy, but I could have sworn I saw a slight smirk twitching at the king’s lips.  
 
    I filed that information away for later, and I followed closely behind Maggie as she swept out of the room in quick, precise steps. Nimith bobbed her head around, and she took in the quickly passing scenery as we made our way outside.  
 
    “Where exactly are you taking me, your highness?” I asked once we’d stepped out of the back courtyard doors of the palace and into the early morning sunlight.  
 
    “My favorite place,” she said. “And call me Maggie.” 
 
    “Only when you start to call me Dex,” I countered and watched as the back of the duchess’ neck flushed a bright shade of pink. She really was so easy to make blush. It was honestly impressive, and I had made it a personal goal to see just how many times I could make her turn pink.  
 
    Maggie’s pace was quick as she expertly led me through the grounds. I kept close at her heels as we walked, and I suppose it was for more than just usefulness.  
 
    As we walked, the auburn curls that had broken free from her bun swished against the nape of her neck, and I felt an overwhelming urge to brush them away before I cursed myself for the thought. I did not need to get myself further mixed up with royalty.  
 
    Maggie’s pace slowed as we entered a magnificent-looking garden. It stretched out for as far as my eyes could see, and I wondered how I had never seen the beautiful landscaping before. 
 
    I supposed that every other time I had been on the castle grounds, I had been too busy making sure someone didn’t die to quite literally stop and smell the roses.  
 
    But the gardens were lush and verdant. Flowers of every variety I could have imagined cropped up from the ground in perfectly arranged spirals and shapes that lined the pathways. Large, beautiful trees sat just a ways from the path and offered a large outcropping of shade. The sunlight dappled through their leaves and painted intricate, golden-hued patterns on the well-kept grass.  
 
    Maggie slowed her pace and finally turned to face me.  
 
    “This is your favorite place?” I gestured around to the gardens with one hand while the other rested comfortably on the longbow strung across my chest and back. “I can imagine why. It’s one of the most beautiful things I have ever seen.” 
 
    “Only one?” Maggie asked, and an adorable crease formed between her perfectly manicured eyebrows. She glanced around at the gardens that surrounded us, as if she couldn’t discern what could possibly be more beautiful than the gardens at the castle.  
 
    “I’ve seen better,” I said as I met her eyes. A small quirk of my lips was the only thing that gave away the flirtation, but it did the trick. 
 
    Maggie dropped her gaze from mine and resumed absently stroking Nimith. The nipitar didn’t seem to mind that she was being used as a prop as she continued to coo and chitter in the duchess’ arms.  
 
    “Well,” she began and cleared her throat. “I find that very hard to believe, Master Morgan. I have it on good authority that these are the very best gardens in all of Ocadia.” 
 
    I played along. “And whose authority is that?”  
 
    “My own,” Maggie said with a smile.  
 
    Then Nimith leapt from the duchess’ arms and began to zip around like she had been possessed by some sudden burst of energy, and I couldn’t help but laugh at the display.  
 
    Maggie’s dainty, porcelain features morphed into an expression of delight as she looked up to follow Nimith’s path through the branches of the trees that crossed overhead. 
 
    The nipitar seemed to be putting on some sort of show as she zipped about and let out occasional chirps of glee.  
 
    Instead of watching my pet, however, I watched Maggie. 
 
    There was something so enchanting about the duchess that it was almost impossible to look away. From the delicate curve of her lips to the slight upturn of her perfectly shaped nose, she really was one of the most beautiful women I had ever had the pleasure of seeing. And that beauty practically tripled when she smiled.  
 
    “So, you enjoy nature?” I prodded as the two of us began to walk again.  
 
    We kept our pace slow along the even path. So many different wonderful scents mingled in the air from all of the plants around us, but the only one I could really focus on was the soft scent of honeysuckle that wafted from Maggie herself.  
 
    “More than almost anything. I planted much of this garden when I was just a girl.” She looked around the garden, and this time, I was able to pick up on the trace of pride lingering on her face.  
 
    “You did this?” I gave a sweeping gesture toward all of the beautiful, well-manicured and organized nature around us. It was hard to keep the surprise off of my face as I stared down at Maggie in awe.  
 
    “It’s just a hobby of mine.” She shyly tucked a strand of auburn hair behind her ear and kept her gaze on the path. “There’s something about nature and flowers that makes me feel… alive. Does that sound silly, Master Morgan?” 
 
    She turned her wide, hazel eyes up at me and batted her thick, dark lashes. Her head was ever so slightly cocked to the side, and her plush lips were parted. They looked like two perfect rose petals, and it was as if they had been plucked straight from Maggie’s garden and set upon her face.  
 
    “I don’t think anything you say could sound silly,” I said casually. “There’s something far too intelligent about you to ever make you seem silly.”  
 
    “You are far too kind,” she said quickly, but she didn’t break my gaze quite yet. Our eyes lingered on each other for a few seconds longer before we finally looked away from one another.  
 
    “It’s not a kindness if it’s the truth,” I teased. “Tell me about your gardens, your highness. I would love to know more.” 
 
    “You would?” Maggie seemed almost surprised by my interest, but she quickly covered the uncouth reaction by pressing her lips into a pleased smile and ducking her head down. “I would love to tell you about them. No one is ever interested in my gardens.” 
 
    “I don’t understand how they couldn’t be,” I said with a loose gesture to the gorgeous scenery around us. “It’s like nothing I’ve ever seen before. You said you planted it all yourself?” 
 
    “Yes,” Maggie confirmed with a small nod of her head. 
 
    Then she stopped in front of a large patch of vibrant marigolds and bent down to gingerly cup the head of a flower in her slim fingers. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes as she took in the scent of the flower.  
 
    As she bent forward, I was graced with a wonderful view of the curves of her body underneath her gown, and I swallowed thickly. It was not the time to be thinking those sorts of things, especially about the heir to the throne.  
 
    But it would have been easier not to if she wasn’t so fucking perfect.  
 
    “I cannot imagine how long this took you,” I chuckled. “It looks like something out of a storybook.” 
 
    “I love nature. It is one of the few things in this world that calls to me.” She looked up at me, and I was almost knocked off my feet by the surprising intensity in her eyes. “Do you have something that calls to you, Master Morgan? Something that makes you feel… alive? Like there is something you are meant to do?” 
 
    It was perhaps the most passionately I had ever heard the duchess speak, and I was temporarily enthralled with the soft, musical lilt of her voice. There was so much love in her words as she spoke of her garden.  
 
    “There are plenty of things that make me feel alive,” I said. “But none of them are as beautiful as you.” 
 
    “Oh…” Maggie’s face flushed a surprising, deep crimson, and she quickly ducked her head down. “Follow me this way. I have something else I would like to show you, if that’s quite alright.”  
 
    “Of course,” I said with a grin. Then I followed behind the duchess as she led me through the winding path that cut through the gardens. 
 
    Slowly, the flowers that surrounded us on the path grew larger and taller, until we were no longer just surrounded by flowers, but trees as well. They were of every variety I could have imagined, but they all mixed perfectly together. I was reminded of a painter and their careful brushstrokes as I tilted my head up to look at the trees.  
 
    “I found the time to plant a few saplings,” Maggie elaborated as she took a step off the even path and onto the grass. 
 
    It was a force of habit, but I reached out to steady the young woman. Instead of jerking her arm away from me and straightening up on her own, she practically melted into my touch as she continued to guide me toward something.  
 
    It only took me a moment to see what exactly it was Maggie wanted to show me.  
 
    A ways off the path were the saplings she had mentioned. They were somehow planted in the only spot in the small clearing that allowed them the perfect amount of sunlight.  
 
    Maggie crouched down to gently stroke at one of the new, thin branches sprouting off one of the plants.  
 
    “Hello, my friend,” she said in a soft and lilting voice. “You look very handsome today.”  
 
    It was perhaps one of the most endearing things I had ever seen.  
 
    “You look wonderful, too,” I said before I could stop myself from flirting. “And if you were to look at me, I would say it to your face.”  
 
    “Oh, my…” Maggie’s finger stilled along one of the saplings’ delicate spring-green leaves. “That is… that is very kind of you.”  
 
    “I don’t think telling the truth counts as being kind,” I teased.  
 
    But I couldn’t help but mentally kick myself. I was flirting with the heir to the throne of Ocadia, and she wasn’t telling me to stop. I was undoubtedly getting myself into a situation that would be rather sticky to get out of, but I couldn’t seem to stop myself.  
 
    There was just something so addicting about making Maggie blush and stutter out a soft thanks. She was such a contrast to the usual women in my life, even Ephelia and her gentle kindness. Maggie radiated something so soft and pure that I couldn’t help but flirt, even if it was not a good idea.  
 
    “You know,” I began as I studied her from behind. “I can’t help but find it strange that you are so comfortable around me. You hardly know me at all.” 
 
    Maggie stood up. “I love my uncle dearly, he’s more of a father to me, really. And he’s never been one to deny me something I want. It’s simply not in his nature.”  
 
    “That seems like a very special relationship the two of you have,” I said in some confusion as to where this was going, but Maggie was continuing on before I could say anything else. 
 
    “Even when it comes to the death of my former fiancé, Monty.” She turned to look at me and gingerly smoothed her hands on her gown. There was a faint flush to her cheeks.  
 
    I felt alarm prickle up the back of my neck as I stared at Maggie’s delicate face. I knew plenty about her ex-fiancé Monty, because I had been the one to kill him. It had been a special request from the king himself, and it had been something I was happy to do. Monty hadn’t been a very good man, but what did Maggie know of that?  
 
    “That was the day we met,” I said coolly.  
 
    Maggie’s lips quirked. “Yes, it was. Monty was… he wasn’t a very nice man. Did you ever have a chance to meet him?”  
 
     I felt my muscles tense at her question, and I worked quickly through her possible intentions. For someone who came across as so sweet and innocent, Maggie seemed to know far more than she let on.  
 
    “I… cannot say that I did,” I lied as I remembered the man’s last moments. I shook the thoughts from my head and kept my features smooth.  
 
    “I always had a feeling that my uncle knew I wasn’t quite fond of Monty…” Maggie walked toward another of the small saplings and bent down to stroke its leaves tenderly.  
 
    “You weren’t?” I asked in an attempt to keep up appearances. “I’m sorry to hear that. Less so, now that he’s dead, but I’m still sorry.”  
 
    “You are very funny, Master Morgan,” Maggie said as her perfect lips curled up in a small smile.  
 
    “I’m not trying to be,” I chuckled. “But I’m glad you find me so amusing. I enjoy seeing you smile.”  
 
    This made her smile grow wider, and I felt a surge of warmth in my chest as I watched her radiant face flush.  
 
    “His death was… strange,” Maggie continued. 
 
    “Whose death?” I asked, but it was clear that Maggie didn’t believe I was confused.  
 
    “Monty’s.” Her hazel eyes bored into mine with an intensity I hadn’t been expecting. “They found him at Lorticon, which is such an unsavory place.”  
 
    My body had gone rigid as Maggie continued to look at me with that fucking innocent look on her face. She was far more aware than she let on, I realized. And that couldn’t possibly mean anything good for me.  
 
    I liked the duchess, probably too much for my own good, and if she learned that I’d killed her former fiancé… 
 
    “I, perhaps, have been too interested in the situation,” she sighed. “It’s all been so strange, but whenever I pressed my uncle for details, he found something else in the castle to do. Eventually, he stopped answering my questions at all when it came to Monty and his fate.”  
 
    “How strange of him.” I shifted slightly and cleared my throat. My words sounded strained to my own ears, but I knew no one else noticed the way they clung to my throat before I said them.  
 
    “I thought the same, Master Morgan,” Maggie mused as she tended to her sapling with a delicate touch. “But there has always been something in the puzzle of it all that I can’t help but think about.”  
 
    “Dex,” I corrected on impulse. 
 
    “Dex.” Maggie stood and turned to face me. The sun lit her from behind, and she looked like some sort of goddess of beauty. “It’s fortuitous that we met on that day, isn’t it? That a man with extensive training in weapons who is clearly friendly with my uncle would arrive on the day I learn of my betrothed’s death.”  
 
    She knew.  
 
    It was the only thought that circled around in my mind.  
 
    I felt a sudden wave of nausea rush up my gut as I realized that this beautiful, sweet woman knew I was a killer.  
 
    “You have to understand,” I began and took a slight step toward her. “I am not a bad man, your highness–” 
 
    “Maggie,” she corrected me. “Please.”  
 
    Before I could say anything else in my own defense, the duchess had taken a few steps closer toward me. If I had thought that her scent was overwhelming before, it was nothing compared to her standing mere inches from me. Then she tilted her chin up to look at me, and I found myself lost in her gaze. Her plush, rose petal lips were parted ever so slightly, and I fought the urge to reach up and brush my thumb across them.  
 
    “Thank you, Dex,” she whispered. “You saved my life that day, you truly did. I would wake in the middle of the night in terror at the thought of what my life would have been like with Monty. I knew little of him, but what I did know sent chills down my spine.” 
 
    “You–” I tried again. 
 
    “I cannot thank you enough,” she said in earnest. “You are my hero. There is nothing I could ever do to repay you properly for the gift you’ve given me, but I would like to try.” 
 
    I felt heat radiating through my body as I stared down at the beautiful duchess. The swell of her breasts in the modest neckline of her gown was enough to make me feel like I was on fire. I wanted to know what else she was hiding underneath the expensive silk, and how soft her skin felt under my fingertips.  
 
    She took another small step forward, and the inches that separated us dwindled into nearly nothing.  
 
    “You don’t need to repay me,” I finally managed to say. It was hard to focus on anything other than the woman’s allure.  
 
    She wet her lips. “But I would like to. I like you, Dex. Please, let me do this.” 
 
    It was the first time she said my name without any prompting, and the single syllable sent a jolt of lightning through my body.  
 
    I wondered if she would taste as sweet as she smelled as I fumbled for some sort of response.  
 
    I swallowed. “I–  
 
    Maggie took a step toward me, and I fell silent. She stared up at my lips, and I gave in to her requests.  
 
    I reached down to gently cup her face and pressed my lips to hers. It was a soft, gentle kiss, and I found myself instantly wishing for more. 
 
    But before I could finish deepening the embrace, a cracking sound came from the fountain to our left.  
 
    Maggie jumped in surprise, and I reached out to steady her with one hand at the crook of her elbow as we both turned to look at the fountain.  
 
    Water rushed out from the impressive stone structure and splashed over the side onto the grass like it had a mind of its own.  
 
    I didn’t even have a chance to question what was happening before everything clicked into place.  
 
    Ephelia leapt out of the fountain with a bright, beaming smile on her face. She adjusted her lily pad skirt with one hand as she waved with the other.  
 
    “Dex Morgan!” my siren lover exclaimed. “I was hoping this would bring me close! The others should be here momentarily.” 
 
    “Others?” I repeated, but I had a feeling I knew exactly who Ephy meant.  
 
    As if on cue, Cinis dropped down onto the castle grounds with an impressive grace. The flapping of her velvety black wings made the saplings bow in the wind. My lover looked magnificent and like the queen she was, but the most surprising part of her appearance was Nara in her arms. 
 
    The Headmistress of the Witches’ Estate laid a little awkwardly in Cinis’ arms with the staff I had taken from Idali clasped in her hands. The fluff of her dark skirt was hiked up over her thighs to the lush swell of her corset-accented breasts. It left little to the imagination and plenty of lovely thighs and tattered tights on display.  
 
    I could have drooled at the sight.  
 
    “Put me down!” Nara huffed as she began to wiggle out of Cinis’ arms.  
 
    “You hardly weigh anything,” Cinis mused, but she set Nara back onto her platformed feet. 
 
    The witch brushed herself off with a huff as if she didn’t have twigs in her hair.  
 
    “Um,” Maggie mumbled quietly. She was still only a few inches from me as I held her elbow.  
 
    “I told you I would get here first,” Ephy teased my other lovers with a bright smile.  
 
    “I should have gone with you,” Nara muttered.  
 
    “Then you would have been all wet and complained about that,” Cinis reminded her with a smirk.  
 
    “Ladies…” I tensely interrupted. “What is going on? Why are you here… in the palace grounds? And why do you have the staff?” 
 
    The reminder of my appearance seemed to shock my lovers back into the reason for their trip. 
 
    The three of them quickly rushed over to me as they all babbled at once. They spoke so rapidly and with such fervor that it was fucking impossible to keep up with them at all.  
 
    Finally, Cinis spoke up louder than the others. “Dex, we need you, now.”  
 
    “Yes, right now,” Nara confirmed with a rapid bobbing of your head. “I brought the staff because we need all the magic we can get. It’s an emergency. I wouldn’t have let Cinis carry me otherwise.”  
 
    “I thought we were having a good time,” Cinis pouted. 
 
    “I don’t like heights,” Nara muttered as I finally took the staff from her hand and slung it across my back after some adjustment to my longbow and quiver. 
 
    “Is it because you’re so petite?” Cinis asked and cocked her head to the side. Fire danced behind her eyes as she teased.  
 
    Ephy giggled. “She is the perfect size to be carried, isn’t she? It’s adorable.”  
 
    “I am not adorable. I am an all-powerful witch.” Nara huffed and crossed her arms over her chest. It didn’t help prove her point, but it did push her ample breasts up to nearly bursting out of her dress.  
 
    “Uh…” Maggie’s lips were parted in shock and she gaped at the three women. Her eyes were wider than I had ever seen them, and she seemed to be at a clear loss for words.  
 
    “Oh! How rude of me!” Ephy exclaimed and clapped her pale green hands together before she reached out to clasp Maggie’s hands in glee. “You must be Maggie! The duchess, right? I am so happy to finally meet you!” 
 
    “H-hello,” Maggie stuttered and stared at Ephy with confusion clearly written across her face. She looked up at me in the clear hunt for an explanation.  
 
    “You’re so very pretty,” Ephy continued and bounced a little on the balls of her feet. She hadn’t let go of Maggie’s hands. “Dex, you didn’t say she was so beautiful.”  
 
    “Tha-thank you, that is very kind,” Maggie stuttered out. Her face had turned practically crimson as she blushed. “And you are?”  
 
    “I am Ephelia, one of Dex’s lovers,” she introduced herself with a laugh.  
 
    “One of Dex’s…” Maggie began softly.  
 
    “I hope we can get to know each other better very soon,” Ephy continued and finally released the duchess’ hands. “I feel like we could be the best of friends.”  
 
    “I thought I was your best friend.” Nara smirked and seemed entirely amused with the interaction playing out.  
 
    “I agree with Ephy,” Cinis chimed in. “I think it would be wonderful to get to know each other better. I’m Cinis, by the way. Queen of the Ardere, First Ember Priestess, and Dex’s lover.”  
 
    “You’re… all his lovers,” Maggie said, and it wasn’t really a question. 
 
    “It’s not what it looks like,” I butted in quickly before any of my women could make the situation worse.  
 
    The poor duchess looked scandalized. I had never seen her so flushed.  
 
    “Dex is right,” Cinis said with a firm nod of her head. “We are not just Dex’s lovers. We are his family. He is perhaps the only man in Ocadia worthy of any of our love, and we are more than happy to give it to him. We all love him dearly. You must feel lucky to have earned a moment of his time like this. Only the most amazing of women deserve his affection.”  
 
    “Oh, I… I…” Maggie looked up at me helplessly with her face still red. It was hard to read the expression on her face, but I didn’t think she was horrified by the situation.  
 
    Only very, very confused. 
 
    And extremely distracted by Ephy’s obvious lack of a shirt. 
 
    “Why are you here?” I quickly demanded of my lovers to take the attention off of Maggie. “What is going on that you had to come here so suddenly and caused a giant fucking scene within the royal grounds?” 
 
    “Oh, hush,” Nara tsked. “You love when we make inappropriate scenes. No matter where we are.” 
 
    Ephy buried her giggle in her hands, but as I turned to the Ember Priestess, she seemed much more willing to behave.  
 
    Cinis’ face went as hard as slate. “The wind goddess. She’s testing the defenses of the Ardere.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    My thoughts started to spin rapidly.  
 
    Why would the wind goddess attack the Ardere?  
 
    The answer came to me quickly. 
 
     Of course. The wind goddess had attacked me on the way to the Ardere a few days ago, and I was certain she had been snooping around the Necromancers’ Estate like Cinis assumed. Both of those things combined meant the wayward goddess had figured out my connection to Cinis and was trying to take advantage of that.  
 
    “Shit,” I hissed and stepped away from Maggie. “We have to go now to drive her off.” 
 
    My women nodded grimly, and all of the excitement and exuberance from a few minutes before vanished as the seriousness of the situation took hold.  
 
    “Is it going to be dangerous?” Maggie spoke up.  
 
    “Most likely.” I looked back over at the delicate woman to see that her hazel eyes were opened wide. “But we are all very good at what we do.”  
 
    “Please, be careful,” Maggie pleaded as her eyes bored into mine.  
 
    “I’m always careful,” I assured the woman.  
 
    She pursed her lips and reached down to deftly unfasten one of the thin, gold-chained bracelets on her dainty wrist. Small flowers made out of some sort of blue gemstones tinkled against the chain as she thrust it toward me. Then Maggie set the bracelet in my palm and curled my fingers around it. 
 
    “For luck,” she explained. “I expect you to bring this back to me.”  
 
    My lips quirked. “Of course. I can do that.” 
 
    Maggie hesitated before she took a small step forward. Then the duchess shifted onto the tips of her toes and pressed a soft kiss to my cheek.  
 
    Her lips were just as soft as I recalled, and I was sure I felt her linger for a few seconds longer than necessary before she took a shy step backward.  
 
    “Will you take care of Nimith for me?” I asked, and as if on cue, the nipitar swept down and into Maggie’s arms with a pleased cooing noise.  
 
    “I will guard her with my life.” The future heir to Ocadia’s face was stern as she accepted the task. 
 
    “Thank you, Maggie,” I chuckled before I turned back toward my other women. 
 
    Nara’s face was drawn into a curious line, and I watched as her eyes darted from Maggie’s soft curves and gentle hands to the nipitar she held.  
 
    “Are you sure that–” the witch began. 
 
    “Not the time,” I cut her off and forcibly turned her around. “We’ve got to get out of here and to the Ardere before it’s too late.”  
 
    “Right,” Cinis agreed. “We won’t be able to fly with one more person, though. What should we do, Dex?” 
 
    It only took me a moment to come up with an answer.  
 
    “I took a carriage here,” I explained. “I didn’t want to attract any unwanted attention to Nimith. If we can hail one, we should take that as far as we can. I’m sure between the four of us and our magic, we can make it go faster.”  
 
    “Wait!” Maggie exclaimed.  
 
    The four of us looked over at her, and the duchess flushed at the attention. 
 
    She cleared her throat. “Please, take any of the carriages in the stable. I insist.” 
 
    I smiled. “Thank you, Maggie. I promise we will return it in one piece.” 
 
    “Let’s go, then,” Nara agreed, and together the four of us quickly left the gardens in the direction of the stables where the fleet of carriages waited.  
 
    I couldn’t help but cast another look at Maggie over my shoulder. The duchess was still standing in the middle of her saplings with a worried look on her face as she stroked Nimith. I tucked her bracelet into the pocket of my trousers for safekeeping. 
 
    I would bring it back to her in one piece. 
 
    “Will we all fit in a carriage?” Cinis asked after our mad dash to the stables.  
 
    “We’ll make it work,” I assured her. “Come on.” 
 
    We skidded into the stable, and the handful of stable boys lounging about jumped to attention.  
 
    “Hello!” one of them called out to us. “What can we do for you?” 
 
    The young men looked more than a little confused at the sight of us. They at least had the courtesy not to ogle my women.  
 
    “The duchess has instructed me to take a carriage,” I explained. “Can one of you tack up the horses to your fastest carriage?”  
 
    “You’re… the new weapons master?” The young man who had first spoken to us blinked.  
 
    “Yes, now move,” I added.  
 
    “Right!” He turned and gave a wave of his hand toward the other stable hands, and soon, an expensive-looking carriage sat in front of us with two of the sleekest-looking horses I’d ever seen.  
 
    “Is there anything else we can do?” he asked me, and his eyes flicked back toward my troop of scantily-clad women.  
 
    “No, that’s more than enough. Ladies, let’s go.” I didn’t waste any time clambering up onto the bench of the carriage.  
 
     Cinis, Ephy, and Nara crowded together in the carriage itself while I took the reins in my hands. I gave them a sharp flick to get the horses going.  
 
    The horses took off with a quick flick, and the carriage bucked off out of the stable.  
 
    “What did I miss?” I called over my shoulder.  
 
    Nara scrambled out of the small window that allowed the carriage’s occupants to see the driver and up onto the bench next to me with a huff.  
 
    I had no idea how she’d managed to fit through it, but I wasn’t going to ask too many questions.  
 
    “You should go that way,” she corrected my course without warning by giving the reins a slight tug that sent the horses veering to the right. “There’s a wider entrance to the Forest of Hud to the east.”  
 
    “When did that happen?” I furrowed my brow.  
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Nara said quickly, and I had a feeling I didn’t want to know.  
 
    “Cinis, when did the attacks start?” I called over my shoulder as I took Nara’s directions. Unfortunately, they sent us straight through the market.  
 
    Peasants and magic users alike all leapt out of the way of our oncoming carriage. A druid carrying a woven basket let out a yelp and waved his fist at us in a very un-druid-like display that might have been funny if the situation wasn’t so dire.  
 
    “Less than an hour ago,” the Queen of the Ardere shouted from behind me.  
 
    Then noise erupted from the back of the carriage, and seconds later, Cinis appeared next to me.  
 
    She was half-dangling out of the carriage with one arm braced on the window, and the other gripping the top of the carriage. Her wings flapped every so often to help keep her steady.  
 
    “We came to get you as soon as possible,” she added.  
 
    “Well, you came to me and Ephy first,” Nara chimed in.  
 
    “Only because I didn’t know if Dex had returned, but yes,” Cinis said. “The three of us then came to get you.”  
 
    A merchant carrying a large platter of fruits crossed in front of our path and let out a terrified shriek as the horses came barreling toward him. He dashed off to the side and left a pile of smashed, deep purple fruits on the brick path.  
 
    “Sorry!” Ephy shouted out from the window.  
 
    “What sort of attack is she launching?” I winced as the merchant began to shout at our backs, but I still didn’t stop.  
 
    Cinis flapped her wings again. “She was clearly testing the defenses of the kingdom. She has been launching anything she can find at my guards, as well as sending miniature tornados our way. I have been increasing my perimeter security after you were attacked, and I think she knew it.”  
 
    “Shit,” I hissed. The last thing I wanted was to have endangered any of the women I loved, but especially not the mother of my future child. That was an entirely new level of fucked up. This needed to stop now.  
 
    “My sentries are loyal, and they are strong. They would rather die than lose our ground,” Cinis said with a frown, but there was a hint of pride in her tone, too. “But I fear the wind goddess won’t stop her attacks until she makes some sort of progress.” 
 
    The Queen of the Ardere’s eyes were alight with flames, and her wings began to smolder.  
 
    “Shit!” Nara shouted and quickly leapt up to balance on the small bench.  
 
    “Nara, sit down!” I exclaimed and reached up to grab the witch’s hand as she unsteadily stood atop the bench.  
 
    “I would, but Cinis nearly burned me.” Nara pointed toward a small fire that had caught at the edge of the carriage from Cinis’ heated palm.  
 
    “Oh!” Cinis said in surprise as she lifted her hand and used her wings alone to keep her upright. 
 
    “Ephy!” I called over my shoulder as I veered off the main pathway with a clatter of hooves and wheels. 
 
    There was more rustling from inside the carriage. “Coming!”  
 
    Ephy narrowly poked her head out around Cinis and reached up one of her pale green hands. A narrow stream of water shot from her palm in a concentrated line toward the slowly burning edge of the carriage.  
 
    It extinguished with a hiss. 
 
    “My apologies, Nara,” Cinis said and reached out to help the witch sit back down. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “Do you need any water healing?” Ephy added. The siren seemed to know better than to try and balance outside the carriage like Cinis, because suddenly her hand poked out from the window behind us and wiggled.  
 
    The entire scenario was so absurd that I could have laughed had it all not been so serious.  
 
    “Dex!” Nara shouted instead of answering.  
 
    I quickly looked toward where she was pointing and saw that we had arrived at the edge of the Forest of Hud far sooner than I had expected. It appeared our horses had been working harder than I realized.  
 
    “Watch out,” I warned the women as we barreled through a wide opening in the copse of trees.  
 
    It was just barely wide enough to fit the carriage and the horses, but the path wouldn’t stay that wide for long. Only seconds after entering the magical forest, the path became clearly impassable unless on foot. 
 
    I brought the carriage to a quick stop, and the quiet that followed was hard to stand.  
 
    “Shit,” I hissed. “Come on, let’s go.”  
 
    I hopped out of the carriage and held my hand up to help Nara clamber down as Cinis drifted to the forest floor and left a small poof of smoke when her feet touched the ground. Ephy simply opened the door to the carriage and hopped out on her own.  
 
    “We need to be careful in our approach,” Cinis said in a low tone. “I do not know where on the border the wind goddess has ended up, and we need to be sure not to catch her attention in the forest. Even with her attacks, there is more protection inside the boundaries of my kingdom.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement. “Stick close together. Quickly, now.”  
 
    The four of us kept near one another as we raced through the forest. There was no time for a leisurely stroll through the dangerous, magical forest.  
 
    As we neared the edge of the Ember Fields, I began to sweat profusely before the fields were even in view. The heat that radiated out from the area was impossible to ignore, and the other two non-fiery women with me seemed to feel its effects as well.  
 
    “We have more priestesses tending the fields,” Cinis explained in response to my unasked question. “I wanted to keep the fires as hot as possible in an attempt to dissuade the goddess from approaching at this angle.” 
 
    “That’s a good plan,” I mused. “Trying to force her to approach from one less angle.” 
 
    “Yes,” the queen confirmed as she took the lead of our small group. “Follow me. This way should be the quickest entry.”  
 
    The three of us quickly fell in step behind Cinis as she led us through the forest until we broke out from the trees at the edge of the Ember Fields. The heat was nearly unbearable at this distance, and I felt myself beginning to sweat through my tunic.  
 
    The Ember Priestesses were clearly working hard to make the fields an impossible point of entry for anyone other than a fire being. 
 
    But now that we were close enough, I was able to see the other defenses Cinis had put into place.  
 
    I’d held no doubts about my lover’s capabilities as a ruler, but even I was surprised at the seriousness of her defenses.  
 
    New charred black stone walls surrounded the kingdom and reached up to nearly twice my height. The air around the stones shimmered and wavered with heat. There was a small pathway atop the walls with towers interspersed that were clearly meant for launching attacks.  
 
    It was an impressive feat to have created in only a few days.  
 
    “When did you have the time to do all of this?” I asked Cinis. “This is incredibly impressive.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She smirked. “As soon as I realized I needed to up my security, I set out to erect the wall. Nara helped me with some of the magic. It’s designed to burn any person to a crisp if they so much as set a toe near my borders.” 
 
    “Yes, Dex, we do have things we do all day long while you’re out stalking and murdering and coordinating all your little murder minions around the city,” the witch drawled. “We don’t just lie around in various states of undress waiting for you to ravish us. Well… not all the time, anyway.” 
 
    I glanced over at Nara. “Would that explain the large opening to the forest?”  
 
    “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” the witch said while clearly avoiding my gaze.  
 
    Before I could say anything else, a fireball lobbed from seemingly nowhere landed at my feet. If I were not so quick, or if my reflexes were any slower, I would have been hit. 
 
    “Shit!” I grabbed Nara and Ephy and jumped to the side. The grass where we had just stood smoldered and smoked as flames began to turn the ground into ash. 
 
    I looked up just in time to see another fireball coming from seemingly nowhere. It launched toward us from beyond the wall, but I couldn’t find a source for the flames.  
 
    I pulled at the water in my gut and quickly threw a wall of water up around us to protect us from the fire. Then the incoming projectile fizzled out in a cloud of steam.  
 
    “Halt!” Cinis shouted in a commanding, powerful tone. My fiery lover had moved to stand in front of us with her wings outstretched as she stared up at the wall.  
 
    I quickly dropped the water wall and straightened up. Then I stepped around Cinis to get a better look at what was happening. 
 
    One minute, there was no one atop the wall, but in an instant, two figures appeared at the edge of the black stone. The wavering that I had attributed to the heat from the rocks was something else altogether.  
 
    Magic. 
 
    The wall was also a force field that hid the sentries from view.  
 
    My women were quite clever, and I couldn’t help but be impressed despite the fact the fire beings had nearly just burned us into nothing. 
 
    “Queen Cinis!” one of the beings gasped and quickly dropped into a respectful bow. The second fire being followed suit. “We did not realize it was you and your family.”  
 
    “We got swept up in the idea of a fight,” the second being shouted eagerly. His hands were nothing but balls of white-hot fire. “We haven’t been able to have a good fight in a long time, and we’re ready to do whatever it takes to protect you and the Ardere.” 
 
    “Long may Queen Cinis reign!” the first fire being chimed in.  
 
    I felt a surge of pride at how clearly Cinis’ people loved her, but it wasn’t the time for that. We had a kingdom to protect.  
 
    “Thank you,” Cinis said in a queenly fashion. “We must get into the kingdom walls, cover our backs.”  
 
    “Yes, your majesty!” the fire beings said in unison. They both took a step apart and raised their hands toward the sky as if ready to launch an attack at any minute.  
 
    Before I could even ask how we could get up the wall, the stones in front of me began to shimmer. Seconds later, the black rocks parted in an incredible feat of magic and left a perfect doorway into the Ardere. 
 
    “This is some impressive magic,” I admitted. 
 
    Nara smirked. “All the magic I do is impressive. But I can’t take all the credit. It was Cinis’ design.” 
 
    “I was there for moral support,” Ephy giggled as the four of us quickly rushed through the wall. It closed behind us just as easily as it had opened.  
 
    “It was very good moral support,” Nara assured her.  
 
    “Come on,” I urged with a wave of my hand. “We need to get to the palace.” 
 
    “I agree,” Cinis said with a nod. She stayed in step with me as we made a quick rush through the kingdom.  
 
    Luckily, we hadn’t entered the Ardere too far away from Cinis’ palace. I was glad to see that there were dozens of guards standing on duty outside the palace walls and braced with various weapons made of flames. They all seemed to be vibrating in anticipation as they itched for a fight. 
 
    I had never met a group of people more eager to do battle than the fire beings. That was something that would come in handy now against the wind goddess.  
 
    Cinis led us inside the palace walls, and soon, the four of us stood inside the throne room. It was far more opulent than the inside of Ocadia’s throne room.  
 
    A large obsidian throne sat at the head of the room. The crackling torches along the walls reflected light off of the throne’s glinting surface. The floors seemed to be made of some sort of precious gemstones embedded into tiles, and large, stained-glass windows that depicted fire in various forms lined the room. It all made the throne room a shocking display of wealth, light, and color. 
 
    It was also unbearably warm. 
 
    “Where is the safest place in the kingdom?” I asked Cinis.  
 
    “Here, in the palace,” she began. “My chambers are the most secure, however.” 
 
    “I need the three of you to go there, then,” I said quickly. “If it’s the safest place, that is where I need you all to be.” 
 
    “What?” Cinis demanded, and her eyes flickered with red flames. “This is my home, Dex. This is my kingdom, and I am their queen. I am not going to go hide in my chambers like I am some sort of child! I should be side by side with my people, defending our homeland.”  
 
    Her voice was thick with passion, and I could feel her anger. It radiated off of her like an aura. Her entire body seemed to smoke, and I had a feeling if I were to reach out and touch her, I would burn the tips of my fingers.  
 
    “We won’t leave you,” Nara chimed in and took a step to stand next to Cinis. Their height difference was practically laughable, but they both wore the same serious, determined looks on their beautiful faces. “This is our fight just as much as it is yours, Dex.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Ephy agreed. “We are far from defenseless. We won’t let you fight alone.” 
 
    I fought a scream. This was perhaps the most dangerous situation I had ever found myself in, and my women were ready to throw themselves into the middle of it.  
 
    “No,” I said in a firmer tone than before. “I won’t allow it. I cannot put the three of you in harm’s way. This is a more serious situation than you all seem to realize. We have a very pissed off goddess coming for my head, and while I know you are all skilled fighters, this is something different entirely.”  
 
    I didn’t know how to convince the three women in my life that I had my reasons for insisting they stay behind and stay safe.  
 
    The wind goddess was back, and it was clear to me that she was not going to go down without one hell of a fight. There was no telling the sorts of things she would do to any of my women if they came across her path. She had already attacked Nara once before. That alone felt like reason enough for my concern.  
 
    I knew my three women trusted my judgment, and I understood why they wanted to jump into the fray, but there was no way to know what the goddess had up her sleeves.  
 
    I needed to formulate a plan. 
 
    But as I thought things through, I was starting to realize my women were safest right beside me. Only then could I truly be sure they would remain protected, especially when my foe controlled the fucking wind. 
 
    Son of a bitch. They needed to fight beside me in this. And every one of us needed to survive against a damn goddess. 
 
    “Fighting on the front lines isn’t going to help any of us,” I reasoned as I worked through my thoughts aloud. “Cinis is the ruler of the Ardere, and while it’s admirable that the queen wants to fight alongside her men, it’s a poor political decision. If something were to happen to you, what would become of your kingdom? What would become of our child inside you?” 
 
    This seemed to make some of Cinis’ feisty attitude slip away. 
 
    “I hadn’t quite thought about it like that,” she admitted.  
 
    “Not to mention, Nara, you are the one protecting the king’s estate right now,” I said. “Your magic is one of the few things that stands between him and the goddess who wants him dead. And Ephy, you are far too valuable to the Water Goddesses to lose in a scrap on the front lines.” 
 
    The other two women stilled. Despite their frowns, it was clear they knew I was on to something.  
 
    I paced in a small circle as I continued to think out loud.  
 
    “We don’t know the goddess’ intentions,” I began. “And until we do, it’s almost impossible to know the best way to fight against her. We cannot blindly rush into things. We need more information to assess the situation. As of right now, I suspect that her attacks on the border are simply a ploy to draw us out and into the fray. We are smarter than that. We have to assess the situation at hand before we blindly rush into battle.” 
 
    “You’re right, Dex,” Nara sighed.  
 
    “You may be right, too,” I admitted. “This goddess has some bigger scheme here, and shit is going to be incredibly dangerous, so–” 
 
    “Then let us fight beside you!” Cinis growled. 
 
    “I was getting to that,” I said with half a smirk. 
 
    But before I could formulate a new plan with the information at hand and figure out how to send my women away for their own safety, the doors to the palace opened with a bang.

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
    In the blink of an eye, I turned toward the door with my longbow already in my hands with an arrow ready to fire. But instead of an enemy entering, it was another fire being. He was squat and appeared to be made of coal, but as I saw the blood dripping from his side, I realized that couldn’t be entirely the case.  
 
    I lowered the bow. 
 
    “My queen,” the coal-like being gasped. 
 
    He looked close to death. The being limped toward us as quickly as one of his mangled legs would allow him, but he collapsed into a heap a few steps from Cinis’ feet.  
 
    “What happened?” Ephy gasped and dropped down to her knees. She reached out to the being and ran her hand over the fire being’s destroyed leg.  
 
    He let out a sharp gasp of pain and gritted his teeth. “The wind goddess. She launched an attack at the border walls. Despite the magic veiling us, she seemed to be able to sense where we were on the wall. She used her wind to rip some of the nearby trees from the ground and launched them at us like spears.” 
 
    “She hit you with an entire tree?” I asked in shock. 
 
    “Yes,” the fire being grunted. His charred armor was dented in places that armor should not be dented. “The others are still trying to hold her off while the wall still holds, but sections are already beginning to crumble from the onslaught. I came here as fast as I could.” 
 
    The fire being coughed, and it was a disgusting, wet sound. It was only then that I realized he had been speared through the side with a small branch.  
 
    Fuck. 
 
    He had managed to make it to the palace desperately, even being nearly dead.  
 
    “Easy,” Ephy murmured and closed her eyes. Then her hands ghosted over the fire being’s mangled body as she began to heal him.  
 
    It was an impressive sight, and I found myself entranced as I watched her hands work over the man’s body. A soft blue light emanated from her palms as she softly soothed the shaking fire being on the ground. 
 
    He gave a wheezing breath, but slowly his wounds began to heal. It was strange to watch the charred black skin stitch itself back together like there had never been an injury in the first place. 
 
    “Oh, my,” Cinis said and raised one hand to cover her mouth. 
 
    We all watched in shock as the man who had been on the brink of death only seconds before gave a gasp and sat up.  
 
    The fire being on the ground groaned before he pushed himself back up to his feet. 
 
    “Am I… am I dying?” the fire being asked and looked around the room. “Is this the afterlife?” 
 
    Ephy giggled. “No. I healed you.” 
 
    “Healed me?” he asked as he turned to stare at Ephy in awe. “Are you some sort of goddess? Thank you! I owe you my life!” 
 
    He dropped to his knees in front of Ephy.  
 
    “There is no need for that,” she said gently and reached down to offer her hand to the man. “I am one of the Water Goddesses’ sirens. It is a rare power, but I’m not a goddess. There is no need to bow.” 
 
    The fire being hesitantly took her hand. “I owe you my life. Whatever you need, whenever you may need it, I will be at your beck and call.” 
 
    He pounded his fist against his chest with a thump before he turned to Cinis and bowed in her direction.  
 
    “What can I do, your majesty?” he asked, but his eyes cut back over toward Ephy.  
 
    The siren nodded encouragingly and offered him a thumbs-up.  
 
    Cinis looked over at me, and I tried to reach the meaning behind her eyes. I gave a slight nod once I realized what she intended.  
 
    “Guards,” Cinis commanded, and suddenly the room was filled with fire beings who looked similar to the first man that had entered, and they were in matching sets of armor. They must have had some sort of secret entrance into the throne room, because I hadn’t seen them at all. “Go aid the rest of the soldiers at the wall. Make sure that the wind goddess does not breach the barrier.”  
 
    There was a chorus of agreements before the soldiers all filed out of the throne room in sync with one another.  
 
    “We will defend the Ardere, your majesty,” he said before saluting Cinis. He didn’t wait for further orders before rushing out of the room after his comrades.  
 
    “Why are we not going with them?” Nara demanded as she turned and looked at me. “We should help defend the border!”  
 
    “I was right,” I said with a shake of my head to calm the witch. “I have seen the goddess in action before, and she would do more than throw a few trees at some soldiers. This is clearly a feint designed to draw us out and away from the palace. She has been trying to draw us out since we first arrived, just like I suspected.” 
 
    “Are you certain?” Cinis furrowed her dark eyebrows in worry. “I do not want my men to think I’m hiding away while they battle.” 
 
    “They would never think that,” I said. “They love you and will do whatever it takes to keep the kingdom safe. You aren’t Ignis.”  
 
    “I trust you,” Cinis sighed. “It just worries me.” 
 
    “I need the three of you here with me,” I said. “I need you to fight with me here.”  
 
    The women all stared for a moment like they couldn’t believe I’d said the words, and Cinis was practically glowing with excitement. 
 
    But Nara’s eyebrows raised. “Do you think we can’t handle ourselves alone?”  
 
    “He’s overprotective,” Ephy corrected her. “Because he loves us.”  
 
    “I do love you,” I said. “But that isn’t quite why I need you all here. I know you are all capable fighters, and that isn’t in question. We know that the wind goddess is lashing out in earnest this time, and the fact is… we’re stronger together. All of us. But the fight at the border will be nothing but chaos. Think about the estates in Ocadia. There is too much magic around for anyone to get anything done. The same thing would happen at the border.” 
 
    “Sometimes I forget how smart you are,” Nara mused.  
 
    I smirked. “And the wind goddess seems to have forgotten as well. She’s done me a favor by drawing attention to the border. She probably thinks it will lessen our chances of survival in the chaos, but instead, she’s given us the perfect chance to hold her off here. She won’t leave this fight without trying to get a hold of me, and I am remaining right where I am. So I am one step ahead.” 
 
    “You’re always a step ahead,” Ephy said with a soft smile. “And now we just have to wait for her to make her way here.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I confirmed. “But you will all remain alert and unrelenting, do you understand me? If you are to fight beside me for this, you will fight like your lives depend upon it. Because they do. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes, Dex.” Cinis nodded with determination. 
 
    “Well, of course, I will,” Nara huffed and crossed her arms. “I’m a damn witch, my life usually depends upon it.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best, I promise, Dex,” Ephy said with a sweet and vigorous bob of her head. 
 
    “Thank you,” I muttered. “Now… we wait.” 
 
    Cinis shifted impatiently from one foot to the other as she made her way over to one of the large, grand windows that lined the throne room. She rested her hand against the glass as she gazed out toward the border wall. 
 
    It wasn’t the best view of the battle raging on, but it was better than nothing.  
 
    I followed after her and let my hand fall to her waist. Her skin was so hot that it nearly burned my hand, but I didn’t pull away.  
 
    “They are capable soldiers,” I assured her in a low tone. “They will do whatever it takes to keep the Ardere, and you, safe.” 
 
    “I should be out there with them,” Cinis said. “I shouldn’t be kept away in here. I need to fight alongside my people. This bitch is trying to destroy my kingdom, and I think I need to show her who is the queen here.”  
 
    “You can soon,” I promised my lover.  
 
    Her skin was practically glowing from the heat that radiated off of her body. Flames began to spurt from the tips of her fingers as she watched out the window.  
 
    Another tree pummeled the wall and nearly broke through the heavy stones.  
 
    Cinis practically vibrated next to me, and I fought the urge to take a step away as sweat beaded in the small of my back. She was like a forest fire that was impossible to contain. It was only a matter of time before she was out of control and risked burning the rest of us to a crisp. 
 
    “I should be out there, Dex,” Cinis said again. She looked at me, and her face was dark with fury. It was incredibly sexy, but it wasn’t really the time to think of those things.  
 
    “No,” I repeated. “Cinis, I need you here, fighting alongside me when she shows up.” 
 
    This seemed to get through to Cinis, and the stormy look on her face began to lessen. 
 
    “We are stronger together than any of us are alone,” I said and looked over my shoulder to where Ephy and Nara waited. It wasn’t lost on me that they had stepped out of Cinis’ blast zone.  
 
    “You’re right,” Cinis conceded. She sighed, and slowly her temperature began to drop until her skin no longer left me with mild burns. “You’re always right.” 
 
    I chuckled. “I love you, too.”  
 
    Her lips curled, and it looked as if she wanted to say something else, but I leaned in to give her a kiss before she could.  
 
    We broke away before it could become too passionate, but it still left me feeling warm on the inside.  
 
    “What do we do now, then?” Ephy looked around the throne room as if Mihany might have been hiding behind something and just waiting to spring out.  
 
    “We wait,” I said simply. “I know she will show up here soon. It makes the most tactical sense. Once she realizes that we didn’t separate and go to the border, she will come looking for all of us. It’s the only thing that makes any sense.”  
 
    “I am absolutely ready to take this bitch down,” Nara announced and clapped her hands together. “I haven’t forgiven her for attacking me with a flock of damn birds.”  
 
    “Oh, I’d forgotten about the birds,” Ephy giggled.  
 
    Nara gave her shoulder a light shove, but I could tell she was fighting a laugh of her own.  
 
    “How would you like it if a bunch of pissed off birds started to attack you, lily pad?” she asked Ephy and folded her arms over her chest with a huff. 
 
    Ephy pursed her lips. “I’ve never had any issues with birds. I think we could become friends.”  
 
    “You would become friends with the birds a psychotic goddess sent to attack you?” Nara asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Ephy said like it was obvious. “Did you say anything to offend the birds?” 
 
    “How would I even offend birds, Ephelia? They’re birds.” 
 
    “Well, you are quite crass,” Cinis spoke up from her position next to me. “I don’t think it’s that hard to believe you could manage to offend some birds.”  
 
    “Not you, too!” Nara threw her hands up in exasperation. One of her fingers nearly tangled in her hair with the gesture.  
 
    “Thank you, Cinis,” Ephy said with a sweet smile.  
 
    Despite the seriousness of the situation around us, I couldn’t help but chuckle at my women and their behavior. I really did love all of them dearly.  
 
    “Nara, I doubt you did anything to offend the birds,” I laughed.  
 
    “Thank you!” she exclaimed. “Honestly.”  
 
    I was about to say something more about the birds when something else caught my attention.  
 
    The sound of howling wind was intensifying just outside the window. It grew stronger and stronger with each passing second and sent a chill down my spine. 
 
    “Get away from the window!” I shouted, and I wrapped my arm around Cinis and bolted as far from the pane of glass as I could get.  
 
    We managed it just in time, because the large panel of glass shattered like it had been struck with a hammer. Glass flew into the throne room in large, dangerous-looking shards.  
 
    I threw my arm up in the air to create another force field of water to protect all of us before we could become impaled.  
 
    Through the shimmering curtain, I saw a figure daintily step over the broken glass. 
 
    Her eyes were a bright, frightening gold. 
 
    Mihany.  
 
    “Get ready,” I called out to my women. The sound of wind had faded into a frightening silence. It was like the calm before a storm.  
 
    I kept my arm up to maintain my water wall, but I watched as Mihany stepped closer to us. Her movements were light and entirely at odds with the sort of cutthroat behavior she had showcased.  
 
    “Come out…” she coaxed. Her voice was smooth, and it reminded me of wind rustling through the leaves in a forest. There was something strangely soothing about it despite the goddess’ other behaviors. “I just want to talk.”  
 
    I exchanged a glance with my three women. They all had grim looks set upon their faces. I nodded my head and let the wall of water fall.  
 
    Then, for the first time, I laid eyes on Mihany in all of her terrifying, physical glory.  
 
    Her hair was a pale, golden yellow that tangled nearly to her feet and billowed around her with each step she took. Her skin was a warm tan that had a strange sheen to it like a pearl. It made her pale hair stand out in sharp contrast, but the most recognizable part about her was her eyes. 
 
    They were large, almond-shaped, and the color of molten gold.  
 
    Her delicate features were ever so pointed in a way that reminded me of a hawk, too, and she looked like she was stalking her prey. 
 
    A breeze swirled around the goddess with each step she took toward us.  
 
    “For some reason,” I began as I shifted my grip onto my bow. “I don’t believe that.”  
 
    She tilted her head to the side as if I was some curious thing she had not quite figured out yet.  
 
    “You’ll regret your insolence, Dex Morgan,” she informed me as if she was simply discussing the weather. “I’ll see to that.”  
 
    Things went downhill from there.  
 
    Mihany raised one of her hands up and gave a simple flick of her wrist.  
 
    Then a wave of wind rushed toward the four of us like a hammer.  
 
    Before I could jump out of the way, Cinis hooked her hands under my arms and leapt up off the ground. The two of us took flight and skirted the wind with ease. 
 
    Nara and Ephy weren’t so lucky. 
 
    The two smaller women tumbled backward, but they didn’t stay down for long. 
 
    Ephy threw her hands up to create a wall of steam to conceal the pair. Behind her, Nara pulled something out of one of her skirts and began to fiddle with it. I had no idea what it was, but I had a feeling it was some nasty concoction that would make Mihany regret sending the birds after her. 
 
    I used my vantage point above the goddess to nock an arrow into my longbow. Then I pulled back the bowstring as taut as it would go before releasing.  
 
    The arrow flew true toward the goddess’ heart.  
 
    Without even looking at me, she flicked her wrist to the side and sent the arrow skittering off course and onto the glass-covered floor of the throne room.  
 
    “Oh, no!” Cinis grunted as the wind buffeted her wings. The two of us dropped back down to the ground and back into action.  
 
    Cinis rolled her shoulders with fire blazing behind her eyes before she spread her arms wide. Her entire body slowly began to catch fire. It spread from the tips of her fingers and up her arms until it consumed her entire upper half and began to creep down her waist toward her legs.  
 
    “I am Cinis, the first Ember Priestess and the Queen of the Ardere, and you are going to pay,” she spat before she launched herself at Mihany.  
 
    The goddess’ golden eyes glinted, and she raised her own arms, but she was too late to do much good against Cinis.  
 
    The fire descendant collided with the goddess with more force than I’d expected from her and sent the two terrifyingly beautiful women tumbling onto the broken shards of glass. 
 
    It was a battle of the elements as Cinis’ fire and Mihany’s wind battled for supremacy. With each new wave of flame my lover conjured, the goddess doused it with her celestial wind.  
 
    After my first failed arrow, I knew magic was going to be the weapon I needed to defeat the goddess. It was then that I remembered the staff that practically radiated power slung across my back.  
 
    A smirk spread across my lips as I whipped out the dragon bone staff and curled my fist around the shaft.  
 
    Power began to crawl up my skin and vibrate through my body. I took a second to ground myself and breathe as I got the overwhelming magic under control.  
 
    It felt different than when I had used the staff while wearing Idali’s face. It was strange, but it reminded me of when a strange animal met a new person. The staff was feeling me out and trying to decide whether or not it could trust me.  
 
    I closed my eyes and reflected on what the Water Goddesses’ had taught me about using my water magic with intention. It was the same thing Gozis the Darkmaster had told me about destroying Mihany. Hell, intention was the key to my own mirroring ability as well.  
 
    It was as safe of a bet as any other that intention would work with the staff, too. 
 
    “I’m a good guy,” I muttered to the staff. “I promise I’m not like Idali. You can trust me.”  
 
    The magic radiating up my arm began to spread like a warm drink through the rest of my body. The power felt like I had taken a hit of one of Nara’s concoctions multiplied by a thousand.  
 
    Then I opened my eyes and felt like I had been struck by lightning in the best possible way. The staff was warm in my hands and practically shook from all the pent-up energy.  
 
    “Fuck yeah,” I murmured. 
 
    I still had no idea what all it could do, but now was as good of a time as any to figure it out.  
 
    “Still the wind,” I commanded the staff as I aimed it toward the pair of dueling women.  
 
    The staff did nothing for a moment, and worry began to build up in my chest. I had no idea how to use the strange new magic, but I fell back onto the rules that had helped me gain a better control over the staff.  
 
    Instead of simply telling it to do something, I changed my tactics.  
 
    “Please, can you still the wind?” I asked the staff.  
 
    Another second of nothing ticked by, but then, a jolt shot up through my arm so sharply that I gasped and took a staggering step backward.  
 
    I felt a blast from the end of the staff. Nothing visible flew through the air, but through my growing tether to the staff, I could feel the magic that shot out like it was a part of my own body. 
 
    It collided with Mihany’s wind like a physical thing, and I grunted at the force that suddenly caused the wind to cease at once. 
 
    “I’ll have to get used to that,” I muttered through clenched teeth as I struggled to keep control of the magic. It felt like holding the reins of a bucking horse and trying to keep the beast steady.  
 
    Cinis took a small step back from Mihany and glanced over her shoulder at me. My lover was now more flame than woman. It was the most enraged I had ever seen her, and I was honestly a bit turned on. 
 
    But Mihany’s golden eyes widened at the sudden stillness, and she whipped her head back around to me and my new staff. 
 
    “What is that?” she hissed. “What have you done?”  
 
    “Nara, whatever you’re working on, I’d get on with it!” I shouted over my shoulder.  
 
    The staff vibrated in my hand, and the magic was getting harder and harder to control. It was strange, but it seemed to be testing the boundaries of my control.  
 
    It really was like an animal, wasn’t it?  
 
    I had never really considered magic to be any sort of physical creature, but it was clear to me that at least when it came to my new staff, it was. 
 
    I began to grow dizzy and fatigued from the strain of keeping the magic in check. I realized with a start that the power wanted to break free from my grasp. I had no idea what sort of spells Idali had carved into the bone, but they were clearly powerful and had given the magical artifact a mind of its own.  
 
    My arm began to twitch with the force of holding not only the staff’s magic, but Mihany’s at bay at the same time.  
 
     I could feel the goddess’ power dueling against the magic of the staff like a game of tug of war between children, and it made my arms ache from the strain of keeping her in check.  
 
    Sweat beaded on my forehead, but my entire body felt as cold as ice. 
 
    The longer I held her magic back, the more it built up. If I closed my eyes, I could practically see our two forces dueling. While my own magic was like a wild animal, Mihany’s was like a waterfall that threatened to drown it out.  
 
    It was then that I realized I wasn’t stopping anything. I had essentially created a dam, and when it bursted, we would all be in trouble.  
 
    “Shit,” I grunted. 
 
    “Duck!” Nara hollered, and suddenly Ephy dropped her steam wall.  
 
    Nara lobbed something as hard as she could, and Ephy pushed out a vent of steam from her hands that had enough force to send the projectile along. 
 
    The small vial landed at the wind goddess’ feet in a puff of green smoke, and it smelled strangely like peppermint. 
 
    “What was that supposed to do?” I exclaimed while I waved away the misty green cloud with one hand and fought off a cough. 
 
    “Stick her to the ground,” Nara said. “Fastest potion I could whip up.”  
 
    The smoke cleared just in time for me to lose control of the wind I had pushed back. 
 
    Mihany let out a terrifying scream and threw both of her arms out in front of her. She sent a jet stream of air in our direction, and I raised my staff to counter it. 
 
    “We’ve got this,” I coaxed the staff. “Let’s divert the wind.”  
 
    The staff seemed more willing to obey my command this time, but it was no less difficult to control the invisible whip of power that swung from the dragon’s bone. It took nearly all of my strength to redirect the goddess’ wind toward the throne instead of straight at us. 
 
    A sharp gasp punched from my lungs at the exertion, but I was glad to see it had worked.  
 
    I really needed to get some more training in with this staff. It was one hell of a tool against magical beings, especially pissed off goddesses.  
 
    True to Nara’s word, Mihany’s feet were stuck to the ground inside of some sticky, bright green goop.  
 
    “I will kill you all!” Mihany roared. Her golden eyes blazed, and her pale yellow hair started to float up around her like a large halo. It seemed to move of its own volition as it darted out to curl around Cinis’ waist and yank the queen in.  
 
    I certainly hadn’t expected that.  
 
    “Cin!” Ephy shouted.  
 
    The siren came running toward the two women without any sort of hesitation or thought for her own well-being. She let out a sharp, wailing cry as she thrust her palms out and sent jets of steam straight at the enraged goddess’ eyes.  
 
    Even Ephy seemed shocked by the strength of the steam she produced. Maybe it was because I had been basically feeding her water life force for a while now, but it seemed like the siren had grown even more powerful than when she had first shown me her abilities.  
 
    Mihany shrieked and reared back from the steam assault. She threw one hand up to shield her eyes from Ephy’s blast while her hair continued to hold Cinis in place.  
 
    Cinis let out an enraged snarl and slapped her hand to the wind goddess’ throat. Her skin continued to burn, and despite the wind goddess using her powers, my lover’s flames couldn’t be extinguished.  
 
    I realized there was nowhere for Ephy to go once she reached Cinis. 
 
    “Shit!” I threw one hand up quickly with the intention of keeping my two lovers safe. A large orb of water whipped out from my hand and grew as it traveled through the air.  
 
    It collided with the three women as Ephy barreled into Cinis. Both of my lovers were sucked into the bubble of water, and only then did Cinis pull her hand away from the goddess’ throat. She left a large burn on the narrow column of Mihany’s throat, but I barely had time to notice.  
 
    The goddess growled as Ephy and Cinis were swept off in a wave.  
 
    Relief washed through me as I saw that both of my lovers were okay. I had never done something like that before, but I supposed when it came to protecting two of the women I loved, I could do pretty much anything.  
 
    I shifted my staff to the other hand and summoned another ball of water. After some mild concentration, the water swirled into a large whip that followed the path of my arm. It was one of the same tools that I had used against Idali, and I whipped my wrist toward Mihany. 
 
    The goddess was too distracted by my lovers to notice before I lashed her with the end of the water whip.  
 
    Mihany gave a snarl as the water connected with her tanned skin and left a raised mark. She practically foamed at the mouth, but there was nowhere she could flee from the attack.  
 
    Her feet were still stuck firmly to the ground thanks to Nara’s potion, and the goddess seemed to grow angrier and angrier as her face contorted in rage. Her eyes flashed like lightning, and the tendrils of her hair writhed and twitched. 
 
    The wind had expanded out from her body, and now instead of a simple whirlwind directly around herself, it encompassed the entire throne room.  
 
    Broken glass, shattered stones, and pieces of Cinis’ throne were all caught in the swirling wind as it whipped around. Mihany’s hair fluttered violently from the strength of the wind, and the long, pale tendrils reached out like extensions of the goddess’ body. 
 
    “Hooooooow?” she howled in rage. “You all are mortals! I am one of the Wayward Wind Goddesses, and you will not best me. You are ants beneath my feet!”  
 
     “You underestimate us.” I smirked.  
 
    I flicked out my wrist and landed another lash of the water whip as Ephy and Cinis tumbled out of the protective bubble. Surprisingly, neither woman was drenched.  
 
    Mihany’s hair seemed to grow as the flowing locks darted out toward my two women again, and I braced my staff to cast another spell. But before I could even get the words out, Nara threw something else in the goddess’ direction.  
 
    It hit the goddess square in the forehead and knocked her back. This time, the volley was accompanied by pale blue smoke and a crack of lightning.  
 
    My eyes hurt from looking at the small explosion, and I threw my hand up to shield my face.  
 
    “Take that, you bitch!” Nara snarled. “Try and touch them again and see what happens!”  
 
    Cinis and Ephy staggered back in one piece.  
 
    Mihany’s golden eyes were unfocused after the blast of lightning in a bottle, and her hair was singed up the tendrils. 
 
    Nara had quite literally thrown lightning at a wind goddess.  
 
    I couldn’t help but be impressed. 
 
    “Nice one, Nara!” Ephy cheered before she and Cinis worked together to send a blast of fire and steam toward the goddess. 
 
    I had to admit, my women worked well together. They barely even had to communicate to know what the others were planning. All of their badass magical abilities worked together in tandem to create a terrifying display of power and prowess.  
 
    Pride swelled in my chest at the sight. 
 
    Then I clutched two hands on my staff once more, and I felt it deep in my own bones that I had full control on the magic this time.  
 
    “Bind her,” I commanded my staff, and only seconds later, I felt a burst of magic jolt out of the end of the bone.  
 
    I couldn’t see the magic, but I felt it streaking across the room like some invisible wall of power. It collided with Mihany’s body with a solid-sounding slam, and seconds later, the goddess’ hair began to wrap around her own body.  
 
    We were actually winning. 
 
    The wind continued to howl, but over the blaring of Mihany’s commotion, I picked up on the sound of some of Cinis’ fire being guards running back toward the palace.  
 
    I looked over the goddess’ shoulder and out the window, and I saw a small army making their way toward the group of us, but unfortunately, Mihany seemed to sense their presence, too.  
 
    She let out a bellowing cry, and suddenly, all of the bindings Nara and I had wrapped her in flew off like she’d broken free of her magical shackles. The entire palace rocked on its foundation from the force of her rage, and the wind picked up even faster than it had before.  
 
    I realized with a start that the goddess was forming her own personal tornado.  
 
    The tornado spiraled closer to me, and I planted my feet on the ground and closed my eyes to brace myself for impact. 
 
    But the impact never came. Instead of finding myself torn to shreds by the wind, I opened my eyes to see that I was standing in the center of a vortex.  
 
    The wind continued to swirl around me so thickly that I couldn’t even see outside of it. I could just barely hear Cinis, Nara, and Ephy screaming my name from outside the column of moving air. 
 
    But then I heard something else. 
 
    “Now, we have some time to talk,” Mihany’s smooth voice interrupted my shock. 
 
    I looked over and realized with a start that the goddess had wrapped the both of us up in the eye of her tornado alone.

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
    There was an unsettling calm in the eye of the storm she had whipped up in the throne room, and it sent a chill down my spine. 
 
    I didn’t trust this sort of quiet. It was never truly calm, and I knew more than anything that deities like Mihany couldn’t be trusted. It was far too unsettling to be peaceful.  
 
    I tightened my grip on the dragon bone staff.  
 
    “I just want to talk, Dex Morgan…” Mihany said. Her voice had taken on the quality of wind chimes, but I wasn’t fooled by the lightness in her tone.  
 
    My grip on the bone staff didn’t loosen. “What do you want?”  
 
    It was difficult to remain calm in the center of the storm. If I strained my ears, I was able to hear my lovers calling my name in a panic from the outside of the wind as they tried desperately to break inside. I caught sight of flashes of flame as Cinis’ guards aided in the attempts to break the wall of wind. 
 
    But I knew it was no use. 
 
    I could feel the weight of the goddess’ powers like a suffocating blanket closing in all around us, and I knew her rage was still peaking, no matter how calm she pretended to be. 
 
    Feroxis had been right. This woman was wilder and more unpredictable than any being I’d ever come up against before. Every fiber of my being knew this without question.  
 
    And Mihany had yet to answer my question.  
 
    But in the calm of her storm, I was able to see just how stunning she was for the first time. Even with her hair mildly singed and the burn wrapped around her throat from Cinis’ fiery palm, she was still one of the most beautiful women I had ever seen.  
 
    She wore a long, flowing white gown that stood out against her brown skin. The fabric was sheer and had the same pearlescent quality as her skin, and it took little effort to see straight through the material.  
 
    She wore nothing underneath. 
 
    Her dark nipples were clearly visible and pressed up against the clinging fabric.  
 
    Then her lips curled in a disarming smile that did nothing but make me more concerned as she seemed to realize I was staring at her alluring parts. 
 
    She took a single step toward me, and I realized then that she was barefoot. Her steps were light and made no sounds.  
 
    It took me a moment to break my gaze away from her beautiful form. It didn’t matter how gorgeous she was, because it paled in comparison to the power she held within her. I couldn’t think of a time I had come across a more powerfully unnerving opponent, not even the five elemental water goddesses. They were elementals and had at least some modicum of self-control and reasoning. But Mihany was a sky goddess of the wind. She was more fickle, more flighty, and I needed to keep my wits about me.  
 
    “You don’t need to hold that staff so tightly,” she said casually. “I told you, Dex. I just want to talk.” 
 
    “You’ll have to forgive me if I find that hard to believe,” I said and didn’t loosen my grip.  
 
    “You’ve intrigued me,” she continued her easy manner of speaking and began to pace in slow circles around me. Her pale yellow hair floated behind her like it was perpetually caught in a gentle breeze. I wondered if she was consciously doing that, or if it was just something her hair did. 
 
    “Thanks,” I replied in a flat tone. “What do you want from me, Miha?” 
 
    Her eyes flared as I used the nickname Feroxis had told me she hated, and I fought back a smirk. The rage that crossed her face was gone just as soon as it had appeared, however. 
 
    Instead of acknowledging what I’d said, she sighed. 
 
    “It pains me to admit this,” she began. “Really, it does. But I am fairly impressed with the fight you four world-dwellers have put up.”  
 
    As she spoke, her hand drifted up toward the burn on her throat, and I realized that Cinis had really done some damage to the goddess. I felt a surge of affection for my lover once again, and I made a mental note that my fire descendant really was powerful as all hell. 
 
    Powerful enough to maim a goddess.  
 
    And it was clear to me that the goddess was growing a bit tired herself, and if need be, I could use that to my advantage.  
 
    “What did you want from all of this?” I demanded. “Enough bullshit. Tell me what you want from Ocadia and why you’re trying to kill the king. What does a goddess have to gain by aiding in the Southern Kingdoms’ attacks in an attempt to dismantle Ocadia?” 
 
    I held my ground as the goddess stalked around me. Hairs rose on the back of my neck, but I didn’t break my gaze away from hers.  
 
    Mihany scoffed and waved her hand. “You world-dwellers are so caught up in your own affairs that you lose sight of the bigger picture. This is more than Ocadia and your king’s petty squabbles with his surrounding enemies.”  
 
    “What are you talking about?” I kept my eyes trained on Mihany as I tried to get a read on the goddess. 
 
    There really was something enchanting about the light way she carried herself, and I had to continually remind myself that she was a creature of mass destruction before she was anything else.  
 
    “But,” the goddess continued with a wave of her hand that sent a light breeze skittering in my direction. “Out of all the pathetic creatures I’ve met in this world, those of you in Ocadia are the most fascinating. I must admit, you’ve captured my attention here.” 
 
    “Why Ocadians?” I couldn’t help but question. “Why are you attacking the kingdom?” 
 
    She let out a laugh, and her hair fluttered. “You ask such silly questions. The magic, of course. This is all about magic.” 
 
    “Magic exists elsewhere,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Yes, but not like it does here,” Mihany said and stopped her pacing to look at me. Her golden eyes bored into mine without hesitation. “You are a singularity. There is no place in the whole world with more magic than Ocadia. Did you know that? Nowhere else in this entire world. This land is full of nothing but world-dwellers, and yet, the magic that they contain… it’s delicious.”  
 
    The wind goddess practically purred, and I shifted my stance. It was alluring, but there wasn’t a chance I would lower my guard.  
 
    “Not to mention the vastness of the kingdom,” she continued. “And all throughout it, magic runs rampant. And your king, he somehow keeps it all in line. Somehow, a mere human without so much as a drop of magic in him manages to keep all of this powerful magic in check. To keep it tamed.” 
 
    The uneasy feeling in my gut grew. “And what about it?” 
 
    “Not to mention, there are no necromancers left in any of the southern kingdoms,” Mihany continued without acknowledging me. She pouted her lips, and a chill crept up my spine. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I asked and took a step toward the goddess. “What happened to the necromancers in the south?”  
 
    Mihany smiled, and it was a truly terrifying thing to behold. She blinked as if my question surprised her.  
 
    “Oh,” she said with another tinkling laugh. “They died in their efforts of raising me, of course. Oops.”  
 
    For a moment, all I could hear was the sound of the wind rushing past us in the tornado while her words played over and over again in my mind.  
 
    Mihany seemed unbothered, however, and began to investigate her nail beds with a bored look on her gorgeous face.  
 
    “You killed them,” I said the words slowly. 
 
    She looked up at me over her nails. “No, Dex. I didn’t kill them. They knew the risks of raising me, and they undertook them eagerly. It was a tragic sacrifice, but one that had to be made. If they hadn’t, I wouldn’t be able to stand in front of you now. And you seem to be pleased to see me.”  
 
    My body went cold as I quickly pieced together her plan. All of the confusion I had felt about her purpose was gone in an instant.  
 
    This wasn’t good. 
 
    I recalled the conversation I’d had with Gozis the Darkmaster about shadow selves. He’d told me that it took a sacrifice to raise a shadow self through the veil, and it made sense that the sacrifice would be a death. But for all of the necromancers in the south to die in the attempt of bringing Mihany back? It was practically unheard of and filled me with a sense of dread unlike anything else.  
 
    It only took a small logical leap to put together the rest of her plan.  
 
    Mihany’s sisters were still in their shadow self states. If she managed to get her hands on the necromancers in Ocadia and the rest of the northern kingdoms, she would be able to raise the other two Wayward Wind Goddesses, and then she would be unstoppable. 
 
    Shit.  
 
    “You’re trying to raise your sisters from their shadow selves,” I accused. “And you’re trying to use the necromancers within our kingdom to do it.” 
 
    Mihany clapped her hands together and seemed delighted that I had figured out her plan. When she did so, the tornado around us tightened ever so slightly, and I flinched at the sudden influx of wind. 
 
    “Aren’t I so clever?” she asked, but I didn’t think she really wanted to hear my answer. “And aren’t you clever for figuring it out? I knew there was something special about you, Dex. Ever since you were able to stop my assassins. It was a shame you did that, by the way. They were incredibly useful to me while I was still fighting my way back into my body.”  
 
    “You won’t get away with something like this,” I pointed out. “Not in Ocadia.” 
 
    She grinned, and I realized with a start that her canines were sharply pointed. It gave her a feral look that contrasted with the rest of her features.  
 
    “Once again, so clever, Dex,” she cooed. “I am beginning to take such a liking to you. It’s such a shame you’re standing in my way. I’ve never met a human who has garnered my attention quite the way you have. You have such… intriguing attributes. And skills. So useful. So handsome. So… capable.”  
 
    I could have imagined it, but I was fairly certain she stretched in such a way that her breasts strained against the gauzy, see-through material of her gown.  
 
    I forced myself to look away. “That’s why you’re trying to kill the king.”  
 
    It all made too much grim sense. I shook my head, but Mihany grinned once again.  
 
    “The sort of magic that a summoning spell of this strength requires could never be achieved in a kingdom with such strong regulations concerning magic,” she said breezily. “There are too many eyes here, too many people to report to. Even in the south, where magic is much more wild, it still drew more attention than I would have liked.” 
 
    “What sort of attention?” I asked because any information I could get from the goddess could aid in her defeat.  
 
    “The spell creates quite a bit of energy,” she said with a bored sigh. “And you world-dwellers throw such fits over things like that. Massive storms, crop deaths, animal sacrifices. It rains frogs one time, and suddenly everyone is in a panic! And that’s before the spell is even completed, and with subpar necromancers.”  
 
    “Frogs?” I repeated in disbelief, but Mihany ignored the question.  
 
    “In Ocadia, with soooo many powerful necromancers, just imagine what they could do,” she said. “If that pesky king was out of the way, then they could easily do as they pleased and raise my sisters from beyond the veil.”  
 
    I shook my head. “You have no idea the sort of hell you would unleash if you killed the king. It wouldn’t be so simple.” 
 
    “I hardly see why not,” the goddess scoffed. “The king controls the magical regulations. The king dies, and suddenly there are no magical regulations. The necromancers can do as they please, and I get my sisters back.”  
 
    “You have no idea the sort of havoc you would wreak in the kingdom if you did something like that,” I tried to explain. “There is more at stake here than who controls the magical regulations in the kingdom. There are millions of lives–” 
 
    Mihany’s golden eyes flashed. “Are you saying my sisters’ lives do not matter, Dex Morgan?” 
 
    “You aren’t listening to me,” I interrupted and took yet another careful step toward her. 
 
    “Oh, I’m listening,” she purred. “Continue.” 
 
    “The entire country would be thrown into turmoil if Ocadia fell into chaos, and I have no doubts that our southern enemies would launch even more attacks at our borders to gain power,” I argued. 
 
    “I cannot imagine that it would be as bad as you’re describing,” Mihany brushed off my concerns. “Besides, none of that matters to me. I want my sisters, and no one is powerful enough to stop me. So I shall have my sisters.” 
 
    “Can’t you see how badly this will go?” I growled. I was close enough to her now that I could nearly see my reflection in her golden eyes. “What is your plan once you’ve raised your sisters? Do you think that anything different will happen if you try to take over the world again?” 
 
    “You underestimate the time I’ve had to think through this plan,” she countered.  
 
    The goddess was a few inches shorter than I was, but the two of us stood practically eye to eye. Then I realized she was hovering above the ground, and I was surprised I hadn’t noticed that earlier. 
 
    Maybe her thin scrap of a dress had distracted me more than I cared to admit. 
 
    “Have you forgotten the repercussions of your first attempt?” I reminded her. “This will be a thousand times worse, and I think on some level you know that. You are just one goddess amongst tens of thousands, and the punishment they will level against you will be severe.”  
 
    “Do not speak to me like you understand,” she snapped, but I held my ground. “Do not presume to know the hell I endured past the veil. The nightmares that I lived.” 
 
    “And you’re willing to live the nightmares again?” I challenged.  
 
    “That will not happen,” she said with such fervor that I nearly believed her.  
 
    I shook my head. “So, you’d destroy the entire world?”  
 
    “I do not care if the world stays or if it is destroyed,” she roared. “The lives of the lesser matter not. It’s a sacrifice that I am willing to make. Your kind have been sacrificing themselves for me since the dawn of time itself, and you think the threat of another sacrifice will steer me away from my path?”  
 
    “Miha,” I tried again. 
 
    “No!” she screeched, and the register of her voice nearly deafened me for a moment. “You cannot trap the wind and tell it what to do. It is wild, and so am I. My sisters will be joined with me once again if it is the last thing I do, do you understand me, Dex Morgan? You may be a powerful man, but I am a goddess. This is the natural order of things.” 
 
    “There is nothing natural about selfishly destroying others,” I growled through gritted teeth. “Trust me, I know death.” 
 
    The goddess was silent as her piercing eyes seemed to burn right through me, but I didn’t waver. The goddess had struck a chord in me, and I refused to let some untamed hellion call the shots in my city.  
 
    “You are more intriguing than any other man I have encountered,” she said as she stared at me with a fierce intensity. “There is something different about you. More than just powerful, you have managed to thwart me at every turn.” 
 
    “Does that mean you will quit trying to kill me?” I asked, but I wasn’t exactly hopeful. 
 
    She seemed not to hear my question. “But the way you spend your time. You kill others for a living. You decide who lives and dies, make sacrifices of your own choosing. You get away with every murder you commit.” 
 
    “What are you--” I tried, but she didn’t stop. 
 
    “Yes… you know death. And then, the women in your life,” she said. “They would die for you, wouldn’t they? They nearly have on more than one occasion. They love you, they fuck you, they bear your children. They follow your commands. It’s almost as if… well, as if you were their own personal god. Isn’t it?” 
 
    I stepped back as if the goddess had dealt some sort of physical blow to me.  
 
    Rage boiled in my body at the way she spoke of the women I loved, but I knew she was simply trying to get me to lose control. It took every fiber of my being to keep my face still and impassive as I continued to hold her gaze.  
 
    I couldn’t help but notice that she had drifted off the topic of her sisters, and I wondered if she was beginning to see the fatal flaws in her argument. It was one of the things that the Water Goddesses’ had told me about the sky deities. One of their largest fatal flaws was their inability to see past their own noses and view the bigger picture.  
 
    And that was a chink in her armor that I could plunge a weapon straight through. I just had to figure out how.  
 
    “But not all of your women are powerful, are they?” Mihany asked, and a pit in my stomach began to form. Her gold eyes glinted with something terrible. “At least, not in the magical sense.”  
 
    “Don’t,” I warned, but the wind goddess was on a roll. 
 
    “The beautiful duchess. Or is she a princess?” she mused. “World-dwelling affairs are always too complicated to bother learning. She’s lovely, I suppose, if you are interested in waifs. But she’s as fragile as the petals on one of her pretty flowers. So soft. So easy to just… pluck.” 
 
    The realization hit me like a punch to the gut. Mihany had watched Maggie, enough to know about her hobbies.  
 
    “It’s the power, isn’t it?” she asked me. 
 
    “What?” I asked.  
 
    “Her power, the little petal,” Mihany repeated as if it was obvious. “She is the heir to the throne, isn’t she? I can hardly see what she has to offer to you other than political power as well. And you claim that I’m too ambitious. You fuck the Queen of the Ardere, one of the best-known witches in the world, the Water Goddesses’ favorite pet, and now a future monarch… and you claim I am power mad? You’re no better than I am, Dex Morgan.”  
 
    The hair on the back of my neck began to rise as I realized something with a sinking clarity: Maggie was the only one of the women I cared about who I wasn’t able to protect from the Ardere.  
 
    And worse yet, Mihany clearly knew it. 
 
    I needed to act fast. 
 
    “Clever, aren’t I?” The goddess winked. 
 
    I let out a roar of anger, and as I kept one hand on the staff and raised it high in the air, I focused on the water power in my gut. 
 
    Power boiled and raged inside of me, and I didn’t hesitate to let it out.  
 
    Then a massive wave erupted from the staff and my body alike.  
 
    I had no idea I contained such depths of power within me, and I had a feeling the staff was amplifying my abilities to a degree that bordered on godlike itself.  
 
    I threw my arms forward, and the wave rushed forward toward Mihany. I wanted to drown her physical body. I wanted to hurt her.  
 
    The water slammed down with a deafening crash and finally managed to break through the walls of her cyclone, and I heard Mihany’s furious screech piercing the air around me as if it had been amplified a thousand times.  
 
    “Dex!” Cinis cried out. She rushed over to me so quickly that her feet left vents of steam in the water that covered the floor of her throne room.  
 
    Ephy and Nara followed behind her, and soon I was wrapped in a frightened embrace by all three of my women. 
 
    “Where did she go?” Ephy asked.  
 
    I looked over and saw that Mihany had disappeared somewhere into the wave.  
 
    A lump formed in my throat. “I think I know.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
    “Can you fly me?” I asked Cinis.  
 
    Her dark eyebrows furrowed. “Fly you where? Dex, what’s going on? What did she say to you in that cyclone? We were all so worried.” 
 
    “The castle,” I said quickly. “I’ll explain on the way, but I need to get there as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Alright,” she said without hesitation.  
 
    I adjusted my stance, and Cinis slipped her hands under my arms and hefted me up easily. I was once again impressed with my lover’s strength. 
 
    “I’m not sure how long I will be able to maintain this,” she admitted, and I could tell that it pained her to say so.  
 
    “Here,” Nara said and rushed over toward me. She thrust something between my lips before I could even ask her what it was. “Chew.” 
 
    I did as she said.  
 
    “What was it?” I asked after I swallowed.  
 
    “It will lighten your weight for a little while, probably only long enough to get to the castle and back,” she explained. “I have been developing them since I learned about Cinis’ pregnancy. I don’t know how much fire descendant babies weigh, but I thought it might come in handy at some point.” 
 
    Cinis blinked. “Thank you, Nara, that’s surprisingly kind.” 
 
    “Is that how Cinis carried you earlier?” I asked. Whatever she’d given me had left a strange aftertaste in my mouth. 
 
    “No,” Cinis said. “She weighs practically nothing.” 
 
    “Bah.” Nara huffed. “You need to go now, before it wears off.” 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed and braced myself as Cinis launched us off of the ground. “Nara, can you strengthen the castle’s defenses from here?” 
 
    Nara looked around the destroyed throne room. “I don’t know, but I can try.” 
 
    “I’ll help,” Ephy said with a nod. “Be careful! We love you!” 
 
    “I love you, too,” I said to the two women. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Cinis didn’t need to hear anything else and sprang into action. She zipped through the shattered window and above the fiery fields she’d once tended.  
 
    “You really don’t weigh anything now,” she marveled as she flew. “Now, what happened with the goddess inside her cyclone?” 
 
    I kept watch of our surroundings. They passed by far quicker from above than they did below, and I wondered just how fast Cinis could fly.  
 
    “She told me that she intends to kill the king so she can gain control of our necromancers and use them to raise her sisters up from their shadow selves,” I explained. “She killed all of the necromancers in the south when they raised her.” 
 
    “Is that why she’s going to the palace now?” Cinis asked in alarm. Her wings began to beat faster.  
 
    “No, she’s going after Maggie,” I said and fought the rage in my tone. “She’s vulnerable now, and the goddess knows I have begun to care for the duchess. She’s in grave danger.”  
 
    “And she can’t defend herself,” Cinis said in understanding. “What a bitch.” 
 
    “You can say that again,” I agreed with her assessment of the goddess. “Fly a little lower when we are near the kingdom so I can keep an eye out.”  
 
    “Of course.” Cinis nodded and continued to fly as fast as her wings could carry the both of us.  
 
    I felt every minute that ticked by like the blow of a hammer. We were making good time, yet I couldn’t help but wonder if it was going to be enough. Mihany was a goddess of the wind. How much faster could she make it to Ocadia than us? How much faster could she work her way through Nara’s enchantments on the castle? 
 
    After what felt like an eternity but was probably only a few minutes, we skirted over the top of the market, and from my vantage point, I scoured the courtyards of the palace grounds for Maggie. I didn’t know if it was more dangerous if she was inside or outside, but I needed to find her before the wind goddess had a chance to sink her claws into the innocent woman.  
 
    “There!” I shouted and pointed down toward the gardens. 
 
    Maggie hadn’t moved from the arboretum where I had left her. She sat at the edge of the fountain with Nimith still curled up in her arms. The nipitar seemed restless, and it took me only a moment to realize why. 
 
    “Drop me,” I ordered Cinis. 
 
    “Drop you?” she exclaimed. “From this height?” 
 
    “We don’t have time for a graceful landing,” I said. “Trust me.” 
 
    “I will always trust you,” Cinis said. 
 
    And then my lover dropped me.  
 
    I plummeted down toward the well-kept grass faster than I had expected, but I was prepared. I whipped my staff above my head as I descended and sent all of my focus up into the magical weapon. All I wanted was not to crash. 
 
    My boots hit the ground with a dull thunk in a far more graceful display than I had expected. I wasn’t sure if it was whatever spell the staff had cast or Nara’s concoction, but I was grateful for both. 
 
    I would have to let the witch get her hands on the staff so she could help me translate the spells. I needed a better grasp over the sorts of things the staff could do.  
 
    But it wasn’t the right time to think about that.  
 
    My landing had put me on the other side of the small forest that lined the garden. I broke out into a sprint through the trees and toward Maggie. 
 
    As I lurched out onto the path, I felt my heart stutter up into my throat.  
 
    The first thing I realized was that there was no wind at all in the area. At first, I thought it might have been my imagination, but there really was no wind whatsoever. The area was deathly still. 
 
    It was as if Mihany had summoned all of the wind toward her, wherever she was.  
 
    The next thing I noticed was the wavering form behind the duchess. It wasn’t quite visible, but with my keen eyesight, it wasn’t hard to make out. It was like a gust of wind had taken the shape of a body and was quickly creeping up behind the duchess. 
 
    She was all alone and far from the castle. She was completely exposed.  
 
    Nimith let out a small growl and shifted in the woman’s arms.  
 
    “Gentle, sweet darling,” Maggie cooed to Nimith and stroked the nipitar’s scaly snout. “What is it?”  
 
    Nimith let out another growl and quickly leapt from Maggie’s arms. She zipped over to nip at the air as if she needed to protect Maggie from the unseen foe.  
 
    “Maggie!” I shouted as loud as I could.  
 
    The heir to the throne looked up at me with confusion written all over her face as I sprinted toward her.  
 
    I felt like I was too far away. 
 
    The wind began to swirl and howl around Maggie despite the nipitar’s best efforts of fending it off. It kicked up leaves and dirt, and the plant matter spiraled around Maggie’s feet. The duchess’ hazel eyes were wide with terror and confusion. 
 
    “D-Dex? What’s going on?” she called out over the wind. I could barely even hear her over the roar.  
 
    I let out a grunt and ran faster than I had ever run before.  
 
    Maggie turned in a frantic circle and lifted her skirts to run, but the magical wind had surrounded her on all sides. It wavered in the light like some sort of mirage, and I doubted anyone less attuned to magic wouldn’t have been able to see it. It reminded me of a perfectly clean pane of glass catching the light 
 
     Maggie turned back to me with fear written clearly across her beautiful face.  
 
    I braced myself before I launched through the wall of wind. It whipped at me and nearly cut my skin, but I had made it to Maggie. Then I wrapped one arm around her waist to pull her into my chest before I flung my staff in the air.  
 
    The power surging through me was impossible to contain, and so I let it out with a shout. 
 
    Powerful jets of water shot out of the end of the staff and the nearby fountain at the same time. They arced around us, and just like the force field around the Assassins’ Estate, they dropped around us like a solid wall.  
 
    The force field hit the ground with a thunk, and I let out a low breath of relief. 
 
    We were completely shielded now. 
 
    I lowered my staff and took a step back from the duchess. I hadn’t meant to grab her in my panic, but I had been overcome with the need to keep her safe. 
 
    Maggie stared at me with her plush lips parted. “Dex…” 
 
    “Are you alright?” I asked quickly and looked her over for any signs of injury.  
 
    She didn’t seem to be hurt, but she was still staring at my chest.  
 
    “Maggie,” I tried again and reached up with my free hand to gently cup her face to make sure she hadn’t been stunned. I turned her face toward my own, but all I saw was wonderment and awe in her eyes.  
 
    She didn’t say anything. Instead, she reached out and pressed a hand to the center of my chest.  
 
    I glanced down and realized then that her fingers were ghosting over the illuminated mark of my water powers. It was visible through the thin material of my tunic and glowed aquamarine around her fingers.  
 
    The dome of water continued to spiral and dance around us as Mihany battered it with every ounce of power in her body. But my shield never gave so much as an inch. Despite the roar of the water and the wind magic swirling around us, the inside of the force field was quiet, save for our breathing.  
 
    I still held Maggie’s face in my hand, and she continued to stare at the mark on my chest. Then her fingers curled in the material of my shirt. 
 
    I swallowed a thick lump in my throat at the light graze of her fingers.  
 
    Before I could say anything to the frightened duchess, the wind buffeting the dome suddenly stopped.  
 
    My brow furrowed, and I hesitated for a moment to make sure it wasn’t some sort of ploy before I dropped the dome of water around us.  
 
    The air was still, and the ominous, sinking feeling that accompanied the wind goddess wherever she went was nowhere to be found.  
 
    I looked around the now silent garden and tried to piece together what had happened. Given everything I had learned about Mihany, it was safe to reason she’d underestimated me. 
 
    And she knew it now.  
 
    The goddess didn’t have a high opinion of world-dwellers and had probably assumed I would never be able to make it to Ocadia in time to protect the duchess. When I paired that information with the fact Cinis had been able to injure her in our battle, it made sense that the goddess would have fled. 
 
    She was setting herself up for another failure if she tried to best me again today, and I knew something like that would have forced her to reconsider her plan once again.  
 
    I closed my eyes and tried to feel the magic in the area to see if it had somehow increased, but nothing felt different than it had during my earlier visit. The defenses of the castle hadn’t fallen, but they didn’t seem boosted, either. 
 
    I would need to have Nara bump up her security measures to make sure the goddess wouldn’t be able to come back ever again. But that didn’t matter at the moment. I was here, and the duchess was safe. 
 
    I’d scared off the goddess herself, and when she reared her ethereal face again, I knew I’d be ready to stand my ground.  
 
    Now, the only thing left on my mind was Maggie. 
 
    “Are you alright?” I asked her again. My voice was softer than I intended, and I realized just how afraid I had been for the duchess’ safety. 
 
    The duchess was as pale as milk, and she still hadn’t said a word.  
 
    I glanced around for Cinis, but my lover had apparently made herself scarce. I frowned and looked back down at Maggie. Then I smoothed my thumb over the soft swell of her cheek in an attempt to comfort her. 
 
    “You’re safe now,” I promised. “I shouldn’t have left you unattended. It won’t happen again.” 
 
    “It is not your job to protect me,” she finally spoke and gave a little laugh that sent a thrill through me. 
 
    “But I should have,” I said firmly. “I am so sorry.” 
 
    “You’re magic.” Maggie ignored my apology. “I didn’t know you had magic.” 
 
    She didn’t sound afraid. If anything, she sounded intrigued. And her hand still hadn’t uncurled from my tunic.  
 
    “I haven’t been completely honest with you,” I admitted. “I… I can’t be completely honest with you, to tell you the truth. But you should know I am not your uncle’s weapons master. At least, not just his weapons master.”  
 
    She looked from the mark on my chest up toward my face. Her eyes lingered on my lips. 
 
    “I…” I trailed off as my palms suddenly became a bit clammy. Then I mechanically reached into my pocket and pulled out her bracelet. “I… brought this back for you.” 
 
    The words felt needless even as I said them, but I couldn’t think straight with her big hazel eyes looking at me like that. So I numbly clasped the delicate jewelry around her slender wrist, and when I found her still staring at me even after I’d finished, I gently placed my hand back on her cheek. 
 
    “Can you promise me you’re alright?” I asked gently. 
 
    Maggie did not answer. 
 
    Instead, the duchess took a step closer to me and did away with the distance between us. She rose up on her tiptoes and threw both of her arms around my neck before she brought her gorgeous lips to my own in a kiss. 
 
    Shock overtook me for just a moment before I gladly reciprocated the gesture. 
 
    The auburn-haired beauty had none of her earlier shyness as she parted her lips eagerly for my tongue and let out a soft sigh into my mouth.  
 
    I slid my hand up her back to hold her flush against my body as she kissed me with a bruising intensity that I found endearing.  
 
    I really did not want to pull away, but she still hadn’t told me if she was okay, and I wasn’t the sort of man to put passion above her well-being, no matter how wonderful of a kiss it had been.  
 
    “Maggie, please,” I panted. “Did she hurt you? Where are the guards who are supposed to be here with you?”  
 
    “Dex,” she whispered, and the sound of my name in that breathless tone was a jolt of lightning to my system. “I am alright.”  
 
    She kissed me again, a little softer this time. Her body practically melted against my own, and I felt every one of her gorgeous curves as they pressed against me.  
 
    I couldn’t help my irritation that she had been left so vulnerable, but it was getting hard to pay attention to anything other than the feeling of her soft lips on my own. 
 
    My cock twitched in my trousers as she gave a breathless little pant, and I swallowed thickly.  
 
    “Maggie,” I warned. “I don’t think this is the best idea.”  
 
    Even as the words came out of my mouth, I knew I didn’t believe them. 
 
    She looked around in the arboretum and then back up at my face. “No one is here. The gardens are so far away from the palace, and no one will come looking for me for some time. I spend most of my days here.”  
 
    Even Nimith had fled the scene to give us some privacy.  
 
    Then the heir to the throne of Ocadia looked up at me with her large, pleading eyes and reached down to palm my cock through my trousers with a light touch.  
 
    I stifled a groan.  
 
    “Please, Dex,” she murmured softly. “I don’t want to think about anything else. I just want to feel you. Take me, please.”  
 
    “Have you ever been with a man before?” I asked as I looked down at the beautiful, innocent woman in my arms.  
 
    “Errr… Well…” Maggie blushed a violent shade of red and shivered in my grasp. “No, but I have… I have touched myself, and I want you to touch me. I want you inside of me, please.”  
 
    It might have been a bad idea, but as she stood there in my arms, I couldn’t say no to her soft, alluring curves. Her breasts heaved with each delicate breath she took.  
 
    And she didn’t wait for me to answer before she reached up and pushed the capped sleeves of her gown down each arm. The delicate pink material floated to the ground around her feet. 
 
    She wasn’t wearing anything at all underneath.  
 
    My mouth went dry. Had she prepared herself for me like this? She had told me that she’d instructed the guards to inform her when I arrived at the castle.  
 
    The thought of the duchess getting ready for me like this made me impossibly hard, and my blood ran hot.  
 
    Then she stepped carefully out of the pile of decadent fabric and into the grass.  
 
    “Is it… am I alright?” she asked shyly and turned her face toward the ground.  
 
    I couldn’t form words as I stared at her. Her skin was just as smooth and pale as porcelain. Freckles dotted her body like constellations that I desperately wanted to map out. Her nipples were rosy and pert already. And the tight nip of her waist was small enough that I knew my hands would close all the way around it without any issues. 
 
    She was the future heir to Ocadia’s throne, a virgin, and one of the most gorgeous and sweet-faced women I had ever seen. 
 
    And she was begging for me to take her. 
 
    I would have been a fucking idiot not to. 
 
    I stepped forward and curled one of my hands around her waist to pull her into my chest.  
 
    “Do you have any idea how badly I’ve wanted to fuck you?” I growled. “Since the first moment I laid eyes on you, I knew I needed to make you mine.”  
 
    “Oh…” she gasped in a ragged breath. Her flush grew even more vibrant and she trembled in my arms.  
 
    Then I hefted the naked duchess up into my arms without any issues and shifted to lay her down on the soft grass of the arboretum. She laid sprawled out for me as pretty as a painting, and I noticed that wetness glistened from her pussy in the early evening sunlight.  
 
    “Master Morgan,” she whimpered, and her words sent a wave of heat pounding through my veins.  
 
    I quickly undid my weapons belt, tossed it to the side by her gown, and shoved my trousers down. I couldn’t bring myself to waste any time undressing with this beautiful woman in front of me. I needed her now.  
 
    At the sight of my cock, Maggie gasped again. Her hazel eyes grew wide, and she licked her lips as I reached down to take her hand. I guided it gently toward my penis, and Maggie curled her delicate fingers around my shaft. 
 
    “It’s so much bigger than I imagined,” she whispered as she began to stroke me. Her touch felt incredible, and I reached down to slide my hand between the wetness of her thighs.  
 
    “Fuck,” I grunted as I slipped my fingers past her folds. She was already soaking wet.  
 
    “Ohhhh!” She arched off the ground at the simplest touch and lost her grip on my cock. 
 
    A low laugh rolled out of my throat. “Does it feel good?” 
 
    “Y-yes,” she stuttered as I slowly pumped my fingers in and out of her tight pussy. She was so receptive to my every touch. Each little rush of pleasure flashed across her flushed face. 
 
    I had been right about the rest of her turning red, too.  
 
    “P-please, I want to feel you inside of me, Master Morgan,” she whined. “I’ve been so good.” 
 
    How could I say no to something like that? 
 
    This sweet woman was going to be the death of me, I already knew it. 
 
    And I didn’t give a damn.  
 
    I shifted above the trembling woman on the ground and lined my hips up with hers. I brushed the head of my cock against her dripping slit, and she gasped so loudly I nearly clamped my hand over her mouth.  
 
    “I told you to call me Dex,” I whispered as I slowly began to sheath myself inside of her pussy. She was even tighter than I imagined, and I threw my head back with a low groan as her warm tunnel wrapped around my tip.  
 
    “Dex,” she gasped and reached up to clasp her hands around my arms. Her body shook violently as I pushed myself in deeper and deeper. “Dex.”  
 
    “Good girl.” I stroked her auburn hair back with one hand to look at her beautiful face. “You’re doing so good for me. Can you take the rest of it? I want you to take the rest of it.” 
 
    “Yeeessss,” she whimpered and nodded frantically. “Yes, yes, please.”  
 
    I leaned down to catch her parted lips in a kiss as I thrust the rest of the way into her quivering body.  
 
    Maggie gasped into my mouth, and I curled my hand tightly in her hair to brace myself. She clung to me desperately as her pussy tightened even more around me.  
 
    “That’s it, princess,” I soothed and pressed a kiss to her temple. “You’re doing so fucking good for me. You’re so damn tight.” 
 
    She opened her mouth, but the only thing that came out was another stuttering little sob, and her nails curled into my arms. Then she gave a small raise of her hips to urge me on, and I was not going to argue with her.  
 
    I slowly pulled out of her, only to thrust back in with enough force to make her perfect breasts bounce. I fell into a slow pace at first and savored the way her curves moved against my body, but I needed more, and I knew she wanted to give it to me.  
 
    “Are you going to be a good girl and climax for me?” I asked as I sank deeply into her pussy again and again. “I want to feel you cum.” 
 
    “Yessss,” she cried. “Yes, I want to so badly.”  
 
    “Do it,” I ordered and thrusted into her as her tight pussy seized around me.  
 
    Her back arched up off the ground, and she bit down on her plush lower lip so hard I was worried she might draw blood as her body spasmed with pleasure. 
 
    I held a hand under her back to keep her up as I continued to fuck her throughout her orgasm.  
 
    “Come on, princess,” I urged with a grunt. “I know you can cum again. Will you be a good girl for me and cum again?” 
 
    Maggie’s hazel eyes were dark and glassy, but she nodded her head and yanked me down into a hungry kiss.  
 
    She whimpered into my mouth, but I pulled away with a ragged breath. 
 
    “Can I cum inside you?” I asked as I slammed into her tight pussy again. She was so close that I could feel her walls beginning to spasm around me. 
 
    Maggie’s sweet eyes went wide at my words, and she opened her pretty lips. All that came out was a long, keening whine.  
 
    I had managed to fuck all the sense out of her. 
 
    “Come on, princess, I need a real answer,” I urged with another shaking breath. She was going to tear me apart. “Do you want my seed inside of your womb? Do you want my baby?”  
 
    “Y-yes,” she stammered and met my piercing gaze. “Yes, yes, yes.”  
 
    I felt a surge of pleasure rocket through me at her words. “Good, I know you’ll be able to take every drop of me.” 
 
    “I want every… drop… of you… Dex…” Maggie nodded a few more times, and I reached down to push an auburn curl from her face to get a better look at her. Her entire face was flushed, and her freckles stood out in sharp contrast as she writhed beneath me.  
 
    “You can climax now, princess, you’ve been so good,” I groaned, and she didn’t need to be told twice. 
 
    “Tha-thank you,” Maggie cried out as her body spasmed around mine. 
 
    Her second orgasm was even fiercer than her first one. Her soft body arched up off of the ground, and I kept a hand pressed into the small of her back to hold her body against mine. She shuddered and whined as her tight walls milked my cock. 
 
    Seeing the pleasure racking through her body was the last push over the edge that I needed to cum.  
 
    I pumped into her as hard as I could to push out every drop of my seed into her sweet, tight wetness. I wanted to fill her, and she clearly wanted it just as badly as me. 
 
    She buried her face in my neck and let out a breathless sob of pleasure as I pushed us both to the brink of collapse and coaxed out every ounce of cum from my body. 
 
    “Oh, Dex,” she gasped against my skin. She threw her arms tightly around my neck and kept herself pressed against me as her body twitched out the last throes of her orgasm.  
 
    Once I was sure she was finished, I slowly pulled my cock out of the duchess and tucked it back into my trousers.  
 
    I had just fucking cummed inside of a princess. More than that, a princess had fucking asked me to cum inside of her after I’d told her I’d give her a baby. 
 
    And she looked very happy about it.  
 
    Her legs were slick with my cum, and her entire body shook as I laid down next to her on the grass. Then she curled over into my arms and pressed her perfect body against mine while she rested her head under my chin.  
 
    I had never held a woman so pure before. I had fucked her in the garden of the castle, too, and still she radiated purity.  
 
    I was sure I would be able to fuck some of that purity out of her eventually, though, and I was more than willing to try.  
 
    “You are unlike any other man I have ever met,” Maggie said softly as her fingers stroked over the mark on my chest. “I’ve never met a man so brave and good, or a man that I have fallen so in love with.”  
 
    “You… you don’t mean that, do you?” I murmured and stroked my fingers through her hair. “Did you say love–” 
 
    But before I could say anything else, the familiar sound of the king’s voice carried across the castle grounds like a punch in my gut, and the blood in my veins turned to ice.  
 
    “Maggie?” he hollered. 
 
    The duchess jumped up to her feet faster than I had ever seen her move before, and in an instant, her dress was back on.  
 
    “Don’t let my uncle see you,” she hissed and turned to run off. But before she could take off, she doubled-back, bent down, and pressed a quick kiss to my lips. Then I watched as Maggie disappeared through the throng of trees like a pale and graceful deer. 
 
    I could barely make myself blink.  
 
    Nimith jumped down from one of the nearby trees as I sat up and landed on my shoulder, but I hardly noticed her. I felt like I was in a daze. 
 
    Far in the back of my mind, I knew I would need to get back to the rest of my women as soon as possible, but first I would have to sneak out of the castle grounds. 
 
    After having sex with the pale, pristine, and utterly adorable duchess. 
 
    It had been a strange few hours.  
 
    At least now I knew what the wind goddess’ motives were, and that my powers combined with my women’s powers were enough to rattle her.  
 
    But I couldn’t focus on that at the moment. My successes of the day seemed to fade out of my mind as I recalled the little whimpers Maggie had made, and how she’d looked when she laid there naked and told me she’d been so good. 
 
    I shakily pushed myself up to my feet and brushed my hair out of my face as Nimith chirped. 
 
    I’d just had sex with the heir to the throne of Ocadia, and I’d poured my seed inside of her. She had said she loved me. And Maggie didn’t strike me as the sort of woman to say something like that lightly.  
 
    Would this session of lovemaking result in her conceiving a child?  
 
    Would that mean she would have to marry me so it wouldn’t be a royal bastard? 
 
    And wouldn’t that put me in line for the throne? 
 
      
 
    End of Book 4 
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