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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 roofs of the market buildings creaked familiarly as I followed my prey through the streets, and he ended up right where my intel told me he would be headed: the city centre. 
 
    His name was Sievni, and he was a fire being, although his kind could pass for short, hefty humans as long as you didn’t look too close. This made him easy to lose track of in the crowd, but his shock of electric-orange hair made him easy to catch sight of when he emerged and disappeared into the low, cave-like doorway of an alchemist’s shop. 
 
    I knew this particular area up and down thanks to several past jobs, and it only took me a few moments to climb the ivy-covered gate around the back of this particular alchemist’s shop. Instead of jumping down on the other side, I leaped up onto the roof. Then I glanced down the chimney and saw there was no fire lit, so it was likely that nothing toxic was being brewed. 
 
    I hoisted myself up and slipped feet-first into the rough stone chimney. Then I inched down with my back against one side and my feet against the other until I reached the roomy smoke shelf near the bottom. Now I was perfectly placed to sit and listen in. 
 
     “Well, do you have it?” Sievni asked. His voice was nasally and peevish, and he sounded like he was in a hurry. 
 
    “As promised,” a man answered in a low tone. It seemed like he was just as eager for the Voltid to leave. He didn’t sound too shocked to be conversing with the fire being, though, so I guessed they’d been in contact before and were in the stage of some final transaction. 
 
    There was a faint series of clatters and jingles as the alchemist handed him something. He grunted under its weight and stumbled a few steps. 
 
    “Good,” the fire being cackled. “This will protect me from any physical attack?” 
 
    “From any unseen physical attack,” the alchemist corrected. “It is intended to work as a defensive device, to be worn along with things like armor, and, er… skin. It is not meant to replace them. This will stop a knife in the back, for example, but if you enter willingly into a fight, it will cease to be of use to you.” 
 
    “Very well, very well,” Sievni grumbled. “Here, the payment is in my pocket.” 
 
    At the unmistakable sound of coins clinking inside a leather pouch, I knew I’d heard all I needed to hear. These alchemists didn’t let buyers so much as breathe the same air as them without charging good money for it. Their meeting was over. 
 
    I left my perch and braced myself against the rough stones to climb back up the chimney. When I climbed out the top, I was covered in soot, but I set off immediately on the Thieves’ Highway. From there, I skipped and sailed easily over the tiles and gaps between the buildings toward the edge of the city. 
 
    There was a reason for my speed today. This job was different for me. It was personal. I wasn’t going to let that cloud my judgment, but I had to admit it added some length to my strides. Cinis needed me, and I wasn’t about to let her down. 
 
    Her future as the ruler of the Ardere was at stake. 
 
    Which meant all our lives were at stake. Even a few rogue fire beings were a threat to our neighboring kingdom. This Sievni and his three fiery accomplices planned to undermine Cinis’ rule and put their own regime into place, and even if they didn’t immediately succeed, things could quickly get out of hand. Fire beings could be a bit… chaotic. 
 
    From what Cinis had told me, this small band of them, who were called Voltids, thought Ignis had the right idea. They wanted fire beings to conquer and prove themselves supreme. They knew Cinis wouldn’t stand for that, so they needed to get her out of the way. But if they killed the Ember Priestess, the Ember Fields would flood and unleash destruction on everyone, including the Voltids themselves, so they had thought of a way to get her to step aside: They were planning to stage an attack on the innocent fire beings in the crowd at Cinis’ coronation in the hopes of scaring her into giving up the crown. 
 
    Despite the thickheadedness of Voltids, Cinis had warned me that their kind were sneaky and brutal, and they had a knack for creating chaos. Sievni had already started to sow the seeds that could inflame old wounds and anger that had simmered in Ignis’ previous followers. Based on what I’d learned, I wouldn’t be surprised if he succeeded in raising up a tyrant who would bully the fire beings into following suit. 
 
    I knew Cinis would be the perfect queen, and the overwhelming majority of the Ardere’s fire beings supported her. In fact, the lead Voltid I was tracking, Sievni, was the only real exception. Even the other three of his kind who were involved in the plan had been threatened and blackmailed into following him on this. After watching them over the last few weeks, I’d decided they posed no threat on their own. I planned to keep an eye on them, but taking out their leader was my first and most important step. 
 
    Since I'd followed the Voltid all this way, I knew it would be less than half an hour before he was back within the bounds of Hud and on his way to the Ardere. That meant I had to move quickly to handle my own side of things, so I leapt to the next rooftop and then skipped over a few more as my boots slipped only a few times on the heated shingles.  
 
    A blast of wind almost made me stagger as I landed on the final roof of the Thieves’ Highway, but I crouched low on the rough shingles and kept my feet. Then I leapt from the low building and slid neatly down the canvas roof of a market caravan to land behind it. 
 
    No one looked twice as I joined the usual throng of people milling through the market stalls. 
 
    I threaded my way through the stalls with a brisk but casual stride. Using the Thieves’ Highway to cut across the city had given me a head start, but I still needed to keep up the pace if I wanted to find someone to mirror before I headed off Sievni in the Forest of Hud. I meant for this job to be as quick and clean as possible, considering the nature of my target. That meant getting into position ahead of time… If Hud allowed me to, anyways. I had no idea how it would act toward me at this point. 
 
    I needed the extra time in case it took me a while to find the right person to mirror, and this was one of the times when I needed to be choosy about it. It was important for the person to be as strong as me physically, or stronger, since this situation might involve an all-out fight at close range with a merciless, rage-driven fire being. I also needed the person to have a hair color that wouldn’t immediately draw the eye amidst the shady greens and browns of the forest. 
 
    In terms of concealing my identity, mirroring was only a half-measure at this point, and one I might not have bothered with this time if there were no other reasons to do it. But if I didn’t succeed in this kill, then the unique nature of my weapons would reveal that I was working with Cinis. 
 
    She’d been the one to supply me with the new set of arrows. 
 
    The arrowheads’ main component was a mineral that could only be found in the most remote corners of the Ardere, and its deadliness against these beings was a closely-guarded secret. Only fire beings knew about it, and very few of them would want to kill this little bastard badly enough to share the knowledge with a human to do it. 
 
    I couldn’t let me or Cinis come into question over this one. Not with her coronation coming up, and not when I’d be in attendance as myself. 
 
    Mirroring struck me as a necessary precaution in this case. 
 
    A tall, sandy-haired man crossed in front of me to browse at one of the stalls. I eyed him speculatively for a moment and decided he fit my needs. We were almost exactly the same height and build, but his hair and his bland, friendly face didn’t stick out the way mine did. 
 
    I couldn’t do anything about my two-toned eyes, but hopefully the rest would be enough. 
 
    I made note of the portly shopkeeper crouching down to stock the lower shelves, and then I strolled over to stand beside the man like I was looking for something specific at the same stall. I stood on my toes and leaned forward like I was looking over the counter to see if a shopkeeper was around, and when she stood abruptly, I was perfectly placed for her bulky frame to collide with me. 
 
    The sandy-haired man was quick to stick out an arm and keep me from toppling over as I careened backward. 
 
    “Damn,” I muttered and steadied myself. “Sorry about that. Thanks for the help.” 
 
    “No problem,” he returned with an amiable chuckle. 
 
    Then he shook my proffered hand and moseyed off. 
 
    The shopkeeper glared at me for chasing away her customer, but my apology died on my lips as the need to morph urged me into motion. I hurried off and ducked behind an empty stall just as my mirror magic took over. My body stayed nearly the same, but the skin on my face tautened and prickled as my features changed. 
 
    When all was done, I left my hiding place looking like the sandy-haired man and strode off toward the outskirts of town. 
 
    I slowed my walk and looked skeptically at the trees when I reached the forest’s edge. The leaves stirred ominously as I stepped forward, but nothing barred my way. I let out a breath under the forest’s cool shade, though this calm acceptance unnerved me a bit, too. Then I thought of the way Hud had seemed almost eager to help me along when I went to free Ephelia from the Water Goddesses’ pond. 
 
    It was almost impossible to tell what the dark forest had in mind, and I decided to stay on my toes in case it was simply eager to fuck with me today. 
 
    Then I gave my head an impatient shake and turned my feet toward the path to the Ardere. I knew from my intel that Sievni would head straight back there as soon as he finished at the alchemist’s shop. 
 
    And I’d be waiting. 
 
    My original plan had been to find a spot up in the trees where I’d have a good shot at Sievni, but also could easily drop down and attack if something went wrong. However, after hearing the conversation between Sievni and the alchemist, I was sure any attack I tried on the Voltid would be deflected by some type of magic. 
 
    Unless he attacked me first. 
 
    The clearing I’d chosen was a good place for what I intended to do.  
 
     I needed the forest’s solitude for this job, but I didn’t want to be too closely hemmed in by trees. I didn’t think the stubborn forest would be set ablaze easily by this fire being, but I was sure it would be pissed if any sparks got too close. Especially with the memory of Ignis’ destructive, fiery rampage. 
 
    The blaze was seared into my memory, and I was just a short-lived human. For a forest as old as Hud, that might as well have happened yesterday. 
 
    I chose a tree on the side of the clearing, about midway through. It looked thick and sturdy, even up in the upper branches that jutted out overhead to join the others in the clearing’s leafy canopy. 
 
    “I need to climb you,” I informed the tree a little awkwardly. I kept my tone respectful but my words direct. 
 
    The tree didn’t move, so I took a few steps forward. 
 
    Then the unexpected happened. A thick, knotty vine descended slowly in front of me. It was almost like the tree was being careful not to startle me with any sudden movements. 
 
    “Thank you,” I murmured, and I was stunned at this apparent offer of assistance. Then I grabbed hold of the vine and carefully tested its strength, and it felt sound. I braced my feet against the trunk and leveraged myself up into the lower branches, and I kept my cloak over my bow so it didn’t catch on anything. 
 
    Just as I had planned, I found the perfect spot in the branches, almost directly above the clearing, and I arranged myself so I could quickly reach the forest floor after my shot was deflected. 
 
    Once I was in position, I ran my finger gently over the edge of an arrowhead. It was dark and as razor-sharp as obsidian, but stronger and rougher, even when sanded down. Its darkness was shot through with a jagged iridescence, almost like a geode. 
 
    Because they were incredibly rare, I had only three of these new arrowheads. Two were mounted on arrow shafts, and another, larger one on a spear. I had laid that on the ground right outside the clearing, and I’d covered it with a light layer of leaves and debris to keep it concealed. I needed it down there in case an altercation took place. 
 
    The lightweight wooden shaft had been blackened in some way so it was almost charred-looking in color, but it was sturdy even without the steel wiring that coiled around it. The spear wasn’t usually my weapon of choice, but Cinis had insisted on it, just like she had insisted on the arrowheads themselves, and I’d come to agree after learning a little more about these fire beings. 
 
    The Voltids had tough, leathery skin that was incredibly hard and thick like a protective shell. I’d been told that if you got close enough with a normal blade to stab one of their weak spots, then you were close enough for them to turn you into kindling with a touch of the hand. 
 
    That’s where their fire powers were concentrated, but it was also one of their weak points. Anywhere with joints was more vulnerable because the flesh was slightly softer to allow movement. Other than that, they might as well have been made of stone. Except for two tiny, deep-set eyes, even their faces were impenetrable. 
 
    I was grateful for how much attention Cinis had paid to my weapons, especially now that I knew I’d likely need all of them. Voltids weren’t known for their intelligence, but they had their own type of cunning. Sievni would be suspicious if I didn’t try to attack him by surprise first. After that, however, I was sure I could goad the hot-headed fire being into attacking me. If the alchemist’s words proved true, then this would allow me to kill Sievni without the defensive magic interfering. 
 
    Or so I hoped. 
 
    I completed my treetop preparations and stilled myself to wait. 
 
    I smelled the Voltid before I saw him. It was a choking, sulfur-like odor that made me wrinkle my nose. Appearance-wise, he easily could pass for a human at first glance, even at closer range. That must be the reason he made it through the city centre unchallenged. 
 
    Now that I knew what to look for, though, I could see subtle signs of what he was, like the blackened, singed-looking ends of his frizzy orange hair. And some not-so-subtle signs, like the burst of blue flame that erupted from his mouth when he let out a mighty, echoing belch. 
 
    I took advantage of the lingering noise and shifted to aim my bow. Then I waited for the perfect moment and loosed my arrow. 
 
    About two feet away from him, it bounced back with a deafening BANG like it had hit some sort of invisible forcefield. 
 
    I gathered myself and vaulted down the back side of the tree to where my spear lay waiting. Then I snatched it off the ground and shook the debris from it as I moved toward Sievni. 
 
    He let out an ear-splitting screech when he saw me. 
 
    “Human,” he hissed through his teeth. “How dare--” 
 
    Then my spearhead winked under a panel of sunlight that had made its way through the canopy. I saw his head jerk toward it, and his eyes widened. I chose this moment to send a violent jab at the crook of his elbow, and his small, dim eyes lit up with fury. 
 
    That was good. And even better, my test jab hadn’t been deflected by whatever had stopped my arrow. 
 
    “You are her pet, aren’t you?” he shrieked. “You work for the false queen! Do not lie, human!” 
 
    He spat the last word like it was a curse, and I let him talk while we circled each other. The Voltid was clearly itching for a fight, and I could tell that my silence would enrage him more than anything I could say right now. Plus, it would buy me a little time to assess his weak points. 
 
    “The fire beings will never bow to someone who consorts with humans,” Sievni snarled. “You creatures would be nothing without us.” 
 
    Flames jetted from his outstretched finger as he pointed furiously at me, and I felt a wave of heat when he stomped toward me. 
 
    Then I raised my spear, but the wiring suddenly became scorching hot. I bit back a scream as it seared my hand mid-jab, and its point scraped harmlessly across the Voltid’s thick, hardened skin. 
 
    “Shit!” I growled as I was forced to release my grip on the spear. 
 
    The spear thudded to the leafy ground, and I kicked it aside into the shrubs where I was sure Hud wouldn’t let the Voltid venture to if he tried to make a grab for the weapon. 
 
    Then I narrowed my eyes on my opponent, because this bastard had somehow managed to heat my weapon without even touching it or throwing flames my way. 
 
    I didn’t think something like that was within a Voltid’s abilities, and clearly Cinis didn’t, either. I knew she wouldn’t have been careless enough to send me with a weapon with a metal grip if she had known. 
 
    Sparks spewed from Sievni’s nose with his snort of contempt, and I could see the flames flickering in his throat when he laughed full in my face. 
 
    I backed away hastily and tried to figure out what I could do to end this now. How could I fight a crazed fire being without any of my weapons? 
 
    There had to be a solution. There needed to be. If I allowed him to escape, he’d become a threat to Cinis. He already had plans to destroy her, but now he knew, or at least suspected, that she’d hired someone to end him as well. 
 
    And if he escaped me now, it wouldn’t be long before he realized Cinis had one man in particular around who she would trust to oversee this job. 
 
    Me. 
 
    In my mind, I saw my Ember Priestess’ face, and Ephy’s along with it, and I didn’t doubt he would make an attempt to end at least one of them if he found me out. Killing Cinis would be out of the question, but my beautiful siren was much more vulnerable than the priestess. 
 
    I felt a surge of defiance at the thought. Fury, desperation, and determination seemed to pool in my chest all at once. 
 
    But before I could make or plan a move, Sievni came to a sudden halt. A queasy expression passed over his blunt, angry face. 
 
    And then, without warning, he exploded. 
 
    His thick, leathery skin parted with an audible rip. Blood sprayed everywhere, and bits of viscera splattered against the trees, the ground, and me. The trees all recoiled as if in disgust, and all I had time to do was close my eyes as pieces thudded wetly against my face and chest. 
 
    Quick reflexes were normally a source of pride for me, but a living being exploding in front of me wasn’t exactly something I was prepared for. 
 
    I opened my eyes and stared around. All that remained of the furious Voltid was a few scraps of torn clothing, some pooled and splattered blood, and a scattering of his internal organs. The forest was quiet again except for the muted plat, plat of blood dripping from branches and the rustle of a tree brushing some brains off itself with a branch. 
 
    One of the blood-soaked shrubs shook itself like a wet dog. 
 
    “What the fuck just happened?” I muttered to myself, and I crossed the clearing and bent to hover my hand over my discarded spear. 
 
    No more heat. The strange enchantment had died along with Sievni, and this confirmed to me that the lowly Voltid had managed to acquire magic outside of his usual range of abilities. But how? 
 
    I grasped the haft and stood tiredly, while I wished I had something to clean the gore off my face. Mazne would have a heart attack if I walked into the estate like this. I eyed the large, fan-like leaves of a nearby shrub, but it seemed to sense my gaze and swelled up like a pufferfish with its thorns bristling. 
 
    “Okay,” I exhaled. 
 
    I was about to start home, but suddenly another sound registered with me: the familiar trickle of a forest creek. 
 
    I frowned and moved instinctively toward the sound. There was no creek here, I was sure of it. Even the tiniest offshoots of the river still avoided being anywhere even remotely near the Ardere. 
 
    But it was there. A small creek wound its way through the forest toward me as if it had been seeking me out. I bent to examine it more closely. There was no creek bed underneath, and no bare ground or rocks had been worn away by water. 
 
    I ran my fingers through the crystal-clear creek. It was cold and sweet against my skin, and I couldn’t resist cupping my hands to cleanse some of the gore from my face. Nothing had ever felt better. Then I cleaned my spear next and found it spotless after one dunk in the water, but I hadn’t even wiped it yet. It was almost like the water was trying discreetly to help me in the same way Hud had quietly offered me a vine to climb up. 
 
    The bubbling, crystalline surface twinkled innocently under my suspicious stare. 
 
    This day was getting too weird. 
 
    I straightened up again, gave the creek a final glance, and headed toward my estate.

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    When I got to the estate, the vines withdrew immediately to let me inside. I braced myself for Mazne’s shriek, but it still overwhelmed me when it came. Before I’d even made it all the way through the door, she was fluttering around me in panicked circles. 
 
    “Dex!” she cried hysterically. “What happened? Are you ok? What’s on your… Oh…” 
 
    She stared at the front of my shirt, and her hands flew to her mouth. 
 
    “Is that blood? And…” she whispered. 
 
    “Yes, Maz, it’s blood,” I said. “I am an assassin, after all.” 
 
    I tried to make the quip sound lighthearted to reassure her, but she still looked more worried than I’d ever seen her. Other than when Master Abbot was murdered within the estate. 
 
    Mazne had lived in the house of assassins for years, but the sight of so much blood and gore on me seemed to shock her. To be fair, I didn’t usually come in looking like I’d bathed in it. I also rarely showed the slightest crack in my composure in front of Mazne. Seeing me look unsettled seemed to scare her more than the blood. 
 
    “I actually… could use a drink, Maz,” I said. “Would you mind…?” 
 
    “Of course,” she fluttered at me and hurried off. 
 
    I sort of did need a drink, but I mainly wanted to spare her from having to see my stressed and bloodied state for any longer. I had to chuckle a little to myself when I thought about the affectionate secretary. Sometimes she acted like a mother hen, but other times she felt more like a little sister, no matter how many years older than me she was. Mazne was awed by my every victory, and despite how much she fussed over me at times, she also seemed to think I must be invincible. I didn’t want to scare her. 
 
    I watched her hurry off while I closed the front door behind me. Immediately after she rounded the corner, a huge commotion broke out in the hallway she’d just walked into, and I could tell someone had collided with her. Four different voices screeched all at once, and there were several thumps and crashes, followed up by a growl. Multiple someones, then. 
 
    A heartbeat later, Cinis came flapping around the corner like a giant bat. She soared over and landed directly on top of me, and we collapsed in a tangle. 
 
    “Cin,” I murmured. “I wasn’t expecting to see you here.” 
 
    I tried not to sound accusing, but we had agreed that she’d stay in her castle for safety while I was solving the whole murderous Voltid scenario. 
 
    “Dex,” she groaned. Her voice was muffled against my neck. 
 
    Even in my dazed and exhausted state, my pulse jumped at the feel of her soft lips against my throat. Then she recovered herself a little and pulled back to look at me, and concern and remorse were etched into her pale, beautiful face. 
 
    “What the hell happened?” she whispered. 
 
    Her question was almost drowned out by another voice demanding the same question in perfect unison, but at about ten times the volume. 
 
    I looked up and saw Nara appear from behind Cinis’ dark, velvety wing. She looked equally alarmed and curious. After a moment, Ephy came scurrying into sight, too, and her big teardrop-shaped eyes widened at the sight of me. 
 
    “Nara?” I cocked an eyebrow. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I happened to be passing by,” the witch said and nonchalantly tousled her nest of hair. 
 
    I smirked because she seemed to be using this excuse a lot lately, and I knew damn well there was absolutely nothing in this quarter of the city that would be of interest to her. 
 
    Well, nothing except for me. 
 
    “But don’t change the subject!” Nara scolded. “What the hell happened, Dex?” 
 
    “A good question,” I answered with another dry chuckle. 
 
    The three women looked at each other in more alarm, and I realized laughing wasn’t the most reassuring response when it looked like I’d just bathed in blood. 
 
    I hastened to reassure them. 
 
    “None of this blood is mine,” I clarified. “See the splatters?” 
 
    They all nodded weakly. Ephy had her brow scrunched up, and Cinis looked like she might pitch a fit. Nara’s eyebrows shot up so high they almost disappeared under her wild brown hair, but then the green-eyed witch got a calculating expression on her face. 
 
    She moved forward a little and looked me over. I thought she even gave me a sniff. Now it was my turn to raise my eyebrows, and I waited for her to say whatever was brewing in her mind. 
 
    It only took one word. 
 
    “Magic,” she stated. There was nothing questioning about her tone. 
 
    I blinked in shock as I realized the witch had somehow sniffed out whatever had happened back in the Forest of Hud, but I shouldn’t have been too surprised. 
 
    The Headmistress was one hell of a witch. 
 
    “Something of the sort,” I muttered. “Let’s go somewhere more private to talk.” 
 
    The three women trailed after me to my office, and Cinis walked inches behind me like she was scared I might collapse. This seemed even sweeter to me because of its contrast to the Ember Priestess’ usual fierce, sultry nature. I almost chuckled at the cuteness of it, but I remembered that laughing apparently made them think I had somehow cracked and lost my mind. 
 
    I quickly turned the chuckle into a cough. 
 
    Once we had all filed inside like a row of ducklings, Nara closed the door behind us with a snap and waited for me to sit down on the wide sofa. It was a recent addition to my office, and I was glad for it as I sank into the soft cushions.  
 
    Ephy and Cinis seated themselves on each side of me. 
 
    Nara stayed on her feet. 
 
    “So,” she began in a businesslike tone. The zany witch bent to rest her forearms on my desk. Her full bust was halfway spilled out the top of her tightly laced corset shirt. She watched me closely and was clearly bursting with questions, but I barely noticed because I glanced at Cinis. 
 
    The winged beauty was undeniably relieved to see me in one piece, and I had hoped she’d be alright once I confirmed I was completely unharmed. But now she was silent and scared-looking when she stared back at me, and she hugged herself like she was cold. 
 
    “Cinis,” I said in a soft voice. “It’s okay.” 
 
    Instead of comforting her, my words seemed to sever the last string that was holding her together. 
 
    “It is not okay!” she burst out. “It’s not okay at all!” 
 
    She leapt to her feet and started pacing restlessly around my office. Her voice was normally husky, but now it was actually hoarse like she’d been crying. 
 
    Ephy scooted closer to me on the couch and leaned close to my ear. 
 
    “She’s been pacing around for hours,” the sweet siren whispered. “I think she flew straight here from the Ardere. She said she couldn’t just sit around in her palace while you were out risking your life for her.” 
 
    Cinis returned from one of her prowls around the room and stopped in front of me. 
 
    “Dex,” she started again. “I’m so sorr--” 
 
    “Cinis,” I interrupted in a firmer tone. “This is not your fault.” 
 
    I was caught between concern, amusement, and exasperation. 
 
    Cinis flared up again. 
 
    “Yes, it is!” she stormed. “You went after the Voltie because of me!” 
 
    She stomped her foot for emphasis, and I could tell she was about to double-down on blaming herself. But I couldn’t stop the smile that flickered across my face when she accidentally used my joking word for “Voltids.” 
 
    My grin made her pause, and a short, hysterical laugh burst from her lips when she realized what she’d said. I smiled in return and patted the couch beside me, and I exaggerated the hopeful look on my face to make her laugh again. It sounded more normal this time. 
 
    “Okay,” she exhaled and came to sit beside me. 
 
    I put my arm around her, and Ephy scurried past me to sit on her other side. Then the doe-eyed siren cuddled up close to Cinis and stroked her shoulder with soft, dainty green hands. 
 
    Cinis spoke up again in a calmer voice. 
 
    “I’m just… not used to feeling this way,” she admitted quietly. “I never liked the thought of you risking your life for me, but this was too much. All the blood and the--” 
 
    “Cinis,” I cut in. “I kill people for a living.” 
 
    “But this isn’t part of some job, Dex,” she flared up again. “This is completely diff--” 
 
    This time it was Nara who interrupted. 
 
    “Will somebody please tell me what exactly has happened?” the witch erupted, and she slammed her hands down on my desk in vexation. 
 
    She had obviously been fighting this off for a while, and I stifled a grin and turned to Cinis. 
 
    “Can you tell her, Cin?” I asked. “I need to go clean off. And then I have something to tell you three, and I need all of your help on it, so I’d like everyone to be up to speed when I get back.” 
 
    I suspected this was one thing I could say to get Nara to actually listen without any interruptions or distractions. 
 
    Cinis looked a little surprised that I wanted to let Nara in on things, but she nodded. 
 
    I thanked her with a kiss on the forehead and left her to it. Right before I walked out of my office, I could hear her start telling Nara about Sievni and his murderous plan, but Nara interrupted with a question before Cinis had even finished her first sentence. 
 
    I laughed quietly to myself and shook my head while I closed the door behind me. 
 
    It took about ten minutes for me to fully scrub the remaining gore from my face, body, and hair. The last part was definitely the grossest. I was accustomed to blood and guts, but having little chunks of flesh and bodily organs stuck in my hair felt a little different. 
 
    But what actually disturbed me was the “how” and “why” of it. 
 
    That was what I hoped to figure out in my office today.  
 
    As the Headmistress of the Witches’ Estate, Nara was well-versed in all kinds of magic, including some that she shouldn’t be. She also seemed to have some sort of sixth sense when it came to magic, judging by how she’d reacted to the sight of me when I’d first walked into my estate today. Cinis and Ephy each had their own connections to elemental beings, which would also be incredibly informative for me. Between the three of them, I hoped to find some answers, or at least unearth some piece of knowledge that might point me toward why the hell Sievni burst like a fleshy bubble when I fought him in the Forest of Hud. 
 
    When I walked back into my office, the three women immediately swiveled around to look at me. They all seemed to relax a little at the sight of me looking like my normal self. 
 
    “Hang on, Nara,” I said before the witch had even opened her mouth. She nodded uncertainly. 
 
    I walked over and sank to my knees by the side of the couch where Cinis sat. 
 
    “So, Cin,” I said. “You’re okay?”  
 
    “I’m okay,” she mumbled, and she looked a little ashamed. “I’m sorry for freaking out, Dex.” 
 
    I smiled and put a finger against her lips to shush her. She playfully nipped at my finger, and then eyed me teasingly with her full lips wrapped around it. 
 
    It took a lot of willpower to pull myself away, but I managed to. That would have to wait, and I peeled my eyes away from the Ember Priestess’ lips. 
 
    “So,” I repeated as I stood. “Your people are safe. I still want you to have extra security for a while, just in case. That includes at the ceremony tomorrow, Queen Cinis.” 
 
    Cinis started to get a stubborn look on her face as I spoke. I knew she hated feeling too fussed over, but she softened at my playful use of her title. Then she sucked her cheek in pensively. 
 
    “Alright,” she said after a moment. “But I need you and Ephy standing right up front, okay?” 
 
    “We’ll be there,” I reassured her. 
 
    Then I saw her look past me with a suddenly sly expression on her face. 
 
    I followed her eyes and saw Nara sitting quietly in the client chair near my desk. She was fiddling with a hole in her tights and looking politely around the room like she hadn’t been hanging onto our every word. 
 
    Cinis turned to me. 
 
    “You know,” the Ember Priestess mused in a carrying voice. “I’m still worried that those fire fairies will be all over you, Dex. They have such dreadful tempers, too. Ephy is positively stunning, but… well, there’s only one of her. I think I’d feel better if someone else joined her by your side at my crowning in the firelands. Someone powerful enough to hold them off, if need be…” 
 
    I saw Nara’s head perk up, and I could tell Cinis saw it, too. She got to her feet smoothly, and I admired the sway of her hips as she walked in Nara’s direction with her usual panther-like grace. 
 
    Then the Ember Priestess stopped and posed with an expression of innocent thoughtfulness on her face. 
 
    “Hmmm…” Cinis went on in a leading voice. “Someone who knows magic… A witch, maybe…?” 
 
    She paused again for suspense and tapped her lip with a pale, elegant finger like she was deep in thought. 
 
    Nara was practically vibrating with excitement, and at the word “witch,” she couldn’t hold it in anymore. 
 
    “I’ll go!” she burst out. “I want to see th… I mean, I can help.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Cinis purred. She dropped the innocent act and gave Nara a sultry smile before she sauntered back my way. I had to bite back a laugh at Cinis’ seduction of the wild-haired witch. “But keep in mind, Nara… you won’t be able to stay for long. A mortal like you could shrivel up like a raisin if you spend more than a few hours in the firelands.” 
 
    “But Dex is going for longer,” Nara instantly protested. 
 
    “Dex carries the water of the goddesses within him,” the Ember Priestess laughed. “He’ll do just fine, but don’t worry, you’ll have an excellent time either way. I promise.” 
 
    Nara smiled giddily at us, and I could tell she was already imagining the Ardere and its powerful fiery inhabitants. 
 
    I got to my feet. 
 
    “Okay, so that’s settled,” I said and returned Nara’s grin before I moved on to the next thing on my mental checklist. Then I went and seated myself behind my desk. Sitting in “the Master’s Chair” helped me think more deeply when I was trying to puzzle something out. 
 
    Nara’s smile dimmed a little when she studied my face again. 
 
    “So what happened?” she asked me. 
 
    At that moment there was a timid knock on the door. Nara seemed prepared to ignore this, but I shot her a look.  
 
    “Pffft!” An irritated look appeared on her as she ground her teeth, but she appeared to decide it wasn’t worth the trouble to argue with me. Then the witch got up, marched to the door, and yanked it open so fast that the knocker came tumbling into the room. 
 
    “Terrible timing!” Nara caught Mazne by her elbows, and somehow the whiskey glass in the secretary’s hand didn’t overturn. Then the witch snatched the glass out of Mazne’s hand, held it up to give it a sniff, and marched over to hand it to me without a word. I must’ve still looked like I needed it. 
 
    “Thanks, Maz,” I called out, and I tried to make up for the witch’s rudeness with an apologetic smile. 
 
    The secretary gave me a reassuring little wave and then, after a last wary glance at Nara, backed out of the room and closed the door behind her. 
 
    I shot the witch a somewhat stern look but decided that reprimands could wait. 
 
    “So,” I started off. “When I was fighting the Voltid, he sort of… exploded.” 
 
    Nara didn’t respond for a moment. She just gave me a little pause, like she was waiting for me to go on, and when I hesitated, she pressed me for details. 
 
    “What do you mean, exploded?” she asked. Her voice held a mixture of startlement, concern, and curiosity. And a little excitement, I thought. 
 
    “Well…” I muttered. “Blood and guts everywhere, just… for no apparent reas--” 
 
    “So, no fire when he exploded?” she asked. “No sparks or anything?” 
 
    “None,” I said with a puzzled frown. “And they had been everywhere before that. He shot flames from his fingers once or twice. But when he exploded…” 
 
    “Just blood and guts?” Nara asked. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Then the witch frowned thoughtfully and turned to Cinis. 
 
    “You said that Volties…” Nara paused. “Vol… tids… have limited fire powers. Would shooting flames be something they’re normally capable of?” 
 
    “If he was in a fit of rage, then it’s likely that he used his own powers,” Cinis said. “Voltids can do those things sometimes if they’re really worked up and lose control, but they can’t exactly use fire magic. They can’t really direct it, or channel it toward anything. It just kind of… bursts out of them sometimes.” 
 
    “Yeah, that sounds like him,” I muttered as I thought back on the fuming Voltid. “Big-time fit of rage.” 
 
    “Hmm…” Nara murmured. “Anything else odd that you noticed?” 
 
    “Other than him exploding into a thousand fleshy pieces, you mean?” I grimaced. “No. Well… My shot actually sort of bounced away from him when I first attacked. Like there was something invisible that it bounced off of. Oh, yeah, and I think he made the wiring on my spear burn red-hot.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you mention all of that before?” the witch sputtered. 
 
    “We are talking about it now,” I chuckled, and I went over the story of Sievni’s purchase from the alchemist’s shop, and the loud sound that had rang out when my arrow ricocheted away from the Voltid. 
 
    Then I had a thought. 
 
    “Could the thing he bought have malfunctioned somehow?” I asked. “And--” 
 
    “Caused the Volt-splosion?” asked Nara. “I would think it unlikely. It sounds like the object they gave him created some sort of selective barrier field. But that’s totally external.” 
 
    The witch paused and fiddled with her long, wild brown hair like she was gathering her thoughts before she spoke again, and a few twigs rained down out of the nest. 
 
    “Magic gets a lot more complicated once it enters a living being,” she explained. “And it takes a hell of a lot more power to accomplish this. Plus, it’s not as easy to direct or predict when this sort of thing happens. So, if some sort of magic were to enter Sievni’s body, it would make sense for something crazy to happen, like organs exploding everywhere. But it would be really difficult for the magic to enter him, especially by an inanimate object. And since it was a protective object on top of that…” 
 
    “I see,” I mumbled, and then I turned to Cinis. “What about my spear wiring, though? Isn’t it kind of a leap for a Voltid to extend their powers into metal like that?” 
 
    “A leap, maybe,” the Ember Priestess answered. “But not an entirely surprising one. Voltids are always dabbling in things they shouldn’t be. Magic they can gain from others, or objects that can assist their efforts. They’re just usually not smart enough for anything to come of these interests, but I suppose he could have procured something like this as a protective measure for himself. I’ll look into things around the Ardere.” 
 
    The rest of our conversation was interrupted when Nara let out a shriek of excitement that practically rattled the windowpanes when she saw something behind me. 
 
    “Nipitar egg!” she gasped. 
 
    The witch bounded over to ogle at the big, wine-red egg that sat inside the protective glass orb I’d moved it to a few days ago. 
 
    The sun was shining on it, and the veins that ran through the egg’s surface gleamed. They looked like they were all different shades of gold when they were lit up. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I mumbled reluctantly. I hadn’t wanted anyone else to know about the nipitar egg. 
 
    It was now early autumn, and that meant the egg could hatch any day now. I wanted to keep an eye on it, so I had started bringing it with me from room to room when I was within the estate. This meant it was usually in either my sleeping quarters or my office when I was home. And I hadn’t exactly planned this strange little gathering in my office, so the egg was still in plain sight where I’d left it earlier. 
 
    “And why is it in that glass orb?” Nara asked while she stared at it. 
 
    “To keep it safe, of course!” I retorted. 
 
    The orb was about the size of a large pot and held about six inches of fine black volcanic sand to give the egg a soft resting place. I had added some pillowy purple moss from the orangery to make it a little nest. The glass looked seamless at first glance, but its top half could be lifted off like a lid, and there were vents to allow some air flow without letting too much warmth escape. It was held snugly in a stand that was essentially a large brass hoop on four low, sturdy legs like a table. This kept it from rolling off and put it at a height where I could glance over at it every now and then when I was seated at my desk. 
 
    I did this more than I liked to admit. I was already incredibly fond of the little creature inside, even though I hadn’t met it yet. I couldn’t wait for the egg to hatch. 
 
    Almost like it was answering my thought, the egg suddenly made a strange thrumming sound. It wasn’t a noise I would’ve ever expected to hear from an egg of any kind, but my nipitar egg was unmistakably the source of it. 
 
    It was a deep sound and not very loud, but powerful somehow. It seemed to send some sort of vibration through the air, and each time the sound repeated, I could feel it go through my chest like some sort of seismic wave. 
 
    “What the…?” My murmur trailed off as the noise came again. It came at the pace of a slow, steady heartbeat. 
 
    Nara answered me with a single word. It was the same word she said to me when she first looked at me this afternoon. 
 
    “Magic,” she breathed. 
 
    I stared at the witch for a second. That was the most reverent I had ever heard her sound about anything. 
 
    The thrum came again. All four of us hurried over to the egg, and I took off the top half of the glass orb. I set it on my desk, and then we crouched down around the egg in a circle. I glanced around and saw my own excitement reflected on the three women’s faces while they watched the egg intently. 
 
    The thrumming picked up speed and echoed faster and faster. I felt my pulse speed up, too. The sound went on like this for a few minutes, and the egg shuddered and jumped. 
 
    Then a startlingly loud crack rang out, and a coin-sized fragment of eggshell went flying. It bounced and skittered across the floor, and then a few more pieces quickly followed it. The thrums continued to pick up speed. Through each little hole in the egg, we could see an almost translucent, shimmery gold membrane that wavered like a bubble on the verge of popping, and tiny fractures spread across the egg’s deep red surface. 
 
    Finally, a deafening snap split the air, and one long, narrow gap split open across the entire length of the egg. 
 
    The thrumming stopped all at once, and all four of us leaned forward with fascination. 
 
    After a few long moments of stillness, a tiny, scaly little hand poked its way out of the gap. The hand’s scales glimmered a pale gold, and as we watched, it hooked its curved, needle-sharp claws around one edge of the cracked shell. 
 
    Ephy shuffled closer to Cinis and let out a muffled squeal into the Ember Priestess’ shoulder. They looked at each other gleefully, but Nara was staring silently at the egg like she was transfixed. 
 
    The clawed little hand pulled at the egg until the fragment collapsed inward. Then the nipitar slowly crept out, and my heart leaped at the sight of it as all the women cooed in unison. 
 
    The nipitar had a body shape similar to a dragon’s but was smaller in scale. It was covered in gleaming scales that were all different shades of gold, just like the veins in its egg had been. The lightest was a pale champagne color and the darkest was a shade of rich, burnished bronze. Most of the darker scales were concentrated on the nipitar’s face, so its big bright eyes shone like harvest moons. Eyes with long dark lashes fluttered a few times while it stared owlishly around at each of us in turn. 
 
    It got to me last, but the moment the nipitar laid eyes on me, it made the sweetest little humming noise like it was excited. I kept a straight face, but I felt like my heart might melt. I decided I should let it come to me, so I sat and waited. 
 
    It took a few seconds for the nipitar to get itself all the way out of the egg. While it was pulling its back legs out, the door-like fragment of egg caught on one of its claws, and the nipitar was stuck fast. After a few seconds of struggle, the little creature raised up its long, flat, crocodile-like snout and made a noise that sounded like a mixture of its little hum and the howl of a tiny wolf. 
 
    Ephy had inched right up close to the open orb to watch, so it was easy for her to reach forward and help free the little nipitar. Very gently, she gripped the egg fragment between two fingers and angled it slightly so that the next time the nipitar jerked its leg, the fragment slid right out from under the claw. Even though she’d been shaking with excitement, Ephy’s hand was steady as she assisted the little creature, and I felt a surge of affection for her while I watched her care for it. 
 
    The scaly little nipitar didn’t even notice the help Ephy gave it. After its claw was freed, it stopped and panted from the effort of all its tugging and pulling. While it did this, the nipitar’s tongue lolled out like a dog’s from between its tiny, razor-sharp teeth. 
 
    I exchanged mystified glances with the three women. 
 
    Nipitars were rare enough that I had never known anyone to have one for themselves, so I had no way of knowing if it was normal for them to breathe that way. 
 
    Then the nipitar gathered itself and started its journey toward me again. It was clumsy like most animals are when they walk for the first time, and the sand seemed to confuse it into thinking it needed to raise its feet above its head with each step. It was so cute and comical I couldn’t help but chuckle. Across from me, Cinis was biting down on her knuckles to stop herself from laughing. 
 
    At the sound of my voice, the little nipitar picked up its pace, and it finally reached my side of the orb. It half-jumped to hook its little claws around the edge for support and then stopped again to pant for a few seconds. Then it moved its dragony-hands forward on the glass edge and spread them further apart. 
 
    I watched open-mouthed as the newborn nipitar went through a suddenly graceful series of motions. 
 
    First, it braced itself on its puny arms while it pushed off the sand as hard as it could with its feet. As it gained height, it bunched up its legs and gained a grip on the edge with its feet, and then it quickly used them to push off the glass edge in a jump toward me. This happened so quickly that I was caught off-guard when the tiny little creature succeeded in its leap. It spread out its translucent cream-colored wings and used them like a parachute to sail into my lap. 
 
    I caught the tiny nipitar almost by reflex. It was so small I could hold it like a little sandwich, and this was the position I caught it in, which made me laugh again. 
 
    The little creature started to hum happily, and I stroked one of the small spikes that ran from its head all the way down its spine and tail. They were the same wine-red color as the egg the nipitar had come out of. Even though its hands and feet were small, I noticed that they seemed big compared to the rest of its body, and I wondered if that meant it would grow to be especially big. 
 
    The women all gathered close to see the little nipitar, but the little guy snapped its long snout at them like it was trying to protect me instead, though. I patted its little head to reassure it and introduced it to the women one by one to show it that they weren’t a threat. 
 
    The women already seemed almost as attached to the creature as I was, and they spent nearly an hour cooing over it and debating whether it was male or female. Like lizards, there was really no way to tell for sure until they grew to adult size, even as far as Ephy knew, and she’d seen nipitars before in her travels. 
 
    She marveled over the shine of its scales. 
 
    “I have some memories of swimming near the nipitar nesting grounds when I was young,” the siren told us. “They were beautiful. But I don’t remember any of them being so… shiny.” 
 
    She ran a gentle, light-green finger over the nipitar’s golden scales, and it raised its head to click its pointed little teeth at her a few times. 
 
    “Is that clicking thing a normal thing for them to do?” I asked her with a touch of concern. 
 
    Ephy giggled at the nipitar and waved her finger over its snout like she was trying to tempt it into doing it again. 
 
    Then she looked up at me. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” she confessed. “It was a long time ago. I don’t think it means there’s something wrong with him.” 
 
    She patted my hand like I was a fretful mother, and I decided to focus on just enjoying how surreal it felt to have such a rare and glorious creature scuttling around right in my office. 
 
    Soon after this, Cinis got to her feet with a sigh. 
 
    “I should go back to the Ardere,” she sighed. “I need to prepare for the ceremony tomorrow.” 
 
    She gave me a lingering kiss and then pried my hands from her waist to pull Ephy close. The siren giggled when the Ember Priestess reached up to tuck a strand of periwinkle hair behind her ear. 
 
    “We’re going to have so much fun,” Ephy sang. “I cannot wait to finally see your beautiful realm… even if it does sound a little scary.” 
 
    “Yes, we are,” the Ember Priestess said. She gave us a coy look and shot Nara a wink before she sauntered to the door. 
 
    Before Cinis closed the door behind her, she turned back for a moment. 
 
    “Tread carefully with the fire fairies tomorrow,” she reminded me. “They’re rather eager to meet the handsome mortal who slayed Ignis.” 
 
    “The handsome who that what?” Nara blurted out, and I turned to see her green eyes bulging out as she stared at me. “You… you…” 
 
    “Killed Ignis,” I finished for her and offered a slightly guilty-looking smile. “Did I not mention that?” 
 
    “No, you bloody didn’t!” Nara scoffed, but a huge grin gaped across her face now. “Holy shit, Dex! I mean… I should have known, fuck! Now that I think about it, it’s so obvious! No one knew who did it, the whole damn city has been in an uproar about it. And all this time I’ve been thinking, ‘who the hell wouldn’t want to shout about it from the steeples and tell everyone that they’re the heroes of Ocadia?’” 
 
    “Dex Morgan, that’s who,” Ephy answered with a giggle, and I sent the sweet siren a wink. “I was there when he did it, it was sooo amazing to watch him bring such a big and frightful creature to the ground, Nara. With just one arrow, too!” 
 
    “Obviously…” Cinis purred. 
 
    “One shot kill,” I snickered. 
 
    Nara was still gaping at me, and her eyes glinted with something I couldn’t quite place. It was sort of like admiration, but her cheeks were distinctly red as she slowly recovered herself enough to close her mouth. 
 
    “Well…” The witch cleared her throat. “That’s… impressive. To say the very least.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I chuckled. “But back to the discussion at hand. Cinis, I’m sure I’ll manage just fine among your fire fairies.” 
 
    “Bold of you to think so,” the Ember Priestess said with a warning grin. 
 
    “I’ll keep an eye on him,” Nara piped up. She answered my raised eyebrow with a cheeky shrug and then waved as Cinis smirked approvingly and walked out. 
 
    The witch got to her feet too after she gave the sleepy nipitar a final stroke on the head. 
 
    “I should get going, too,” she said. “Witch business.” 
 
    “Of course,” I chuckled. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Nara.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Nara!” Ephy trilled. 
 
    When the stamping sound of Nara’s platform shoes had faded, the siren turned to me. 
 
    “I like her,” she sighed dreamily. 
 
    “I like her, too,” I grinned. Nara was truly a character, and one I was pleased I got to see more and more of lately. 
 
    The way Ephy and Cinis kept doting on her made me think they very much wanted Nara to spend as much time with me as possible, too, and I didn’t bother scolding them for being so obvious about it. 
 
    I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t very interested in getting to know the scandalous Headmistress a bit better. 
 
    But for now, I had my hands pretty full of beautiful women. Not to mention my very own and incredibly rare nipitar. 
 
    I glanced down at the now-slumbering nipitar in my lap, and its little golden head nuzzled into the crook of my arm as it let out a happy squeak.

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    Back when I first learned that the Ardere was a real place, Master Abbot had told me I was correct in describing it as its own little kingdom. I knew the Master hadn’t lied to me, but now, on my third visit to the firelands, I was starting to think he hadn’t told me the whole truth. 
 
    Now that I’d been there a few times, it was starting to seem almost like the Ardere was its own little world, too. Or maybe its magic made the normal laws of nature work differently than they did in Ocadia. 
 
    At any given time, there might be six suns in the sky in the Ardere. On the day of Cinis’ crowning ceremony, there were three. One of them seemed to be the same fiery ball that we’d see in the sky back in Hud, and it was just barely above the west horizon. Another was far to the east, and it was pure red with tiny little black shapes swirling across its fiery surface like a distant shoal of fish. The third sun was floating almost directly overhead. It was the biggest and had a warm yellow color like a candle flame. 
 
    When I was younger and still thought the Ardere was a mythical place, the word “firelands” had made me picture a place that was barren, rocky, and maybe even hellish. But in reality the Ardere was full of life. 
 
    Everything was bathed in a reddish-orange light, but it wasn’t the threatening red glow of hellfire. It was like a fever dream, but in a good way. Things seemed surreal, but I thought there was something in the air that made me feel more alive at the same time. 
 
    Ephy, Nara, and I took a different path on our journey to the palace than I had when I came alone. Cinis had called it the “scenic route.” The path was made of flat, dark stone that was riddled with tiny holes and felt weirdly spongy under my feet as I walked. It even swallowed the usual tramping sound of Nara’s dangerously high platform shoes. On our left were the Ember Fields, near where I’d first met Cinis. The golden glow of the embers added to the light from the suns. 
 
    On our right was the Forest of Flame. 
 
    Cinis had told us not to stray into the forest, and we didn’t, but sometimes it got tempting. It looked like a wild, enchanted place. I felt almost the same intrigue and dark pull I’d felt toward Hud back before I ventured far into that forest. 
 
    Nara started counting the different types of trees we saw and got to seventeen after only a few minutes. She had mixed something into her purple lipstick to make it faintly holographic, so the warm light shimmered off it while she talked. Her dark brown hair was as wild as ever, but it looked glossier, too, like she had actually bothered to run a brush through it. 
 
    There were trees that were cream-colored and waxy-looking, with leaves like big wicks that were all burning. Some of these waxy trees looked like they were actually melting under the flames’ heat. There were also trees like weeping willows, but with soft yellow-gold fire tendrils instead of hanging vines. Some trees were full of big pale flowers that opened and closed every few seconds like eyelids, and when they opened I saw that they each held a flickering purple flame. 
 
    There were animals in the Forest of Flame, too. Ephy pointed out a herd of tiny silver deer grazing on a patch of dead firegrass, but when they spotted us they went stock-still. They stood like shiny little statues with tufts of charred, smoking black grass sticking out of their mouths and waited for us to pass. 
 
    Then we rounded the forest’s edge, and the land opened up in front of us. 
 
    The first thing that grabbed my eye was the huge, fiery lake. It was tucked just beyond the bounds of the Ember Fields, so I hadn’t seen it during my first visit here, but it was even more eye-catching than I could have expected after Cinis described it to me. 
 
    Ephy’s gasp sounded both awestruck and afraid, but Nara perked up when she saw it. 
 
    “Is that lava?” the witch asked interestedly. 
 
    “Something like that.” I shrugged and grinned a little at her excitement while I put my arm around Ephy to comfort her. 
 
    The lake was beautiful in a fiery way, and it gleamed with its own dappled light like liquid embers. It had the smoldering glow of lava, but I remembered from my last visit that it seemed more fluid, like water. 
 
    Ahead of us, a dark stone cliff towered on a beach of glittering black sand across the lake. At that height, I felt sure it should be visible from outside the Ardere, but I had never so much as glimpsed it from Ocadia. There was a big, natural-looking cave opening in the cliff’s face, and orange light glowed from inside and spilled out onto the sand. 
 
    Other than the cave’s opening, the cliff’s steep face was fairly smooth and empty until about fifty feet above the ground, where the lower structure of the palace became visible. They were connected in an odd way. It almost looked like the palace had been pushed halfway into a giant slab of dark, melted wax, and then that wax had cooled and hardened around it to become the cliff. 
 
    The palace had arched glass windows below its tall turrets and spires that spiked high into the sky. A crystal ball lit with flickering flame topped each spire. The tallest of the turrets was about twenty feet higher than the flat plateau atop the cliff, and I could even spy a door that opened up right onto it. 
 
    Some tall, thin trees that grew from the clifftop were clustered around the castle’s upper turrets, and they stretched up to a similar height. On some of these trees there were little structures that I thought might be birdhouses, but “bird castles” might be a better description. It was like someone had shrunk down some turrets from the palace and nailed them to the trees. 
 
    On the right of the elaborate structure, the beach below the palace narrowed and then disappeared completely so the glowing lake was lapping up against the cliff. Just past this, the cliff split into a narrow canyon that the lava flowed into like a river. A bridge connected two wings of the castle that were set into each side of the canyon. 
 
    “How do we get across?” Ephy asked. Her voice quivered a little. 
 
    “Turtles,” I said calmly. 
 
    “Turtles?” Nara asked in a squawk, and she sped up her pace to beat us to the lake. 
 
    “Are the turtles okay with this?” Ephy asked anxiously. 
 
    “Yes, according to Cinis, they’re always happy to help out,” I assured her. “I’ve never ridden one myself, but I’m sure it’ll be fine.” 
 
    When Ephy and I reached the lake, Nara was gleefully patting the enormous, wrinkled, lemon-yellow head of a caravan-sized turtle. When she tickled it under its chin, it closed its eyes and rumbled. 
 
    The dock was made of the same spongy rock as the path we’d followed to get here, and several more turtles bobbed near it in the lava water with their eyes half-closed. Like Nara’s turtle, they all had bright yellow skin and had cradle-like saddles strapped over their shells. 
 
    The turtles were probably about a hundred times the size of the little pond turtles Ephy was familiar with, but their presence still seemed to reassure her a little. But she still looked nervous. That was understandable, especially when I looked at the fiery lake in contrast to the cool blue waters she had lived in for most of her life. Those waters were a part of her, and this strange fiery lava lake probably seemed both alien and terrifying to her. 
 
    “D-Dex Morgan…” The siren quivered. “Can I ride with you?” 
 
    “Of course, Ephy,” I said. “It’ll be okay, I promise.” 
 
    I took her green hand gently and led her out onto the spongy dock, and I couldn’t help smirking a tiny bit as I realized every inch of the beautiful siren, from her plump lips to her cleavage and right down to her light-green feet, was trembling like a leaf. 
 
    Nara was already clambering onto a turtle. She sat side-saddle in her short red corset dress, and her face was flushed and excited in the lava water’s glow. The orange glow shone dimly off the black pearls she had strung onto the thin shreds in her usual ripped black tights before tying the frayed ends into delicate knots to hold them in place. 
 
    Then the grizzled old ferry master stomped over to me and Ephy. Nara had completely disregarded his attempts to help her board her turtle, and he seemed a little cross about it, but the old man still gave me a courteous nod and doffed his absurdly tall top hat for Ephy. 
 
    When his hat lifted, I caught a brief glimpse of a long white tuft of hair that stretched almost as high as the hat itself. Then, in the blink of an eye, it burst into a tower of crackling flames. 
 
    “Shit!” the man barked, and he dropped his hat back onto his head. It extinguished the flames with a whumph when it fell into place. Then the ferry master pulled two straps from under the hat’s brim and buckled them together under his chin to hold it there. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” he grunted at us. “That’s what I get for not buckling my hat… Hot-headed, you know.” 
 
    Now Ephy was quivering with silent giggles instead of fear. 
 
    A loud splash to my right made me jump, and I turned and saw Nara almost doubled-up with laughter as she floated past on her turtle. She had clearly overheard the ferry master. 
 
    “Hot-headed,” she mouthed silently at us with tears of suppressed laughter leaking from her eyes. 
 
    The ferry master didn’t seem to notice any of this. He beckoned another turtle onto the dock, and it lumbered up the ramp and then lowered itself to wait patiently while I lifted Ephy up into the saddle. The bottom half of her dress billowed out around her legs. Then I clambered up myself to sit behind her. There was enough room in the saddle for us both to sit comfortably, and she leaned back against me and let out a breath. 
 
    The ferry master whistled through his teeth and rapped his old, gnarled knuckles on the back of the turtle’s shell. 
 
    With a cavernous groan like the sound of boulders shifting, the turtle turned itself around and headed toward the dock’s ramp. Just before stepping onto it, the gargantuan turtle lowered itself to the ground with a thud that rattled my teeth. I had no idea what was about to happen, but I gathered the reins instinctively and held Ephy snuggled up against me while bracing my hands on the rough circular handle that the saddle had in place of a pommel. 
 
    I did this just in time to keep us from being unseated when the turtle pulled its tree-trunk-sized front legs into its cavernous shell. Then it kicked itself onto the ramp with a stomp of its back feet. 
 
    We slid into motion as it tucked in its back legs with surprising speed and then slid down the ramp. Ephy and I held on for dear life, but after the initial surge of momentum, we skimmed smoothly into the lava water with a soft skshhh. 
 
    Lazy, reddish-orange ripples spread around us, and there was only a slight swaying motion when the turtle extended all four legs and propelled us through the lava-water toward the palace. 
 
    Ephy squeezed my hand tightly, but she also stared around in wonder as the turtle swam us across the lake. When she craned her neck and tried to see everything, the lava-water’s warm light played off the handful of small freshwater pearls the siren had beaded and strung through a few small braids scattered throughout her periwinkle hair. The rest of her hair tumbled around her frame in long and loose waves like always, but she wore a dress in place of her usual lily pad skirt.  
 
    It was a baby-blue color that brought out the blue in her eyes, and it flowed down her front like a waterfall. The soft silk was so thin it was almost translucent, but that really just added to the effect. Instead of sleeves or straps, it had strings of more tiny, beaded freshwater pearls that draped over her bare green shoulders and crisscrossed down her spine to connect with the low, V-shaped back of the dress. 
 
    More top hat-wearing ferry masters were strolling around across the glittering black sand of the beach below the palace. All of them had their towering hats buckled snugly under their chins, and one stepped forward to help Nara off her turtle, but she vaulted off before he got close enough. 
 
    The scantily-clad witch flew through the air at eye level so close to the man that his eyes almost crossed when she hurtled past. Her velvet platform shoes thumped onto the sand, and then she straightened up and tugged down the bottom of her skimpy dress so it covered her up again. 
 
    “Pardon me,” she said primly to the shocked ferry master. 
 
    His eyes followed her when she walked away, like he was trying to make sure she wasn’t some kind of apparition. 
 
    Once Ephy and I safely dismounted our turtle, we joined the trickle of fire beings who headed into the fire-lit cave and then up the dark stone steps of a huge, high-ceilinged passage that had been carved cleanly through the stone. It was lit with torches set in gilded sconces, and ornate patterns were carved into the walls. 
 
    The cave then opened up onto a wide, flat stone terrace that jutted out a little as part of the cliffside’s natural shape. It was like a narrow courtyard for the palace, and it looked out over the beach and fiery lake. This was where the fire beings clustered together, and many of them were talking excitedly about the ceremony that was about to take place. 
 
    Nara and Ephy were looking all around them with curiosity, but I could tell Ephy was looking for something in particular: the fire fairies. 
 
    Then she saw something past my shoulder, and her pouty pink lips puckered in a perfect “o.” Her doe eyes somehow got even bigger as she stared. 
 
    I turned to see what she was gaping at and felt my own jaw drop when I saw Cinis walking out of the grand archway of the palace toward us, and the fire beings parted for her. 
 
    The soon-to-be-queen’s pale skin shone under the fiery light. Her body was sheathed in a long, skin-tight black gown that accentuated every arc and curve of her form. Glittering black gems were sewn into the fabric, and toward the bottom it flared gently out and almost brushed the ground. 
 
    The dress was even longer in the back. It would have trailed on the ground behind her, but a group of fire fairies fluttered along behind her to hold it aloft.  
 
    Ephy gave a quiet squeal at the sight of them. 
 
    The fairies all had golden-hued skin that shimmered slightly as they bobbled along behind Cinis. They were all dressed vaguely alike, if you could call it dressing. Each wore a thin stretch of watered silk that was about the size of a scarf in comparison to their small frames. All of them wore their garments a little differently from the others in the way it wrapped and twisted intricately around their tiny bodies into something like a dress, with panels of bare skin showing through in places. 
 
    Cinis’ dress was another story. 
 
    On its own, the dress’ length would have made it almost suspiciously modest for Cinis, but there was a deep slash in the silky fabric that went all the way up to the top of one thigh, so almost all of one sleek leg showed. The bottom half of her leg was wrapped in the straps of her gold gladiator sandals, and a thin gold rope was belted around her narrow waist. Her tight necklace, earrings, and the cuff bracelet on her upper arm were gold, too, and they were all encrusted with black star sapphires. 
 
    Cinis’ shiny black hair tumbled down her back in loose waves, and the hooked ends of her soft, batlike wings towered over her shoulders. I could see them pulsate faintly with a red iridescence when she got closer to us, and her full lips curved up in a smile. 
 
    Ephy was practically bouncing with excitement on my left side. On my right, Nara was unnaturally still and silent while she looked at Cinis with an awestruck expression. 
 
    The Ember Priestess embraced each of us affectionately, and the fire fairies hovered around behind her with their wings like hummingbirds. 
 
    “You clean up well, Dex Morgan,” she purred quietly to me after she looked me up and down. 
 
    “As do you,” I murmured, and my gaze lingered on the stark contrast between her black dress and her pillowy cleavage. 
 
    She pulled out of my lingering hug just a little quicker than usual with a glance around at the other fire beings, but she shot me a look that was loaded with sultry promise. Then she tore her eyes away with a reluctant twist of her mouth and took a breath. 
 
    “You’re just in time, I have to begin the ceremony,” she told us. “Follow me, I’ll show you where to stand.” 
 
    The fire beings looked at us a little curiously as we followed their queen-to-be and her retinue of fairies through the archway into a huge, open chamber. The walls were made of a dark, glossy stone like obsidian, but in places it looked like a giant had taken a sledgehammer to them, and big shards of the thin surface layer had fallen away. In these spots the walls had giant, glittering geodes showing through. Their swirling patterns of marbled color were mainly gold, but they also had veins of creamy white, coppery red, and dusty rose gold running through them. 
 
    Cinis led us through the growing crowd of fire beings to stand near the head of the room where a simple stone platform stood like an altar. The crowd parted respectfully for her again as she left us to stand behind the stone platform. 
 
    An ornate, long-handled battle axe was laid on the stone surface next to a simple, fired clay pot and an ancient-looking but beautifully painted amphora with a slim curved handle like a jug. 
 
    The Ember Priestess’ face looked fearless, but I knew her well enough to notice the slight flicker of unrest that crossed her face as she scanned the room. But then it was gone, and she started to speak. 
 
    “As you all know, my uncle Ignis used this weapon in his ceremony,” Cinis began. “He claimed that lighting the blade with his powers proved him worthy to rule the Ardere.” 
 
    She paused and looked around at her fellow fire beings before she went on. 
 
    “Lighting the axe proved his strength. But it takes more than strength to make a good ruler. Look at how Ignis ended. Look at where he would have led our people if you had all been rash enough to follow him.” 
 
    The crowd nodded and murmured in agreement, and then she continued. 
 
    “But you weren’t,” she said in a strong, clear voice. “Fire beings may be bold and risky by nature, but we aren’t stupid. Ignis wanted to go take what wasn’t his instead of tending to his own garden. And what for? Glory?” 
 
    A man with blue fire rippling along his jawline like a beard snorted from a few feet away, and I turned to see him shaking his head in disgust. Then he scruffed his fire-beard patiently, and he kept his undivided attention on Cinis as she continued. 
 
    “We are glorious enough in ourselves,” my fiery lover announced. “We have no need of raiding and pillaging to prove our strength. Fire is sacred, and the way Ignis used his was shameful. Anyone can light a fire and burn down a town, a forest, a kingdom. That’s nothing special.” 
 
    Her voice held a note of scorn that made the fire-bearded gentleman nod his head vigorously, but then it quieted into firm resolution. 
 
    “That’s why I’m proposing a new tradition for this ceremony,” she said. 
 
    Cinis picked up the tall axe and held it vertically in front of her with her hands wrapped around the wooden haft. Then she closed her eyes. 
 
    The fire beings all caught their breaths as flames crackled into life on the axe’s curved double blade and even down the wooden haft. But the wood didn’t truly burn, and the flames passed harmlessly over her hand. I knew from the tales of previous ceremonies that they’d been expecting this, but it still seemed to be an exciting sight for them. 
 
    Then Cinis opened her eyes. They flared wide and red, and the galaxies within them sparkled. 
 
    Without warning, the flame of the blade roared and crackled upward… And then in just a few seconds, the entire axe seemed almost to evaporate. 
 
    All that was left of the axe’s blade dissipated into the empty air, and what was left of the wooden haft rained down around her in ashes. 
 
    Ephy clutched my arm in a vise-like grip as she let out an awestruck sigh, and Nara let her iridescent lips fall slack at the sight. 
 
    The fire beings erupted into whispers all at once, but they quieted as Cinis stepped closer to the platform. Then she picked up the amphora and tipped it over the empty clay pot like she was pouring water from a pitcher. 
 
    Instead of water, black, soft-looking soil poured out into the pot. 
 
    “This is our home,” Cinis said as she set the amphora aside. She gestured toward the earth-filled pot. 
 
    Then, from her pocket, she pulled a reddish-orange flower bulb that pulsated with a slight crimson glow every few seconds. 
 
    The fire beings erupted into whispers again, but they quieted as she started to speak again. 
 
    “This is the heart of it,” she said. 
 
    The flower bulb even looked like a heart as it continued to pulse steadily with movement and light. 
 
    Cinis placed it gently on top of the soil in the pot, and then she used the amphora to pour some more on top of it. 
 
    “And this is our power,” she continued. She swept some of the fallen ash from the platform into her outstretched palm and then sprinkled it evenly across the soil. When she was done, she stood with her head bowed and silent. 
 
    After just a few seconds, a small green tendril poked its way up through the soil and ash. It stretched up even further while small leaves and shoots sprouted from it. After about ten seconds, it stopped, and it was about six inches high. 
 
    Then the bud that crowned the top of the stem slowly fanned out and bloomed into a vibrant red flower. Without a word from the Ember Priestess, a small flame flickered into life in the flower’s center. And the petals didn’t burn. Instead, they stayed soft and supple-looking while they swayed slightly. The flames were all different colors that shifted around with each shiver and bend. 
 
    For several long seconds, the mass of fire beings were utterly silent. 
 
    Then they all sank to their knees in one collective movement with a rustle that echoed through the chamber, and Ephy, Nara, and I followed suit. 
 
    Cinis stayed as still as stone, and so did everyone else around us. 
 
    Then, after the length of a heartbeat, the tips of Cinis’ crown burst into bright flame.

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    The crowd leaped up all at once, and a thousand voices screamed in approval as Cinis’ fiery crown confirmed her as their ruler. 
 
    And so the Ember Priestess became the Queen. 
 
    It was clear the ceremony was over when the fire beings babbled excitedly to each other, and Cinis vanished for a minute through a narrow door. Ephy, Nara, and I milled outside with the crowd to wait for Cinis. 
 
    By longstanding tradition, every time the fire beings chose a leader, they held a celebration at the palace. And nobody celebrated quite like the fire beings. 
 
    The three suns had been falling lower on the horizon during the ceremony, and now they had all but vanished. Night was falling in the Ardere, and the courtyard was lit by a huge night-fire at its center, along with the far-reaching, ambient glow of the lava water below. 
 
    When I saw Cinis walking out of the archway again, it looked like she was naked at first, and I stared in shock. Then the night-fire’s smoldering glow started to wash over her, and it looked instead like she’d somehow bewitched thousands of shimmery, golden dewdrops to cling to her skin in the shape of a dress. She held herself tall and straight as she walked, but at the same time she was all curves, and the gold drops illuminated every one of them. 
 
    When she finally reached us, every eye in the palace courtyard was on her. 
 
    I realized finally that Cinis was wearing an actual dress, but the fabric was so sheer it was almost invisible until the firelight glanced off it every now and then. The skimpy dress was sewn through with what must have been thousands of glassy gold beads, and that was what gave the queen the appearance of being cloaked in nothing but flame-lit dewdrops. Each bead was no bigger than my pinky nail, and they barely even covered her. 
 
    Cinis seemed to feel my gaze. When our eyes met, I wanted to tear her clothes off right then and there, but I reined in the impulse. It probably wouldn’t be appropriate for me to fuck the Queen of the Ardere in front of all her new subjects, no matter how rowdy they were themselves. 
 
    A cloud of fire fairies floated past us then, and when they gathered together they seemed to produce some sort of golden mist that clung to the group. 
 
    Ephy’s eyes followed them with longing. 
 
    “They’re so beautiful,” the siren murmured. “Can I talk to them?” 
 
    She looked hopefully at Cinis. 
 
    “They’re nice enough usually,” Cinis said. “But they can be… temperamental, and I was only half-kidding about the potential for them dragging Dex away to their lair…” 
 
    “I’ll go with Ephy!” Nara offered, and she shared a warm look with the siren. 
 
    Cinis seemed reassured by this. 
 
    “Okay,” she agreed. “I’m taking Dex to go get a drink, but we’ll see you in a bit.” 
 
    She gave them both a little kiss on their cheeks and took my arm to weave through the crowd of fire beings, who were getting more and more unruly as the night quickly gathered steam. 
 
    At one point, we couldn’t take a single step because Cinis’ new followers kept blocking our path to pay their respects to their queen. Over and over, fiery and smoking elves, nymphs, and something that looked like a coal-black goblin bowed low to my lover. They kissed her hand and smiled warmly with deep respect, and Cinis accepted every one of them with a patience I never knew she had in her. 
 
    I didn’t mind how much the fire beings made my skin sweat as they stood closer and closer to me. It was incredible to see so many of them in one place, and I stayed at my post by Cinis’ side while we inched closer to the palace. 
 
    Everywhere I looked, Cinis’ followers were drinking more and more of their fiery beverages. Their favorite seemed to be a liquid that was an eye-watering shade of yellow. It was found everywhere in tall, curved jugs that were made of a sand-colored material, and when we reached the interior of the palace again, I found several of the same jugs lined up and waiting to be tapped into. 
 
    The sand-colored exterior was rough and bumpy under my hand as I picked one up to pour myself some. 
 
    “Careful with that!” Cinis warned, and she snatched the jug out of my hand and yanked the cork out of it to pour the drink for me. 
 
    “Why?” I asked her in a baffled tone. 
 
    “It’s fire-scorpion venom,” the queen explained. “And if you drink more than a few drops of it, you’ll lose consciousness for a week. A whole cup would definitely kill you.” 
 
    She bent and tilted the jug a millimeter at a time until a few drops of the venom dripped into my cup. Then she handed it to me, poured a heaping dose into her own cup, and took a long drink of the acidic substance as casually as if it was a glass of water. 
 
    I frowned at her. 
 
    “Then why is everyone else here drinking gallons of it?” I pointed out. “Including you.” 
 
    Cinis arched an eyebrow. 
 
    “Because everyone here is a fire being,” she told me. “Personally, I get a little drunk off two or three glasses of the stuff, but…” 
 
    She trailed off as she stared pointedly at a man with neon orange skin walking past with a whole jug held up to his lips. 
 
    “I see,” I mumbled as I looked mournfully at my cup that was empty aside from the two drops of liquid. 
 
    Cinis laughed. 
 
    “Here,” she said and reached over to grab a bottle full of something that looked like honey, but when she poured it, it flowed easily like water. 
 
    “Acriluum nectar,” she explained. “A gift from the fire shrews. It comes from the flowers of their cactus town, and it’s really rare.” 
 
    She handed it to me, and I stirred the golden liquid around. When I did, the neon yellow drops of venom spread into jagged tendrils like liquid lightning bolts. It tasted both sweet and spicy somehow, and I was sure the electric jolt that struck my tongue was from the venom. 
 
    “Can we wait a bit to go back out?” Queen Cinis asked me. “I adore my fire beings, but… it’s nice to be alone with you for a while.” 
 
    The look she gave me was coy, and I hadn’t been planning on it, but I kissed her there in the wide-open room of the palace. 
 
    She kissed me back, and I could taste the venom on her tongue. Even a trace of it painfully shocked my lips, but I didn’t pull away. Instead, I guided our intertwined figures behind a stone column, and she pulled me against her with her back against the wall. 
 
    Then I parted her toned legs with my knee, and she moaned faintly into my open mouth. I kissed her neck when she tilted her head back, and then I turned it into a gentle bite. Her moans raised a little in pitch, and when I ran my hand up the inside of her thigh, the sound trailed off into a gasp. 
 
    She was already wet under her beaded dress. 
 
    “Do you want this?” I growled half-playfully in her ear. 
 
    Her black hair felt like silk when it brushed against my face, and it was so long that some was trapped under the hand I had firmly planted on her perfect hip. 
 
    “Yes,” she breathed. “But… I think maybe we should take this somewhere a little more private.” 
 
    Her beaded breasts rose and fell rapidly as she stared at my lips, and I grinned as I slowly sipped my drink just to tease her a bit. 
 
    At that moment, a loud, shrill “whoooooo!” rang out from somewhere nearby. It sounded like a train and echoed around us in a series of fainter and fainter “whooo”s. 
 
    Cinis clapped both hands over her cherry-red lips to keep from laughing. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” I asked after I recovered from choking on the last swig of my drink. 
 
    “Fire nymph,” she explained with her hands still over her mouth. “They can get, er… noisy when they’re being… affectionate.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows at her and gave her a pointed “if they can do it, why not us?” look. 
 
    She answered me right away like I had said it out loud. 
 
    “I’m the fucking queen, Dex!” she reminded me, and she gave my hands a playful swat, but her eyes were glowing as red as the fire that lit the night outside. 
 
    “Let’s go find Ephy and Nara,” I suggested. “I’m sure they’ve had their fill of the fire fairies by now. Or maybe they need rescuing from them.” 
 
    Cinis’ face fell a little when I mentioned Nara’s name, and she bit her lip. I shot her a questioning look. 
 
    “I’d forgotten that Nara has to go home,” she pouted. 
 
    “There’s no way you can extend her time here?” I asked, but I knew that if there was, then Cinis would have found it already. I was sure Cinis liked Nara just as much as I did and was longing for her to join us for the whole night. 
 
    Her next interaction with the witch confirmed my hunch. 
 
    After she’d snatched Nara away from a roguish-looking fire being, Cinis threw her pale arms around the witch in a hug. The queen’s face got a little concerned after she pulled back a bit and saw Nara’s face. 
 
    The witch had seemed pretty receptive to Cinis’ affections, and I thought she seemed a little disappointed at the sudden lapse. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Nara asked, and she swayed a little when Cinis loosened her grip. 
 
    “You’re going to shrivel up like a prune, that’s what’s wrong!” Cinis cried. “I should’ve kept a better track of time…” 
 
    She fell silent and sucked in a cheek while she gently patted a finger against Nara’s closed eyelid. 
 
    “But I feel fine!” the witch protested, but her words were a little slurred despite her best efforts. 
 
    I turned to Ephy, who had extricated herself from a crowd of fire fairies to approach me. 
 
    “How many drinks has she had?” I asked. 
 
    The siren’s light-green forehead puckered a little as she frowned in thought. 
 
    “Not too many, I thought,” she reflected in her lilting voice. “But I think she might’ve had a shot of that venom stuff. I’ve been keeping an eye on her, and she seemed okay, but now…” 
 
    She looked Nara over a little skeptically and trailed off. 
 
    Cinis clapped her hands decisively. 
 
    “Right,” the queen declared. “I’m taking you home, Nara.” 
 
    “But-- I’m fi--” the witch sputtered as Cinis frog-marched her toward the edge of the flat terrace. 
 
    “I’ll be back,” the queen called to me and Ephy. “Wait for me.” 
 
    She gave me a significant look, and I quirked an agreeable smile at her. 
 
    Then Cinis gathered the drunken witch in her arms with uncharacteristic carefulness. 
 
    “Hold onto me,” she told Nara. 
 
    Cinis’ batlike wings shot out, and she leapt into the air before quickly gaining height with just a few wingbeats. The light reflected faintly off the dark iridescence of her wings as she took off toward the border of the Ardere. 
 
    “I hope Nara’s okay,” Ephy fretted. 
 
    “She’s with Cinis,” I said and smiled down at the little siren as I tweaked her light-green cheek gently. 
 
    She looked reassured, and the two of us meandered around the outskirts of the celebration while we watched the strange beings drink more and more. Ephy kept a tight hold on my hand through it all, but her blue eyes were wide with delight, and she kept gasping and pointing whenever she saw a “scary” being. 
 
    Every single one of them was covered in all manner of flames, sparks, coals, or just plumes of smoke, and I was lost in the strange sight when Ephy suddenly sent me an alarmed expression as she looked behind me. 
 
    I felt something warm flutter against the back of my neck, then my arm, and then my chest. It was a gentle touch like a breath of balmy summer air. 
 
    But summer air probably wouldn’t be this handsy. 
 
    I realized suddenly that a bunch of fire fairies had taken the opportunity to converge on me while Cinis was gone. 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered uneasily. 
 
    “Hello, Dex Morgan,” said a voice from overhead. Its tone reminded me of cinnamon. It was mellow and sweet, but at the same time filled with spice. And yet, something about it was ominous to me. 
 
    Another voice came from a fairy I could actually see, who was hovering close to me at eye level. 
 
    “We’ve heard all about your defeat of Ignis,” the fairy said. Her silky voice sounded almost exactly like the other fairy’s. 
 
    “So brave,” another fairy sighed dreamily. 
 
    “So dashing,” another cooed. 
 
    “You should come with us,” another invited. 
 
    This last part was echoed by several other fairies, at first in turns, but then they gradually started to talk over each other in a frenzied babble that got louder and shriller until it hurt my ears. 
 
    I growled and started to walk away, but dozens of hands clutched at my shirt, my pants, and my hair. The fairies were tiny, but they had the advantage of numbers, and despite my struggle, I could feel myself starting to slide backwards. So many of them crowded around me that I lost count, and they slipped quickly between me and Ephy. Some hovered overhead like they were trying to cut off any possibility of escape, and their wings vibrated like hummingbirds. 
 
    I didn’t see or hear her coming, but suddenly Cinis was there. She dropped to the ground and folded her reddening wings with a swift rush of air and a bit of smoke that slapped us all in the face. 
 
    Then the Queen of the Ardere stalked forward. 
 
    She let her red eyes flare at the little fairies, who were already backing away, and in less than a second, they had vanished completely. 
 
    I gave my head a quick shake to clear it. For a moment, the night felt unnaturally cold. 
 
    Then Cinis was in my arms, and she drew Ephy in beside her. 
 
    “They seemed so kind,” the siren lamented. “I’m sorry, Cinis, I didn’t--” 
 
    Cinis interrupted her with a long kiss on the lips. 
 
    The siren looked like it caught her just as much off-guard as it did me. Then she closed her pale green eyelids and opened her mouth for Cinis’ tongue. 
 
    I was immediately hard. 
 
    After a few seconds, Cinis pulled away a bit, but she kept her hold on Ephy. One arm was wrapped behind the siren’s dainty waist, and the other was tangled in her periwinkle hair. 
 
    Then Cinis looked over at me through her lashes as if to make sure she had my attention, and she carefully grazed her teeth over Ephy’s lip in a much gentler way than she usually did with me. While she did this she traced a long finger back and forth across one of Ephy’s perky breasts, and the siren whimpered a little. 
 
    I saw her now-taut nipples press through the thin silk of her dress, and my blood burned at the sight. 
 
    “I’m feeling so exhausted all of a sudden,” the Queen purred, but she looked the complete opposite. “Maybe we can all go to my room and… lie down.” 
 
    Her eyes were glowing red, and she was looking at me with a hungry expression on her face as she continued to toy with Ephy’s nipple. 
 
    “Of course, Your Grace,” the siren whispered. She was obviously enjoying Cinis’ affections, but her ocean-blue eyes were watching my face. 
 
    “I’ll escort you two ladies to bed,” I said coolly, and I kept my face as ambiguous as I could. 
 
    Cinis’ expression immediately darkened, and she shot me a threatening look. 
 
    “You’ll be very much with us in bed,” the queen insisted. “I command it.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows at her and lifted my hands in mock-surrender. 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty.” 
 
    We crossed the courtyard and reentered the palace together. This time, we went straight across the big entrance chamber. After some twists and turns, we entered what Cinis called “the older part” of the palace. It had been extended and hollowed out from the natural tunnels that already wound through the huge, flat-topped mountain before the decorative structure that fronted the cliff was built. Cinis said all of this very casually, but both Ephy and I were gaping at the design since we’d never seen anything like it before. 
 
    Ephy traced a hand along the tunnel’s smooth stone wall. 
 
    “It’s so warm,” she murmured. “And…” 
 
    The siren paused and cocked her head like she was listening. 
 
    “Is there… water in there?” she asked with surprise. 
 
    Cinis nodded. 
 
    “There are natural hot springs that run through the rock here,” she explained, and her husky voice echoed as we rounded a curve in the tunnel. 
 
    Then we climbed an obscene number of stairs and eventually stopped outside a big door that was roughly oval-shaped to almost fill the tunnel. The dark stone narrowed a little around it to seal off the gap, and the door was made of wood. It looked blackened like the shaft of the spear Cinis had outfitted me with to kill Sievni, and like the spear, it was hard and strong. It was also reinforced with something that looked like black metal, and the wood itself had elaborate, abstract carvings on its surface. 
 
    I recognized them after a second as flames, and I admired the precision of the smooth, intricate curves. 
 
    Beyond the door, Cinis’ room was technically a cave, but it was undeniably fit for a queen. At first, it flared out from the narrowness of the tunnel a little bit like a hallway, and then it suddenly opened up into a huge, high-ceilinged chamber.  
 
    We must’ve been at the very top of the plateau, because there were several glass-paned skylights set into the ceiling. The three suns had nearly set, and the constantly swirling stars of the Ardere were visible up in the sky. There were thick cloth coverings wrapped onto wooden frames that could be unfolded like accordions to cover the skylights. 
 
    One of the skylights was set above a sort of alcove in the stone that almost formed a room, and inside it the stone rose up to mold into a soaking pool or bath. It was full of water from the hot springs, and it had just a slight hint of the lava water’s glow. The faint steam that hung over its surface sparkled like gold dust in the air. 
 
    On the other side of the room, the bed was on its own loft that had been hollowed out of the stone right down to the steps that spiraled up to it. This height brought the bed within six or seven feet of the skylight, and I marveled at the starry view while Cinis led me and Ephy up to her royal sleeping area. 
 
    Earlier that night, the scorpion venom had filled me with a searing heat, but I didn’t realize it had left me until Cinis pulled me down on top of her and opened her lips for me. Just the lingering taste of it on her tongue jolted me with electric heat, but I could barely focus on this. 
 
    Both Cinis and Ephy were tearing at my clothes to rid me of them, and in a matter of seconds I was stripped down completely. Then I moved to help Ephy out of her dress, but Cinis wouldn’t release me. 
 
    “She can do that herself,” the Ember Priestess purred. “And she’ll be a good girl and wait her turn, won’t you, Ephy?” 
 
    “Yes, Cinis,” the siren giggled, and she crawled onto the bed like a little kitten. Then she curled up and sent me a blushy smile, and I realized she was eager to watch me and Cinis together. 
 
    I would certainly give her a show. 
 
    I didn’t even waste a moment to undress Cinis. I just tore her strange dress up to reveal her glistening pussy, and the fiery queen was quick to guide my rigid cock inside her, but I took my time about giving her the passionate manhandling I knew she craved. I teased her with light, rhythmic thrusts, almost like I was taking it easy on her. 
 
    “Dex,” she said in a dangerously polite voice that reminded me of the first time we met. “I am the queen, and it’s high treason not to pin me down against this bed and fuck me like you mean it.” 
 
    I had to chuckle. 
 
    “If you insist,” I growled, and I lifted my weight just enough to flip her from her back to her stomach and then locked my hands around her wrists. 
 
    “Like this?” I asked with a smirk she couldn’t see. 
 
    “Yes,” Cinis moaned urgently. The queen arched her back to press up against me. 
 
    I couldn’t help but tease her a little more. 
 
    “What’s the magic word?” I asked her after I made a single deep thrust into her hot, wet channel. Then I snaked my hand beneath her to toy with her clit while I went back to lighter strokes. 
 
    Her husky moan ramped up, and she tried to free her wrists from my now one-handed grip. I knew she would try to hurry me along if I released her at that moment, and I wasn’t quite ready to have my way with her yet, so I held her firmly. 
 
    She squirmed eagerly against my hand as I continued teasing her clit, and I reveled in the way her impatience brought her skin to an even more scalding degree. 
 
    Priestess or queen, when Cinis was outside the bedroom she was always in command, but I knew she often liked that to change when it came to sex. 
 
    I finally stopped playing gentle with her and started to fuck her in earnest. She gasped and then opened her legs further for me to drive my cock into her waiting pussy. 
 
    “More,” she urged me. Her voice was somehow both commanding and pleading for me to fuck her mercilessly, and I couldn’t help but oblige her. 
 
    She moved almost convulsively between the pleasure of my dick filling her from above and my fingers stroking her from below. 
 
    Ephy moaned softly close by, and I glanced up to see she had undressed herself by now. Her fingers were tracing little circles around her nipples as she watched me have my way with Cinis, and when we locked eyes, she moaned again. 
 
    Then Queen Cinis arched against me and bit her lip to keep her moan from turning into a scream of pleasure when she climaxed, and her wings flared bright orange while her tunnel frantically clenched my cock. Her husky, blissed-out cry pushed me over the edge, too, and I plunged the entirety of my cock inside her and held it there while I released a torrent of cum into her womb. 
 
    The heat of the Ember Priestess flared inside me and through every bone of my body, and I couldn’t help grinning as I let it take over my every thought. It was like nothing separated me from the fiery woman beneath me, and her moans seemed endless as I kept pumping more and more cum into her trembling body. 
 
    It was the longest orgasm I’d ever had, and I was glad it seemed to be the same for her. She was still spasming with pleasure against my cock after several quivering moments passed, and she let out another breathless whimper each time I rocked my hips forward slowly until I had emptied my last drop of cum inside her. 
 
    We laid motionless just panting for a few minutes after. Then I looked up and saw Ephy sitting cross-legged and watching me with an expression of arousal and longing on her face. The naked siren blushed a little when my eyes met hers, but she didn’t look away. She pouted a little and trailed a hand invitingly between her legs. 
 
    I was sorely tempted to please the dainty siren, but I needed time to recover. 
 
    “Cinis,” I said as I stroked my hand along her wing, and the queen moaned in response. “Ephy is feeling left out. Why don’t you dote on her for a bit?” 
 
    “Yes, Dex,” the queen agreed. 
 
    I pulled myself out of the heated sheath of her pussy, and Cinis obediently crawled over to Ephy. Then she straddled the siren’s willowy body and began kissing her deeply, starting at her pouty pink lips. She kissed Ephy’s light-green neck and started to give her a little taste of the more dominant attention she liked to lavish on me in our second rounds. 
 
    Ephy writhed with pleasure when Cinis’ fingers trailed lightly down from her perky breasts to explore between her legs. Then she let out a soft, quivering moan when Cinis slowly slid a single finger between her satiny folds. 
 
    At two fingers, she blushed and spread her legs open shyly for the queen. 
 
    Cinis didn’t waste any time. After a long, unblinking look at me, she smirked and lowered her head to purr her tongue against the siren’s clit. Ephy bucked her hips up inadvertently and then shyly tried to pull away like she was embarrassed, but Cinis wasn’t having it. She continued to stroke Ephy with her tongue while she made a show of fucking the siren with her fingers. 
 
    But when Ephy opened her bright blue eyes, they went straight to me. 
 
    “Dex Morgan…” the siren begged in her sweet, lilting voice. “I need you inside me, please…” 
 
    That was good, because seeing Cinis toy with her had made me rock-hard again and filled me with the need to claim the siren the way she hungered for. 
 
    “Anything you want,” I murmured to the sweet siren, and she blushed as I crawled closer to her on the bed. 
 
    Cinis growled lightly when I pulled her from between Ephy’s legs, but one light spank to her heated back end made her much more obliging. The fiery queen tumbled to the side and laid herself out so she could watch me enjoy our delicate lover, and Ephy smiled obediently as she shifted to display her wet pussy to me. 
 
    Her whimpers as I slid inside her were music to my ears, and it wasn’t just because of her silvery voice. The fact that I could make her moan like no one else could after just a single thrust fueled my energy and brought forth a ravenous need to hear it again and again. 
 
    And I did. 
 
    The siren couldn’t hold back her trembling whines of pleasure. First I fucked her on her back with her long, lithe legs up around my shoulders. She moaned with ecstasy each time I sank my aching cock into her soaking wet passage. Then I sat up on the edge of the bed and pulled her firmly into my lap to sit facing away from me. 
 
    “Dex Morgan!” She gave me a surprised little giggle. “I don’t… I don’t know what to do like this…” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I growled softly in her ear. I know exactly what to do with you.” 
 
    I lifted her petite frame and slowly guided her back onto my rigid cock, and then I sheathed my full length in her tight, slick wetness. The siren’s musical, shuddering moans echoed off the walls and the vaulted ceiling as I gripped her hips and bounced her relentlessly on my dick. 
 
    “Fuck!” Ephy gasped rapturously. 
 
    Finding out that I was able to make the sweet, shy siren cry out an obscenity just fueled me even more. She gave me complete and total control, and I kept her sliding up and down on my cock with quick, furious bounces while I buried myself in her wet channel over and over again with quick upward thrusts. 
 
    Ephy’s petite frame spasmed and writhed on my cock as she suddenly orgasmed, and at the same time, I released a flood of cum into her tight little pussy. Each pulse of my cock spurted more and more inside her eager body, and it sent shivers of pleasure through Ephy, so she continued to squirm and bounce on my shaft while I filled her. 
 
    Somehow, I knew even her own wailing pleasure paled compared to my own. 
 
    Ephy’s lithe back glowed in the pale green light of the mark on my chest, and an overwhelming surge of power shot through my veins. The sensation kept my cock throbbing heavily inside the siren for longer than I could tell, but when I finally satiated myself, Ephy was limp with satisfaction in my arms. 
 
    I chuckled a bit as I slowly slid her off my cock, and then I let her tumble onto the bed before I joined her. 
 
    Both women were looking dreamy and very pleased, and we laid together in a tangle, but somehow I didn’t feel tired, even now. 
 
    My mind was churning a mile a minute, and a familiarly powerful and strange feeling swept through me. I felt almost cold, but in a pleasant sort of way that I couldn’t get enough of, but I wasn’t quite able to pinpoint why. A cool energy flooded through me, and it culminated in my chest with a feeling like pins and needles, but without the heat and unpleasantness. 
 
    And this happened every single time I made love to Ephy, but I couldn’t quite understand why. I hadn’t even brought it up to my sweet-faced lover because I wasn’t sure how to approach the topic. 
 
    All I knew was I felt fucking unstoppable, and not only did I love it. I craved it.

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    I woke up to the light of four of the Ardere’s suns falling in through the skylight onto the sleeping forms of Ephy and Cinis. It bathed them in a golden glow. Cinis looked like royalty even sprawled out naked and mumbling in her sleep, and Ephy looked serene and angelic as she slumbered peacefully. 
 
    She hadn’t been so angelic last night, though. I smirked at the thought as I sat up in the bed. 
 
    A wave of dizziness washed through me that forced me back down to the pillow, but after a few moments it dissipated, and I realized I still felt as amazing as I had last night. 
 
    Cinis had warned me that the scorpion venom we drank would knock me on my ass for a good forty-eight hours, but I felt like I could move a mountain as I stretched my supple-feeling limbs. I felt as if the cool energy I felt last night had softened and spread through every inch of my body. 
 
    Even though I was kind of used to the feeling by now, the fact that it was enough to punch through the potency of the scorpion venom stunned me. 
 
    I was just about to roll out of bed when I realized Cinis’ eyes were wide open, and she was watching me. 
 
    The queen looked like a mess in the hottest way imaginable. Her dark, shiny hair tumbled around her and contrasted with the pale skin of her nude form under the morning sun. She had faint dark shadows under her eyes, but they just made their amber glow even more striking around her galaxy-filled pupils. Her kiss-bruised lips made her look even more effortlessly sensual than normal. 
 
    I wished I could stay and fill the new queen’s room with more of her sultry moans, and she didn’t make it any easier not to when she rolled over and put her head right in my lap. She captured my finger between her soft ripe lips and sucked it provocatively. 
 
    “Good morning, Your Highness,” I managed to say. 
 
    “Mmmmm,” she mumbled wordlessly in her husky voice. 
 
    Next to us, Ephy rolled over and stretched out like a cat. I felt another surge of desire as she arched her bare green back and shook out her long, periwinkle hair. When I saw her and Cinis next to each other, it was all I could do not to push both of them back down on the bed and have my way with them again. 
 
    But I reminded myself that I had to get home and make sure my little nipitar was okay. 
 
    I had instructed Mazne to look after it, and she’d been thrilled, but I still felt a little pang every time I thought about the little creature. 
 
    And Cinis would likely have things to do considering it was her first day as the official ruler of the Ardere. 
 
    The fact that I had despoiled the queen crossed my mind, and I allowed myself a small half-smile at the thought. 
 
    “What are you smirking about, Mr. Morgan?” Cinis asked me. 
 
    “You,” I told her, and then I rolled off the bed before she could tempt me into anything more. 
 
    We all got dressed, some of us more so than others. Cinis slipped into a long black silk robe that parted perfectly at her back to allow for her wings, but she wore nothing underneath. It was belted so loosely around her waist that it was practically falling open on the top half, so her lush cleavage was on full display.  
 
    Ephy wore what might generously be called a dress. Its thin shoulder straps were overly long, so her perky breasts were half-visible from the front and sides, and it was barely long enough to cover her perfectly-formed ass. It was a loose dress, but the cotton was so thin that it clung close to her form, and seeing the outline of her taut, lithe body through it made me want to tear it off her. 
 
    Ephy was gorgeous when she wore her usual lily pad skirt, and last night she had looked fucking ethereal in her pale blue gown, but something about this little scrap of white cotton was thrilling in its own way. 
 
    The queen was more radiant than the four suns overhead when Ephy and I turned back to wave goodbye to her from down on the black sand beach. 
 
    A ferry master greeted us in a cheery voice and sprang to give us a hand mounting a turtle. The last time I’d seen him, he was emptying six shots of scorpion venom into a massive goblet that was half-filled with a bubbling golden liquid. The substance had emitted a little burst of sparks every time a bubble popped on its surface. He had chugged the entire bowl-sized goblet in less than a minute, and then hiccupped out some sparks and trotted off singing in a high-pitched voice with his top hat dangerously askew. 
 
    But now he was bright-eyed and cheery. Apparently what Cinis said about the fire beings was true. That stuff was like water to them. 
 
    “I had so much fun last night,” Ephy said dreamily while the turtle propelled us smoothly through the lava water. 
 
    “I know you did.” I winked at her to remind her of last night, and her pale green skin blushed faintly pink. 
 
    “Did… did you like what we did, Dex Morgan?” she asked. I almost couldn’t believe she was still so shy sometimes considering the things that we’d done, but it made me chuckle. 
 
    “Ephy,” I said. “I cannot even put into words how much I liked what we did.” 
 
    She blushed an even rosier shade of pink. “And… what Cinis and I did together?” 
 
    I nodded vigorously in response, and she gave a thoughtful little hum. 
 
    “I liked it, too,” she confessed with a shy giggle. 
 
    After we dismounted our turtle, and Ephy patted its bright yellow head in farewell, we took our time ambling all the way down the long, spongy rock path to the border of the Ardere. Then we continued through the sunlit trees of a calm and peaceful Hud. I was still on my guard with the forest, just in case, but it seemed to be in oddly good spirits today. Even the canopy had loosened up a bit to let the daylight in. 
 
    When we neared the estate, I suddenly heard a commotion from somewhere inside that made me pick up my pace. The vines seemed to sense my urgency, and they slid rapidly out of my way. The patterned snakes slithered quickly like they were trying to give me space, too, when I pounded across the carpet with Ephy trailing along behind me. 
 
    The frantic, keening, humming noise was audible through the door of my office when I reached the hallway, accompanied by something clawing and scraping against the inside. I could faintly hear a voice cooing something in a soothing tone, and some thumps and bumps like some sort of struggle was taking place. 
 
    I tensed. That was my little nipitar. And… who? It didn’t sound like Mazne. 
 
    When I reached the door, the sounds ceased abruptly, except for some soft shuffling. I motioned for Ephy to stay back and tensed myself for a possible fight while I opened the door slowly. 
 
    Before I could blink, the tiny little nipitar came hurtling at me with such force, I had to steady myself against the doorframe to stay upright. Its loving hum rang out while it wrapped itself around my neck like a scaly gold scarf, and I patted it affectionately on the head and looked sharply around the room. 
 
    Half the things in my office looked like they’d been overturned, rifled through, or attacked by a vicious wolverine who had decided to do both. Then I saw a scuffling in the shadowy corner. 
 
    I approached and saw Elis locked in a battle with my overturned fountain on the ground as he tried to push it upright. The fountain was winning. 
 
    “Elis?” I asked cautiously. 
 
    The kid cringed and then quickly scrambled to his feet. He stood with his hands behind his back and fidgeted nervously while he looked down at the ground to avoid meeting my eyes. 
 
    “Elis,” I repeated in a calm voice. 
 
    He met my eyes reluctantly. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he blurted. “I heard the crying in here, and it sounded so sad, so I just let myself in to check, and everything was all torn apart, but I didn’t want you to think I did it, and--” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I assured him. “Seriously, Elis, it’s not your fault. It was nice of you to check in.” 
 
    From the claw marks that gouged some of the wooden surfaces in my office, I gathered that the little nipitar was responsible for the mess. 
 
    Then I heard Ephy’s little gasp as she saw the disheveled state of the room. I’d been so distracted that I had forgotten to go back into the hallway for her, but the siren must have realized it was safe to enter and crept in behind me. 
 
    “What happened?” she asked as she stared around at the mess with her big teardrop-shaped eyes. 
 
    Elis had been looking at her with a dazed expression on his face, but when she spoke, he seemed to snap out of it a little. He seemed to be struggling to remember how to talk, though, so he just pointed wordlessly at the scaly creature on my shoulder. 
 
    I bit back a laugh. 
 
    “Oh, poor little nipitar,” Ephy lulled. “It must’ve been scared you weren’t coming back!” 
 
    “There, there, my friend,” I cooed as I petted the scaly creature. “Mazne was supposed to watch you. Elis, have you seen her anywhere?” 
 
    “I saw her come out of your office last night,” the kid said and then lowered his voice to an ashamed mumble. “When I was… Just hanging around in the hallway. That’s when I saw a glimpse of Nimith.” 
 
    The nipitar on my shoulder turned its head to look at him at the same time I did. 
 
    “Who?” I asked. 
 
    Elis gestured at the nipitar. 
 
    “Nimith,” he repeated more loudly. 
 
    As if in response, the nipitar pushed off my neck with its clawed feet toward Elis. It couldn’t fly yet, but it spread its wings to help it sail toward him and then sank its claws into his sleeve when he hurriedly held out his arms to catch it. 
 
    I was taken aback and a little bit cross that he had named the nipitar, but I also couldn’t keep my curiosity at bay, and I was sure the kid hadn’t purposely broken into my office just to name it. 
 
    It seemed to have taken a liking to him, and it gave him a friendly little warble before it launched itself back at me. It jumped without hesitation like it knew I would be there to catch it, and I smiled as I helped it resume its perch on my shoulder. 
 
    “Nimith,” I repeated thoughtfully. “How’d you come up with that?” 
 
    The nipitar gave a little caw when I said its name. 
 
    Elis shrugged. 
 
    “She just looks like a ‘Nimith’ to me,” he said. 
 
    “She?” I was even more interested now, and Ephy looked surprised, too.  
 
    I started to press Elis for details. 
 
    “How’d you know--” I started to ask. 
 
    “Where’d you get--” he said at the exact same time. 
 
    But both of us were interrupted by Mazne entering the room. She was tottering under the weight of a huge wooden crate she had clutched in her arms. 
 
    “Maz,” I said with surprise and rushed to take the heavy crate from her. I set it on the ground, and then I turned back to her with concern. “Where have you been? Are you okay?” 
 
    I was more relieved to see her than anything else. Mazne didn’t usually just take off. 
 
    “I’m okay,” the secretary assured me, but she still had a distracted look on her face. Then she looked around the room and the expression turned to a mixture of shock and guilt. “Did… did the nipitar do this?” 
 
    “I think so,” I told her, and I looked at Elis questioningly. 
 
    “Yeah,” he confirmed. “Just about an hour ago, I heard her crying, and I came in and everything was all…” 
 
    He gestured around the room. 
 
    “Oh, Dex,” Mazne sighed. “I’m so sorry! I’ve been spending every second with the nipitar because it was so sad without you, and it would just cry and cry, but this morning I had to do some of my usual estate business, and I knew no one could see the nipitar! So I lef--” 
 
    “It’s okay, Maz,” I interrupted her. She’d been talking faster and faster in the way she did when she was extremely stressed, and she sounded like she might cry from how guilty she felt. 
 
    “Are you sure, Dex?” she sniffled a little. 
 
    “Absolutely,” I told her firmly. “It will be easy enough to clean up my office.” 
 
    Mazne’s expression lifted a little, but her usual bubbly smile was still tempered by a slightly strained expression that hung around even when the nipitar gave her outstretched finger an affectionate nibble. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    She hesitated and shot a glance at Elis like she wasn’t sure whether the kid should hear what she had to say. 
 
    I picked up on this and turned to look at Elis. He had his head perked up eagerly waiting to hear what was going on, and it was so characteristic of him that I had to bite back a laugh. 
 
    Then I reluctantly did the only thing I knew would eliminate any chance of him sneaking back to eavesdrop: I gently unwound Nimith from my neck and passed her over to him. She gave a slightly forlorn mew back at me but allowed Elis to hang on to her. 
 
    “Would you mind taking Nimith to your room with you and keeping her company while I go over some, er… business matters?” I tried to make it sound as boring as possible. 
 
    “Yes, our grain shipment has arrived,” Mazne added helpfully. “I need to go over some logistics with you for…” 
 
    She didn’t even need to finish her sentence before Elis gave a gleeful yip and hurried off with the nipitar cradled in his arms. 
 
    I chuckled and then turned serious again when Mazne looked at me and twiddled her thumbs nervously. 
 
    “You can have a seat, Maz,” I told her. “What is it?” 
 
    I bent over to turn a chair upright for her to sit in, but she shook her head. 
 
    “I think you should come see for yourself,” she said. 
 
    I glanced over at Ephy. The siren was just standing looking at the empty fountain that lay on its side where it had apparently been knocked over in the nipitar’s anxious fit. 
 
    “I’ll be back in just a minute, Ephy,” I told her. 
 
    She looked up like I’d startled her out of a daydream. 
 
    “Okay, Dex,” she murmured with a sweet smile at me, and I saw her meander toward the slightly shredded-up couch to sit down. 
 
    I followed Mazne outside curiously and saw a canvas-covered wagon so big it had spots for two horses to pull it. But only one horse stood harnessed to the wagon. A separate pair of hoofprints led away from the empty spot next to it, and for several strides there were human footprints beside them. The human prints were deeper than the prints Mazne left as she walked next to me, but pretty similar to mine, and looked like they came from big, sturdy boots of some kind. The last few footprints were especially deep where the person had pushed off the ground to vault onto their horse. 
 
    Footprints? I came to a sudden halt. It hadn’t rained for weeks, and there was no reason I could think of why the ground should be a mudslide here. 
 
    “Wait a second,” I said sharply, and Mazne came hurrying back. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Dex?” she asked. 
 
    “Why is the yard so muddy?” 
 
    She stared at me for a second, and I could tell this wasn’t what she’d expected me to say. 
 
    “I have no idea,” she responded. Now that I had brought it to her attention, Mazne looked as perplexed as I was. 
 
    Then she held up a finger to pause me before I responded. 
 
    “Do you hear that?” she asked. 
 
    I nodded and frowned while I scanned the ground with my eyes. I could distinctly hear the noise of rushing water close by, and I followed it. 
 
    When I rounded the corner of our estate wall, I saw a bubbling stream surging over the ground from the edge of the forest and heading directly toward me. I had barely even taken in the sight before it came spilling over my boots. 
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
    This was the last straw. I almost stalked off to investigate where the stream was coming from but thought better of it. I was the Master of the estate, and I couldn’t just leave the wagon there without seeing what was going on. Why would the cart’s driver ride away without the cart and half its team after he made his delivery? 
 
    When I came around the back of the wagon and lifted aside the canvas flap, I forgot all about the question. 
 
    Because along with sacks of grain, the wagon was filled with stacks upon stacks of gold. I knew it must be the two kilos promised to me by the king. 
 
    Mazne came to stand by me. 
 
    “So… the driver just rode up, hopped down, leaped onto his horse, and took off?” I asked her in total confusion. 
 
    “Yep,” she responded in an equally mystified tone. “Just a few minutes ago, when I was getting back from the city centre. He didn’t even look my way or say anything when I called out to him.” 
 
    She paused, and I glanced her way and waited for her to continue. 
 
    “I was expecting someone to come by around this time with the grain shipment, but they never leave the cart here, especially not with a horse attached to it.” 
 
    She cast an admiring look at the horse. It was huge and muscular, and its coat was a glossy, smoky, silvery-gray color. It had a proud, refined face, and its bright black eyes blinked down at us while it snorted and stamped a little. Its hooves made a squelching noise in the mud underfoot. 
 
    The horse certainly looked strong enough to pull the cart, but not at all like that’s what it was bred or trained for. And it was wearing a rich, fancy-looking leather saddle, with a matching bridle. 
 
    “Hold on,” I said as something else occurred to me. “You were expecting this?” 
 
    “I was expecting our usual grain shipment,” she clarified. “But when Master Abbot was alive, if a grain shipment came in a wagon this big, then he told me to let him worry about it. But this time, I thought I’d take care of it myself, and when I saw all the gold I was shocked, and--” 
 
    “And these big shipments happened regularly?” I cut across Mazne’s babbling as politely as I could manage. 
 
    “Just every now and then,” she said a little impatiently, like there was something else she wanted to get to. 
 
    I gave her a questioning look, and she held out a rolled-up parchment for me to take. The thick, ornate paper was edged with gold leaf, and the ribbon tied around the scroll was made of soft silk. Even if the scroll had arrived on its own, I would’ve known right away who it was from. 
 
    “Thanks, Maz,” I said as I tucked the scroll into my elbow with a heavy feeling in the pit of my stomach. 
 
    Mazne looked like she wanted to ask a million questions, but she held back. I knew she had experience with holding her tongue from her time spent assisting Master Abbot, but she was still practicing at showing the same restraint with me. I shot her an appreciative smile. 
 
    “I’ll help you unload this,” I told her, about to reach into the wagon, but she stopped me with a touch on my arm. 
 
    “No, Master Morgan,” she said in a firm voice. “You go handle… whatever that is, and I’ll go wheedle Incrassatum into helping me.” 
 
    I laughed at the thought of Mazne’s charms working their magic on Incrassatum. Or anyone’s charms working on Incrassatum, for that matter. 
 
    “Good idea,” I said. “Just the gold, though, and have her cover it with something and bring it into my office. I don’t want anyone else knowing about the king unless it’s absolutely necessary.” 
 
    Mazne nodded. 
 
    “What about the grain?” she asked. 
 
    “Once the gold’s inside, tell Incrassatum to find anyone else who’s lying around and, uh… persuade them to lend a hand. Then send her to my office.” I grinned at her. 
 
     She nodded again and waved me away cheerily, and I turned to head back inside. 
 
    “Oh, hey, Dex?” Mazne called like she’d just remembered something. 
 
    “Yeah, Maz?” 
 
    “I picked up some of those blue bubbly fruits for you from the fruit stalls when I was out, and the shop owner gave me some other stuff for you. That’s why I got held up, he made it fresh just for you.” 
 
    I thought she must be referring to Eroven, although I didn’t know how the wizard shopkeeper would’ve recognized her as working for me. 
 
    “What kind of stuff?” I asked her. 
 
    “He said it’s the special fruit you asked for, and... something about ‘looking far and wide to find it.’ It’s in the crate I brought into your office.” 
 
    I definitely hadn’t asked for any special fruit, so that seemed like an exceedingly odd thing for Eroven to say, but I nodded and gave Mazne a smile of thanks and then headed inside. 
 
    It wasn’t too unusual for Eroven to give me a little something special when I stopped by, especially when a new fruit was made or brought in. But he had never gone hunting after a type of fruit for me, or sent it to me through someone else. Something about that seemed off. 
 
    I remembered to retrieve little Nimith from Elis on my way back to my office. I was longing to ask him about why he seemed so sure she was a female, but there were so many things I had to do that I reluctantly postponed my interrogation.  
 
    I found Ephy on the floor of my office and engaged in the same battle Elis had lost against the heavy fountain that lay on the ground. 
 
    “Ephy!” I chided, and I hurried across the room to lift it and set it upright.  
 
    Nimith gave a little squawk of distress as she almost fell. The nipitar clawed her way onto my back, and then I felt her weight vanish as she leaped off and seated herself on my desk. 
 
    “I wanted to help,” Ephy said sadly while she gave up on her wrestling with the fountain and let me handle it. 
 
    I righted the fountain, and we looked down at the few droplets of water left in it. Then I looked around at the rest of it that was pooled on the floor over near where the fountain had originally tumbled over. 
 
    I almost couldn’t believe the puny little nipitar had managed to accomplish this, but as I studied the scene, I realized it had been a domino effect that looked like it started with some books on the shelf above my desk and ended with the fountain’s water puddled all over the floor in the corner. 
 
    Before I could contemplate finding a towel to sop it up with yet, the water on the floor started to glow a familiar luminous aquamarine shade. It caught Ephy’s attention as quickly as lightning, and we both stared in astonishment at the glowing puddles, and then at each other. 
 
    Suddenly, each puddle of water turned into a little stream, and they all trickled across the floor toward the fountain. I watched with my mouth open as they all made their way to it and then roiled up its sides like they were dripping upward. In less than ten seconds, the fountain was almost completely full again. Just a faint sheen of dampness had been left on the floor by the water in its passing. 
 
    “Well, that was helpful,” Ephy said with a cute little smile. 
 
    The water that had moved back into the fountain slowly lost the intensity of its glow and settled into a more muted, rippling shade of cyan. 
 
    But there was still a glow lighting the room. I frowned in puzzlement for a moment before I realized the light was coming from under my shirt. 
 
    My mark. 
 
    I stared down at it and then glanced over at Ephy to see if she had any idea what the hell was going on. Her face looked just as confused as mine now, and I was going to say something about all the weird and mysterious things that had been happening lately when I suddenly remembered the scroll Mazne had given me. 
 
    “Shit,” I grumbled, and I dropped into my seat as I was hit with a wave of frustration. 
 
    “What’s going on, Dex?” Ephy asked me in her singsong voice. 
 
    “Well,” I huffed and drummed my fingers against my thigh. “Weird things keep happening around me, and right when I’m trying to figure out why, I’m interrupted by something like this.” 
 
    I slapped the scroll down on my desk. 
 
    “What is it?” Ephy frowned at the innocent-looking little scroll. 
 
    I was sure I knew exactly what it was, but I tugged the ribbon off and unrolled it to scan it over. 
 
    My suspicion was confirmed. 
 
    “It’s a summons to see the king.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    I lifted the weight of my hand off the scroll I’d been holding flat against my desk, and the rich parchment snapped back into a furled shape. I pushed it away from me across the desk, but I felt like the king’s scrawled summons was staring at me when it sat on the wooden surface. 
 
    I snatched it up again, opened my desk drawer, and dropped it inside. 
 
    Ephy was watching me with a concerned look. 
 
    Before she could say anything, I had made up my mind. 
 
    “The king is just going to have to wait,” I announced. “I have business to take care of.” 
 
    I tried to focus on the things I needed to do instead of the stress that buzzed in the back of my mind, but Ephy still seemed to sense my tension, and I could tell it made her sad. 
 
    “Can I help, Dex?” she asked in a voice so sweet it made me smile. 
 
    “No, Ephy,” I said gently. “I have some things to do, but I need to do them alone. Unless… Well…” 
 
    “Yes, Dex?” she probed. 
 
    I let out my breath in a whoosh like I could blow out some tension with it. 
 
    “Well,” I hesitated. “Those weird things I mentioned that have been happening… they’ve almost all been something to do with water.” 
 
    “Like what just happened with the fountain?” she asked with a thoughtful crinkle in her light-green forehead. 
 
    “Sort of,” I replied. “Except the other times have been in the forest. Suddenly I’ll notice little streams of water, like creeks, but I know they weren’t there before. It’s almost like the water is… following me.” 
 
    I said this with a little chuckle to show I knew how strange it sounded, but the thoughtful look lingered on Ephy’s delicate face. 
 
    “I think I have an idea,” she murmured while she twirled one of her periwinkle locks around her finger. 
 
    Then she got to her feet to come over, and she wound her slender arms around my neck. 
 
    “You take care of your business, Dex Morgan,” she lulled with an unusual hint of firmness behind her musical voice. “I’ll do some thinking about the water.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ephy.” I returned her hug and then pulled her into my lap and kissed her to show her how much I meant it. 
 
    She kissed me back eagerly, but then she wormed her way out of my grip and stood just out of my reach. 
 
    “You can thank me later,” she murmured, and the shy, sweet siren wore a teasing expression I didn’t often see on her. 
 
    “Of course.” I grinned at her and watched every move of her lithe form while she traipsed out the door. She shot me a last look before she gently pulled it shut behind her. 
 
    I felt calmer and more purposeful as I started to gather my thoughts, and gratitude toward Ephy swept over me. 
 
    Then I glanced around my office while I pondered what to do first. I was still expecting Incrassatum in here soon, so I got up to open the door partway so she knew it was alright to come inside. 
 
    When I turned to head back to my desk, my gaze fell on the crate Mazne had lugged in earlier. 
 
    “The special fruit I asked for,” I muttered to myself. That’s what the secretary claimed Eroven had told her it was when he insisted on making something fresh for her to bring home to me. 
 
    But I hadn’t asked Eroven for any special fruit. I hadn’t asked the wizard for anything. 
 
    Except… 
 
    I picked up the crate and lowered it to the ground between my feet when I sat back down in my desk chair. 
 
    Inside of it, on top of the blue screwbler fruits Mazne had picked up, there was a brown parchment bag. It was the crinkly kind that Eroven usually put his smaller fruits in to sell. There wasn’t anything else in the crate, so I assumed this must be my “special fruit.” 
 
    When I looked inside, I saw the bag was filled with orange rolls of dried fruit leather that had something crumbly like crushed nuts in them, and a pleasant smell wafted up to me. It was a citrusy, sunshiny scent that also had a hint of sweet nuttiness to it. 
 
    I had seen Eroven roll his fruit leather before, and I remembered that he always stretched each piece flat over a long strip of parchment paper and rolled it up along with the fruit leather so it wouldn’t stick into one big glob later. I could see these papers sticking out of the rolled fruit leathers in the bag now. But there was also a stray piece of the paper sitting on top by itself. It was furled up like a scroll and tied with a long fruit stem of some kind. 
 
    Its resemblance to the king’s summons made me snort with laughter. 
 
    I reached in and pulled it from the bag, and then I slid the stem off it and spread the paper in front of me on my desk. 
 
    A short message was scrawled across it. It had smeared a little when it was rolled up, so I had to hold it closer to me to make out the words. 
 
    “Honeyed sun-Bael with crushed Ucro nuts,” it said. This explained the fruit leather’s enticing scent. 
 
    Below that, the message continued: “Eat the one that appeals most to you first. You’ll find the ingredients are just what you asked for.” 
 
    That was all it said. 
 
    The ingredients were just what I’d asked for? I frowned and then scanned the fruit rolls in the bag for the one that looked tastiest to me. They all had subtle differences-- some were a slightly different shade of orange, and the amount of crushed Ucro I could see protruding from the fruit leather’s edges varied from barely any to… the one that appealed most to me. I reached down and retrieved the roll with so much Ucro sticking out of it that the fruit leather was barely even visible. 
 
    I unrolled it, and right away I could see the parchment it was rolled on also had writing. It was scrawled in the same rough hand as the note I’d just read. 
 
    “The sheep are harmless without their shepherds,” the message said. “I am fairly certain there will be no more trouble. But if you’re still worried, you can check with the secret that speaks.” 
 
    I immediately realized what this cryptic message meant. 
 
    Not too long ago, a group of young wizards had collectively wreaked havoc on Nara’s coven with the aim of getting the witches banished from Ocadia, or even killed if they could manage it. As far as I knew, this had all come to a screeching halt after I personally took out their leaders, a pair of identical twins named Finneus and Verlius. Not that the young wizards were aware of this. I had arranged it perfectly to look like the twins had simultaneously killed each other. 
 
    Without those two vicious bastards to lead them into such things anymore, I doubted any of the other wizards would be a threat to Nara, her coven, or Ocadia. But I had put a few feelers out to keep tabs on them for a while just in case, and Eroven was one of them. 
 
    Eroven wasn’t exactly my usual type of source for intel. He didn’t even know me to be an assassin, much less one who had secretly stepped in to murder the two young wizards, and I planned to keep it that way. I would never put the kindly old wizard in any sort of danger. 
 
    But I had hoped he could point me in the right direction if I asked some innocent-sounding questions, and this note seemed to do exactly that. 
 
    Wizards didn’t technically have an estate the way the assassins or witches did, among others, so even if I had wanted to involve Eroven in this situation, he likely wouldn’t have been able to do anything along the lines of spying. But he had previously mentioned to me that the troublesome group of young wizards had been trying to set up meetings with the older, more experienced ones. 
 
    The older wizards generally weren’t evil or malicious, so it wasn’t surprising that according to Eroven, none of them had accepted the invitations. 
 
    But after I’d murdered Finneus and Verlius, I had asked him to explore things a little further and see if there were any exceptions, and just to keep an ear out. Because even though it wasn’t exactly common for the older wizards to mingle with their younger counterparts, I had come to learn the older ones gossiped like nosy old women when they came into any sort of conversation with each other. So I knew there was a strong chance that if an older wizard did somehow gain knowledge of the younger ones’ activities, it would become known among the elders. 
 
    Not that they would be able to do anything to keep the young wizards from their illicit activities. The wizards’ lack of cohesion as a group would prevent this. But I didn’t need them to act. I just needed to gain an idea of whether any more shady plans were being cooked up by the young wizards, especially if those plans had anything to do with the witches. 
 
    I gathered from Eroven’s note that he believed the young wizards, or rather “the sheep,” were no longer a threat now that the two ringleaders, who he referred to as “their shepherds,” had been so mysteriously eliminated. The old shopkeeper may have been blind to a lot of things about me and my doings, but he knew I was a thorough man, and he saw me as a well-meaning person who wanted to know what was going on. This was likely the reason why he had suggested an additional source of “the secret that speaks” for me to probe the wizards’ activities if I saw fit. 
 
    And conveniently for me, one of my assassins had just spoken to that very source on my behalf in the early hours of the morning. I was expecting her at any moment now. 
 
    “Good old Eroven,” I chuckled to myself as I shredded the parchment into tiny pieces. I pulled off a piece of the fruit leather to taste. 
 
    The Ucro nuts were both crunchy and buttery, and their nutty sweetness combined with the honey softened the sun-Bael’s eye-wateringly acidic flavor, but somehow kept its bright, tangy flavor intact. 
 
    I reached for another piece and decided I would find a way to thank the old wizard properly for both of these gifts. 
 
    My thoughts were interrupted by the sharp rap I’d been expecting on my half-open door. I looked up and saw it was made by a weathered, claw-like hand. 
 
    “Come on in, Incrassatum,” I called. 
 
    The hand pushed the door open, and the woman it belonged to came strolling in with her hands in her pockets. Incrassatum wasn’t smiling, as she rarely did, but I could read the pleased expression on her vulpine face. 
 
    “I take it you followed up about the wizards,” I said with raised eyebrows. 
 
    Incrassatum was my go-to choice for someone to meet with intel sources if I wasn’t able to do it myself. She was a sharp woman and always got straight to the point. She also had a knack for getting quick and truthful answers to her questions, probably because she fucking terrified nearly everyone. 
 
    “Can’t believe you’re using that wretched cryptid for a source,” she snickered. 
 
    “Do you doubt his reliability?” I asked. 
 
    “No, just his ability to use the brain that presumably lies somewhere within that thick, knotty head of his.” She rolled her eyes at the thought of it and then went on. “The wretch has sharp ears, though, I’ll give you that. And his tactic is… so stupid, yet so smart.” 
 
    She shook her head, and I couldn’t tell if it was in admiration or disgust. 
 
    This thick, knotty-headed source was a creature who almost every inhabitant of Ocadia both feared and doubted the existence of. He was known by dozens of different names, at the very least. Some were sort of mysterious-sounding, like Veldyr. Others were a bit laughable, like the Pingledwyn. Locally, he was often simply called Scree. 
 
    But I knew his true name, Xedavi, and he was the perfect informant. 
 
    He was also the wizards’ “secret that spoke.” 
 
    No one was sure exactly what kind of creature he had originally been, not even those who had spoken to him. But what a few did know, including me, was that several years ago, an odd group of elderly wizards had accidentally dabbled in some sort of dark magic and essentially transformed him into what he was now. Most of the wizards were completely unaware of this fact, but really, this was what made it all the more amusing. 
 
    Now, Xedavi had a disturbing appearance that morphed frequently, so he always appeared as a new and interesting shade of terrifying. He also had an immense arsenal of ghastly-sounding shrieks, moans, howls, whistles, and all other sorts of utterances. 
 
    As a source of intel for the Assassins’ Estate, he had one move, but it nearly always worked due to his frequently changing appearance: He would closely stalk whoever he was observing and listen in on every detail. He would get perilously close, as I never would allow my own scouts to do, and eventually, when he was discovered, he would just run directly at the person waving however many arms, tentacles, or other appendages he possessed that day, and filled their ears with hair-raising cries. 
 
    And then that person was added to the long list who’d had a run-in with the terrifying monster who roamed Ocadia. 
 
    I wouldn’t use Xedavi for a mission that required extreme delicacy, but to sound out this nonsense with the young wizards, he was perfect. 
 
    “Anyways,” Incrassatum went on. “You have absolutely nothing to worry about from those sniveling wizards, even without them being chased around by a legless stork the size of a horse that bounces around on its stomach and belches out human skulls.” 
 
    “Ahh, so Xedavi is stuck in the ghastly stork form again,” I muttered half to myself. “Been a while since I last saw that one.” 
 
    Incrassatum offered a frank nod. “But the little wizards are utterly spineless, and they’d never act without someone there like those twins to bully them into it. Even if they were smart enough to think up something to do.” 
 
    She snorted at the thought. 
 
    “Great,” I said, but I could tell she was dying to tell me something but wanted to draw it out a little. “What else?”  
 
    Incrassatum leaned back in her chair and stretched out her stumpy-ankled legs. The look on her face made me think of a cat who had just eaten a mouse. 
 
    Or several mice, all wearing pointy wizard hats. It was impossible to tell just yet. 
 
    “Apparently,” she said in an airy tone, “someone put out word that the wizards are all cursed, and in light of recent events, they’re convinced it’s true, so they’ve been busy trying to… uncurse themselves.” 
 
    Incrassatum said the words “someone” and “recent events” with a look of such malevolent satisfaction that I knew she was behind this, and I couldn’t help but laugh. 
 
    Especially because if anyone deserved it, it was those shitbag wizards. 
 
    “And then what happened?” I asked. 
 
    “Wellllll,” drawled the bloodthirsty woman as she rested her fingers together in a steeple shape under her chin. “It seems someone heard talk that one of them was getting a little uppity, considering himself the new leader. However, that poor brave boy mysteriously vanished early this morning…” 
 
    Incrassatum trailed off delicately, and I allowed her to have her dramatic pause. 
 
    “… but he left something behind,” she added. 
 
    “What was it?” I asked. 
 
    “His head,” she told me solemnly. 
 
    We just sat and looked at each other for a few seconds before I spoke, and her poker face was as impeccable as ever. 
 
    “Thanks, Incrassatum,” I said with complete sincerity. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” she drawled as she waved me off. She seemed satisfied now that she’d been able to feed me this bit of knowledge, and she got to her feet. 
 
    Before she prowled out the door, Incrassatum turned back. 
 
    “I threatened to pick them off one by one just in case the head didn’t do the trick,” she said carelessly, like this was just some bit of information she’d forgotten. “But I didn’t tell Xedavi to quit chasing those wizards around. Should I?” 
 
    I paused for a long moment. “No.” 
 
    Incrassatum didn’t even blink. She just nodded and went on her way, and I smirked as I watched the woman stroll out my door as if she hadn’t decapitated a wizard today. 
 
    Now that I’d taken care of that, I put it out of my mind and turned to my next task. 
 
    What the hell was I going to do with these two kilos of gold? 
 
    I was proud I’d managed to provide the gold for my estate, and it made a nice little safety net. I hadn’t really thought much of it at first honestly, just like I didn’t think much of a lot of things the king said or promised. But now that I saw the enormous stacks of gold with my own two eyes, the meaning struck me a little more. 
 
    The tempting idea of buying a large amount of highly sophisticated deadly weapons leaped into my mind, like it had been there just waiting for the moment in life when I sat with a heap of gold at my fingertips. But I brushed it off. There was no denying that I salivated over the thought of adding an exciting new tool to my arsenal of lethal ranged weapons, but considering the nature of my job, this was rarely a good idea. Those types of weapons were nearly always too conspicuous, so someone could easily trace a particular kill back to me or my estate by something as simple as an arrowhead, provided they were ambitious enough to pull it out of the person I’d just killed. 
 
    If I paid extra to have these weapons made to be less conspicuous, then the person I was paying to make them would likely realize they could double their wage by finding the right person to rat me out to. 
 
    I sighed. Heaps of expensive weapons were out, then. 
 
    I asked myself what my priorities were, and my mind quickly went to Cinis, Ephy, and my estate members… and Nara. My mind lingered on the witch for a moment. I had felt a growing bond with her ever since I’d slaughtered those two wizards on her behalf, and she’d helped me rescue Ephy from the water goddesses. The fact that I had tasked Incrassatum with “keeping an eye on the wizards,” knowing full well that it would probably go in a much more violent direction, was just more proof of that. 
 
    The kingdom of Ocadia as a whole was important, too, as was the Ardere, because if either of them went down, then so would the people I cared for. 
 
    Damn it. The thought of the kingdom brought my mind back to the king. 
 
    “The gold will find its way to you,” he’d told me the last time I’d left his castle. 
 
    And it had found me at such an opportune moment, hadn’t it? 
 
    I had known when Mazne set the scroll in my hand that the king needed something from me. This wasn’t anything new. But the things that came with it were. 
 
    The king hadn’t just sent me a scroll. He’d also sent me another kind of message, and even though it wasn’t written out in words, its meaning was plain to me. It wasn’t a coincidence that the summons arrived at the same exact time as the staggering amount of gold and the regular bounty of grain my estate depended on. 
 
    The king wanted me to ride up to his castle on the magnificent horse he’d left in front of my estate, with these things fresh in my mind. Maybe he even wanted me to walk in there thinking I owed him everything I had, including the livelihood of my people. Like I had been nothing before I ever had any dealings with him. Like I hadn’t killed Ignis of my own accord to take care of me and mine before I even met his royal highness. 
 
    Well, not that he knew of, anyways. I smirked as I recalled strolling into his castle mirroring a druid when I was getting the info on how he’d been handling the whole Ignis situation before I stepped in. 
 
    The gold was a tangible reminder of my ties to the king and what that could mean down the road, but I wasn’t going to let it be the kind of reminder he wanted it to be. 
 
    I decided on the spot that now was the time to respond to the summons. 
 
    I left Nimith the baby nipitar with a delighted Mazne, and then I snatched a cloak off the peg by my door and threw it over myself as I strode outside. I worked to marshal the thoughts that marched quickly through my head as I walked toward the city centre. 
 
    I had already practically roped myself into these dealings with the king just by stepping into Master Abbot’s shoes. Not that I’d had all too much of a choice in this. I hadn’t even known it back then. But I’d been the best man for the job at the time, and I had an unfortunate feeling the king thought I was the best man for whatever the hell kind of job I was about to walk into. 
 
    The real question was whether the job was best for me, and most importantly for the people I felt responsible for. My gut told me the king probably wouldn’t want me to find that out. 
 
    I was coming to view these goings-on with the king as something akin to the weather. I couldn’t stop a tornado from descending out of the sky if it decided to, but I had considerable resources to change how that affected me. 
 
    In other words, the king would do what the king would do. 
 
    It was up to me to deal with it how I saw fit. 
 
    I didn’t quite trust the king, just like I wouldn’t quite trust a tornado swirling overhead, but it was nothing personal. 
 
    As I strode through the city centre, I brooded on how I should get the king’s horse back to him. What the hell was he playing at, anyways? Regardless of his real motivation for sending it, he should’ve known by now that I wasn’t about to come galloping into his courtyard in broad daylight on the most conspicuous steed imaginable. I scowled and thrust my hands in my pockets, and I grasped the scroll I had in one of them to make sure I had the king’s summons with me. 
 
    The castle guards admitted me immediately, and instead of being taken into a room to sit and wait for the king, I found the king sitting and waiting for me. 
 
    “Master Morgan,” the king grumbled. “You took your time getting here.” 
 
    He didn’t seem all too surprised by this. 
 
    “Well, you did leave your prized stallion sitting in my front yard,” I reminded him in a mild voice. 
 
    “Thought it might encourage you to get down here in a reasonable amount of time,” he muttered as he stroked his beard. Then he waved his hands impatiently as if swatting away the thought like a fly. “Doesn’t matter, doesn’t matter.” 
 
    The king got up and paced restlessly like he couldn’t sit still anymore, and I waited patiently for him to speak. He paused a few times and inhaled like he was about to, but then seemed to change his mind and resumed his pacing. His expression was intent, like he didn’t want to dance around the matter, whatever it was, but he was worried of chasing me off. 
 
    I could tell he was trying to decide the best way to approach something delicate with me. 
 
    This happened a few more times before he stopped to face me and told me the most basic and obvious piece of the matter. 
 
    “I have a job for you,” the king said at last. 
 
    His brief pause after this seemed to only be cursory and without an actual expectation behind it, just on the off-chance that I had something to say before he continued. He knew I would want to hear the meat of things first, and he didn’t seem perturbed by my silence the way he had been back when we’d first met. 
 
    “A group of men has arrived from Altaya,” he told me as he took up his pacing again. “I need them dead.” 
 
    He must have known I would ask why, but that was all he could seem to bring himself to say without being pressed on the matter. 
 
    “Who?” I asked finally. “Why?” 
 
    “Because otherwise I’ll be dead,” he said agitatedly. “They’ve been sent here to kill me.” 
 
    I cleared my throat to buy myself some time while I tried to think up the right way to approach this statement. I didn’t mean for it to be a skeptical sound, but I thought it must’ve been, because he spoke up again. 
 
    “My intel has confirmed it,” he insisted. 
 
    I leaned forward with my fingers woven together under my chin. 
 
    “How many of them have been spotted?” I asked. 
 
    “My sources believe there are five men.” The king sounded extremely unhappy. “But it’s hard to be certain. They rarely appear together in the same place, and they seem to come out of nowhere. Sometimes they look to be heading off to the same location when they’re being tailed, but then they disappear at the drop of a hat, so I can’t confirm this.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I muttered curiously. “Could be some kind of magic involved, I suppose. Though I wouldn’t be too sure, given--” 
 
    “My people are certain of it, but none of them seem to have the slightest notion of what sort.” The king’s frown deepened. “Sometimes these men will dart into cover and just disappear. Can’t be flushed out. I had the whole royal arboretum torn up looking for them.” 
 
    “Hmm.” I furrowed my brow. 
 
    It seemed like a bit of a stretch to me to assume magic was absolutely behind it just because the men had been successful in evading the king’s scouts, and this skepticism must have shown on my face, because the king reluctantly went on. 
 
    “My people couldn’t even get close enough to engage in a fight. They’d come back to me with all sorts of nonsense. ‘Sun in the eyes,’ they’d say. ‘Dust in the face.’ Once, my scouts claimed their fellow was attacked by a bloody bird. The man was babbling, driven completely mad.”  
 
    This sounded a little more plausible. While I knew the king’s intel wasn’t perfect, they had dug up some things that made me sure they at least weren’t foolish enough for so many repeated mishaps. Something I had learned was that often the most powerful magic was the most difficult to detect. 
 
    Power as potent as this wasn’t all too common, though. Something about it didn’t sit right with me. 
 
    “But…” I objected. “Why would someone from the Southern Kingdom go to so much trouble to kill…?” 
 
    “Me?” the king chuckled darkly. 
 
    “Well, yeah,” I said. “What do you have that they want?” 
 
    “It’s not what I have, Dex,” he told me in a grave voice. “It’s what Ocadia has.” 
 
    “So in other words, it’s not only your problem, it’s our problem?” I tried to keep my voice from sounding insolent. Sort of. 
 
    “Master Morgan,” the king blustered. “Ocadia stands between the North and South. My intelligence tells me the two may be opposing each other. This would make us a likely target for attack. It’s logical.” 
 
    I frowned at him, and I couldn’t help wondering if he was being a bit paranoid. On the other hand, we’d almost warred with Altaya only a decade ago about their plans to expand their northern border in this direction, and we’d never been on friendly terms since then. 
 
    “But what would come of targeting you specifically?” I asked. “And why now? Whether you’re dead or alive, Altaya wouldn’t dare to send an army here. Not with Hud surrounding us, and with the estates to defend us.” 
 
    “Exactly. They can’t take us on directly. They plan to topple our kingdom by destabilizing its centerpiece, the throne. Think about how the estates reacted to Ignis, even with me there to scold them into playing nice with each other. Think about how they would have acted if I wasn’t around!” 
 
     He was growing more and more agitated, and I decided to just let him talk until he was finished. 
 
    “With me out of the way, it would be easy for them to snatch the throne or otherwise dismantle the kingdom, because I have no male heir, and my niece, my Maggie…” The king trailed off, and a fat tear rolled down his reddened face. 
 
    I was caught off-guard by how genuinely emotional he seemed. I thought back to Maggie and her sweet innocence, her delight over nipitars… And then I thought about an invader sweeping in and ruining all she held dear. 
 
    And all I did, too. 
 
    I couldn’t let that happen, but I tried not to let this turmoil show on my face, because I still had my misgivings about the king.  
 
    He was still sitting half-bent in his chair like a man in grief, and for the first time since I had seen him, he was starting to look his age. But after a moment, it was gone. He pulled himself together so quickly, I wondered if I had imagined it, and he waved a hand irritably. 
 
     “You’ll want to do your own looking, I know, but I have two requests.” 
 
    I didn’t answer, but I looked at him to show I was listening, and he seemed to expect this again. I had a feeling this longer pause was so he could steel himself for what he was about to say next. 
 
    “Be careful,” warned the king in his usual gruff voice. And then, more quietly, he added, “And be quick, if you can… please.” 
 
    The last word was so quiet I barely caught it. 
 
    I opened my mouth, closed it, and then nodded. 
 
    We held eye contact for a moment, and then he clasped my hand in a firm shake. 
 
    “Thank you, Master Morgan.” His solemn voice was so hoarse it almost came out as a croak. All the vigor he’d shown earlier was gone. He just seemed like an aging man who was sagging in relief as he took my word. 
 
    When he started in about a reward, I shook my head and got to my feet. 
 
    “We’ll discuss all that later,” I told him as he walked me to the secret passage. “I have enough gold to last me for quite a while, to be honest, and as usual, I haven’t formally accepted the work yet. But I’ll keep you informed.” 
 
    All he managed was a nod before I turned and ducked into the hidden tunnel without a glance back. 
 
    I thought hard as I walked. The king seemed sincere, and what he said made sense on the surface, but something seemed off about the whole situation. I had an unshakeable feeling that he was leaving something out. 
 
    I was nearing the end of the tunnel when suddenly my foot made contact with something. It was small and hard, and it made a clattering sound as it skipped down the last several feet of the tunnel and smacked into the door that led to the ladder. 
 
    I crouched when I got to it, and I gave it a cautious prod and then picked it up and rolled it curiously between my fingers. When I opened the door, there was the palest, circular fracture of light shining down through the edges of the fake drainage lid overhead, but I could barely make out the details of the object as I studied it here for a moment. 
 
    It felt like a rough stone of some kind, and it was small enough to rest easily in the hollow of my palm. It was also cold in a strange way that bit at my hand as I held it in the tunnel’s darkness. 
 
    To the best of my knowledge, I was the only one the king had given access to these tunnels, and I knew for sure I’d never dropped such a trinket here. I’d never held anything like it, in fact, but it didn’t strike me as the sort of thing I’d expect the king would carry around. 
 
    My brow furrowed in utter confusion, but I gathered the object into my cloak’s roomy inner pocket. 
 
    Then I reached for the bars of the underground ladder, and I instantly narrowed my eyes. 
 
    The metal already felt warm against my palms as I started to climb.

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    I boosted myself out of the fake drainage hole and closed the lid over it. Then I crouched in the sunlight that filtered through the thick patch of shrubs I had come out in, and I pulled the object I had found on the tunnel floor out of my pocket. 
 
    I had thought it was a rough stone when I touched it in the darkness, but in the light it seemed more like a crystal. It was a shade of luminous, steely blue that wasn’t quite the same in any two places, and when I looked closely, I could see all different kinds of blue strewn through it, from a light, misty aqua color to a deep and rippling shade of cobalt. Parts of its surface were craggier than others and capped with a smoky white color. 
 
    The stone was beautiful, and it looked almost like a chunk of sea-storm that had been frozen and shrunk down small enough to hold in my hand. It was so mesmerizing that it took me several moments to notice the symbol etched into it. 
 
    The symbol was made up of two lines that arced inward from opposite sides to swirl around each other and form a sort of leaf-shaped spiral. In its very center, they joined together and formed a small, closed circle. 
 
    I didn’t recognize the symbol at all, and I still felt that I had never seen anything like the stone before. 
 
    I frowned. Who else would have access to the king’s secret passage, and why? Could it have somehow been discovered by these frustratingly evasive assassins he insisted were after him? If so, the stone and its symbol were so distinctive that I felt sure they would help me narrow things down in the process of finding out who exactly these people were. 
 
    And how the hell had they gotten into the passage to begin with? I’d been warned before that reentering it from above would be a lethal endeavor. 
 
    Even without the possibility that the king might not have been entirely honest with me, I had a feeling that if I went to the king himself about this, it would just slow the whole process down and muddy the waters. And I had told him I’d look into things, after all. 
 
    So that’s exactly what I was going to do. 
 
    I cautiously raised my head enough to check if any people were nearby before I emerged from the shrubs that surrounded the fake drainage lid. 
 
    There was no one in sight, so I wriggled out of the shrubs and set off. 
 
    Just as I took up one of the dirt paths that connected with a network of similar trails skirting the city centre, I noticed a man walking away from the castle. He was ahead of me and slightly off to the right, and I was absolutely certain he hadn’t been there when I’d looked before. 
 
    There was nothing overtly out of the ordinary about his appearance from this slightly backward angle. He was tall and fit-looking, with auburn hair tied back in a low plait. 
 
    But all of this meant little to me. 
 
    It was the way he walked that grabbed my attention. 
 
    To someone without my type of training, it probably would’ve looked entirely ordinary, but I could see that he carried himself with the sort of calculated alertness I myself exercised as an assassin. Even to me, it was just barely noticeable in his stride, the way he carried his weight, even slightly angled his head. But it was enough to make me look twice. 
 
     He seemed to be in a bit of a hurry to pass over the slope of the hill ahead, and I knew that would take him out of sight of any castle guards. 
 
    I had barely completed this thought when another man came striding into view from the other side of the castle. He was slightly shorter and stockier with a mop of curly black hair, and he walked with a similarly brisk but casual-looking stride. He didn’t glance at the auburn-haired man, nor did the auburn-haired man give him any sign of acknowledgment, but they were heading in the same eastward direction. 
 
    I nonchalantly slid the king’s scroll from my pocket, unrolled it, and pretended to read while I walked roughly parallel to the men to head up the small hill in the direction of the outskirts of the city centre. I only slightly angled my direction toward them, and I kept my pace just above an ambling stroll so I wasn’t in their line of sight, but they remained in mine without requiring me to turn my head. If they looked my way, I could just be another one of the steady trickle of people who headed in this direction from the area surrounding the castle to walk the dirt paths rather than join the crowd that poured through the market stalls at this hour. 
 
    I took a casual glance back toward the castle. At almost the same moment, I saw one of the usual conspicuous-looking castle guards start to turn in the men’s direction. But right when the guard’s head swiveled around, the sun peeked out from behind the scudding clouds. It was in just the right place for a few piercing rays of light to fall into the guard’s eyes. It was so bright that he flinched and squinted, and then held a hand above his eyes to try and block the light while he continued to scan around. 
 
    Some bright but more ambient sunlight escaped the shifting clouds, and for a small time the auburn-haired man was lit up under its glow. This happened just as he was about to put a hand in his pocket, and the sun winked off of something he held. I was still close enough to see the distinct, eye-catching blue shimmer the sun casted off of what he was holding before it disappeared into the folds of his cloak. 
 
    My pulse quickened slightly. I was sure he must have been holding a stone like the one resting in my pocket. I had never seen anything with such a unique-looking cascade of swirling blue shades. 
 
    Then the clouds rolled lazily over the sun again, and the two men disappeared over the hill. 
 
    They were out of sight of the castle guards, but they would still be out in the open for a ways before they reached the forest. 
 
    If these were the assassins from Altaya, then based on what the king had told me, I thought they wouldn’t pull off whatever trickery they used to vanish until they were out of people’s sight to avoid drawing attention with such an obvious display of unusual magic. 
 
    Now that they’d crossed into a hillier area, the closest place that would take them out of sight was a place several hills ahead where the forest jutted out to fill a small valley on the northeast side of the city. And this little pocket of forest was also one of the most deserted areas in the kingdom. 
 
    My thoughts raced. Following the men over the more open land like this was too risky. If the king was correct about there being five of them, then these two were likely to meet up with the others. 
 
    I had taken on more than one man at once before, but these five mysterious possible assassins seemed like a stupid risk to take just now, especially since I’d have to conspicuously cross the open land of the hills after them if I wanted to get close enough to hear anything of worth. This wasn’t my only concern, though. Even though they apparently had chosen to evade the king’s scouts so far rather than engage in a fight, I thought these men would be more likely to attack me. None of the king’s people had been able to pursue these men beyond the busy confines of the city. I, on the other hand, was a man with no backup who would be openly pursuing them into a deserted area. 
 
    Then something occurred to me. 
 
    From where I was, I could cut across to Hud if I went in a slightly different direction from the men. It made the overall distance a little longer for me, but it also would allow me to run across the flatter ground around the next hill. Not only would I be able to move more quickly without being in the men’s sight, but it would also allow me to head them off without the added fatigue that a dash up the slope would cost me. 
 
    It would also take me right up alongside the river where the water salamanders could be found. 
 
    I immediately set off at a run toward the forest. 
 
    It was an easy thing to skirt the hilly area. Despite my eagerness to quickly gain my own intel on these men, I made sure not to fly into an all-out sprint that would tire me out in case it came to a fight, but I hoped that wouldn’t happen yet. I was sure a quick ride on a water salamander would take me to the exact outcropping of forest where the men must be headed. 
 
    I kept an eye out as I ran in case any of their fellows appeared over the surrounding hills, but it seemed unlikely to me that they’d all be crossing over the hills at once. If they were being cautious, they would’ve sent some people into the forest. This meant I would still have to watch closely for any more of them cropping up when I entered it, but it wouldn’t make much sense for them to be lurking around near this part of the river, either. I thought they’d either be waiting in the forested valley or crossing through the region of the forest away from the more trafficked area of the river. 
 
    I darted into a cave-like opening in the forest between the low-hanging vines and then risked cutting through the fluttering sea of ferns once I was sure Hud wasn’t in a feisty mood. I squelched through the mud to the rare spot of still water that pooled into the shoulders of the riverbend before it narrowed. There were never more than three salamanders in this spot. Today there were only two, and I picked the healthiest-looking one to mount and prod into motion. 
 
    Water sprayed everywhere as the salamander gathered its huge slimy body and lurched into the river’s rush. I insistently steered it into a narrow split in the stream and clung tightly to the massive amphibian as it sluiced through the water. 
 
    After just a few minutes of barreling through the rapids, the salamander extended its fleshy arms and legs out sideways as far as they could go. The side stream was so narrow here that the salamander was able to dig its fingers and toes further and further into the short, steep sides of the stream bed until it brought us to a halt. 
 
    This was how I knew I was in the right place. The salamanders almost always refused to go into the following area. 
 
    We were near the bottom of a steep-sided valley in the forest that the men I was tracking would have to walk into if they wanted to enter the full cover of the trees. It was also the ideal spot for me to dismount. Not far ahead, the banks of the river stretched up to form a steep gully and eventually a tall, rocky ravine that got so narrow the massive, fleshy salamander would likely get stuck in it. This was the last place where it could dig into the softer banks and change course. 
 
    I gave the salamander a grateful pat for taking me so close. Then I cast a quick look around and sprang up onto the riverbank. There wasn’t much of a path through the forest here, but the closeness of the trees and thorny undergrowth at the forest’s edge forced anyone who entered to inch down the steep slope into the pocket of the small valley. Inside, the towering trees seemed to bow over a small clearing like they were all staring down at anyone who stood in it. 
 
    I darted off to the side of this clearing and into the dark coolness of the trees. Down here, the prickly underbrush dwindled away, and spongy moss coated much of the ground. It somewhat muffled my footsteps as I crept a ways into the cover of the shadows, but I had to step carefully over the roots that snaked through and were sometimes hidden under the pillowy surface. I was thankful it was only the very beginning of autumn so the ground wasn’t coated with any crunchy leaves. 
 
    I stepped behind an especially thick, gnarled tree that was somewhat close to the clearing, but far enough away that I’d be shrouded in shadows. Then I scooted some additional moss over the tangle of thick roots on its side to obscure them a little so someone might trip over them if I was pursued. 
 
    Then I turned the other way and eyed the similar roots that protruded through the steep slope that rose up high on my other side, where the valley’s slope turned into a cliff. I thought I’d be able to scramble up them like a ladder if I needed to. 
 
    Suddenly, a harsh voice rang out at the top of the hill, and I crouched silently behind my tree and wrapped my brown cloak tight around me before I gathered myself low on the ground. From here, I could peer through a gap in the rough bark. 
 
    “Fucking hell,” snarled a man. “I swear this wasn’t here before. What the fuck is wrong with this place?” 
 
    The man was clearly engaged in some sort of struggle with the forest’s undergrowth. Twigs snapped and rattled furiously for several moments. Then the man’s snarl turned into a roar, followed by a series of thuds. Each thud was punctuated with a pained-sounding grunt. 
 
    The sound got louder, and I realized the man had lost his footing and was bouncing down the steep slope toward the clearing. 
 
    “Oof! Ugh! Argh! Fuck! Shit!” the man barked with each bounce. 
 
    After another thud and a final wordless wheeze like the last of the air had been knocked out of him, the man tumbled into my view and landed flat on his face in the center of the clearing. 
 
    I immediately recognized the green tunic and mop of curly black hair of the second man I’d seen outside the castle. 
 
    He rolled over and spat out a mouthful of green moss. The sight of the trees bending over him seemed to enrage him, and I could sense he was about to loose a shout of fury. 
 
    What kind of fucking assassins were these? I had to struggle not to shake my head as I watched from the shadows, and I wondered why the man had abandoned the inconspicuousness he’d shown earlier. 
 
    The black-haired man had just inhaled deeply and opened his mouth like he was about to shake the treetops with a bellow of fury when a heavy cloak was thrown over his head from above, and his shout was muffled in the cloth. The cloak had been impaled by dozens of giant, wickedly sharp and hooked thorns, and some branches of the plants they had apparently come from. 
 
    It seemed like Hud didn’t want these men here, either. 
 
    Another man appeared and stood over the fallen one. It was the first man I’d seen outside the castle. His long auburn braid swung back and forth slightly as he shook his head in the same disgusted manner I had just suppressed. 
 
    “…can’t believe she made us bring this bonehead pirate along with us,” he complained with his head turned slightly like he was talking to someone behind him. 
 
    Sure enough, a third man came into view. He was similar in height and build to the auburn-haired man, but he had a shiny bald head and a cruel mouth that tightened when he looked at the black-haired man, who had just sat up straight and ripped the cloak from over his face and growled furiously as one of the thorns clawed him. 
 
    He quieted as a fourth man entered the clearing, and then a fifth. 
 
    The one closest to me was the tallest. He had a gaunt face, and he was broad-shouldered, yet thin. He towered over the other two like a massive, hulking scarecrow, and he looked like he could stomp on the black-haired man and crush him like an ant. 
 
    The final man was slight, neat, and trim, with short brown hair and a close-cropped beard. He looked more like a man of business than an assassin, but I knew looks could be deceiving in this line of work, and he seemed to be the keenest of them, with sharp, darting eyes that didn’t stay still for long. 
 
    I stayed stone still as I watched and listened from my hiding place. 
 
    “Be silent, pirate,” commanded the brown-haired man. “Before I let Sandolf tear off your useless arms.” 
 
    “Useless?” frothed the black-haired man as he bounced to his feet. “I’m the one who found out about the bloody--” 
 
    The scarecrow-like man dealt him a lazy, backhanded blow across the jaw that knocked him back to the ground. He seemed either stunned or scared into silence. 
 
    “Thank you, Sandolf,” said the brown-haired man, but he raised a hand to keep the tall man from raining any more blows down on the black-haired one. 
 
    Then the auburn-haired man shook his head again and paced restlessly for a short distance. 
 
    “We might as well find a way to attack now,” he said tautly. “Thanks to this slack-handed son of a--” 
 
    “We will continue as planned,” the brown-haired man cut in. His voice was calm, smooth, and slightly reedy. “If the stone is found, likely no one will know the sign. Few know of our lady, and fewer still believe. These Ocadians think us to be senseless savages.” 
 
    “Senseless savages who just found a way into their bloody castle,” the man on the ground gloated. His chuckle was choked off when the tall, gaunt man shifted his weight forward threateningly. 
 
    The others continued their conversation as if he hadn’t spoken. 
 
    “This king, though…” The brown-haired man paused and muttered something in a language I didn’t recognize before he continued. “He has his wits about him a bit more than I had thought. Perhaps--” 
 
    Then, just as he shifted deliberately to the side, the bald man skipped forward past him and into the trees directly at me. 
 
    He was shockingly light on his feet, and he danced through the trees in quick, rapid jerks like an abominable string puppet. 
 
    “Fuck!” I exhaled as I burst into motion. 
 
    The men were thrown into a sort of quiet turmoil, except for the black-haired man, who was in a loud one. 
 
    “It’s the fucking--” His voice was like the bay of a hunting hound, and it choked off again like someone had aimed another blow at his face. 
 
    I was scrambling up the side of the ravine using the tree roots like an undignified but extremely agile monkey, and when I glanced down, the bald-headed man was scaling the roots behind me. I aimed a kick down at him and felt a thrill of satisfaction as I made contact with his fleshy, egg-shaped head and then rapidly scaled the rest of the ravine. 
 
    I got to the top, and then the scarecrow-like man came at me out of nowhere. 
 
    How the hell had he beaten me up here? 
 
    I thought for one ludicrous second that a tree had ripped its roots out of the ground and was running at me, but the man was just that fucking tall. 
 
    “Hah!” His laugh came out in a sort of booming wheeze as he stretched out his hands like he was going to shove me over the edge of the ravine. He was almost ten feet away from me, but I felt a blunt force hit me like a wall that whirled and shrieked in my ears. It hit me so hard I didn’t even have a chance to stumble or catch my balance, and for a heart-stopping moment, I flew up into the empty air like a rag-doll. 
 
    Then I started to fall. 
 
    I twisted around as hard as I could while I tucked my legs in, and time seemed to slow. I realized with a stab of panic that even if I landed this, they were just going to finish me off before I had a chance to get to my feet. 
 
    Below, I saw the black-haired man move forward, like he wanted to be the one to finish me off. They were all watching me, and no one seemed to notice he had moved to be closest when I hit the ground. 
 
    Then suddenly the floor was rushing at me, and I did the only thing I could think of. 
 
    I kept my legs tucked like I was going to try a roll when I landed. I barely had time to see the black-haired man’s mouth widen into a savage grin as I hurtled toward the ground. Then, as hard and fast as I could manage, I extended my legs to strike him directly in the chest with my feet. 
 
    The black-haired man shrieked for a split second when he realized what was happening, but then the breath was driven out of him in a strangled woof as I put the full force of my landing onto his falling torso. 
 
    Pain lanced up my shins, but I scrambled to my feet. Before I had even raised myself to full height, the auburn-haired man was in motion. 
 
    A blue gleam streaked through the air as he angrily lobbed his blue stone at the black-haired man, and for a second, I couldn’t tell if he wanted the idiot to take it or just felt the need to hit him with something. The black-haired man was slumped against a tree, wheezing and clutching his stomach, but he managed to catch the stone after it hit him in the chest with a thud. He coughed once more and then shot his companion a ferocious, ungrateful scowl and beetled away on his hands and knees. 
 
    The auburn-haired man didn’t skip a beat and came flying at me in a single smooth motion. He attacked me in silence, and the only noise was his scimitar whistling toward my head. I ducked under the wide arc of his swing and brought my fist up directly into his gut. He grunted, and I ripped my knife from its sheath and aimed a savage slash at his neck. 
 
    The auburn-haired man danced backward and avoided the worst of my slash, but I saw a small red line of blood bloom under his jaw, and in the brief pause it gave me, I noticed three of his companions no longer appeared to be invested in the fight. Instead, they were standing side by side facing away from me. Each of them had a steel-blue stone held low in their right hands, and I saw them bring their hands upward in a sort of sweeping motion, and a low whistling noise sounded. 
 
    Then, before I could so much as blink, the three men were swept away into the sky, leaving total silence behind them. 
 
    What. The. Fuck? 
 
    I realized my senses were screaming at me to pay attention to my attackers who still remained. I turned to see the scarecrow-like man bring his empty hand down in a whipping motion, and a sharp, driving pain bit into the flesh of my jaw. I flinched and stumbled, and when I looked up, the scarecrow-like man towered over me with his long, ragged cloak billowing in the wind. A ghastly laugh wheezed through his lips, but seconds later, he fell silent in shock. 
 
    A low, ominous hum sounded from somewhere off to the side, and we both turned. It swelled louder and louder into a chorus of buzzing that filled my ears, but the auburn-haired man was closest to it, and he was forced to abandon his hope of jumping back into the fray when a massive, roiling black cloud of bees descended directly on his head from the trees.  
 
    He screamed in horror as the massive bees covered his body from head to toe, and even I felt a slight twinge of pity for the bastard before I took advantage of this chaotic scene and promptly leaped to my feet to slash at the other, taller man’s throat. Even when he tried to jerk back, my blade should still have bit into his flesh, but some sort of unseen force made my blade skim harmlessly through the empty air instead. 
 
    Then the bee-covered man came crashing into us. 
 
    We careened sideways, but the gaunt man regained his balance in a flash and sprang aside in an impossibly high leap. He was almost parallel to the ground as he soared through the air and then kicked off the side of a tree to come down on me, and we fell to the floor grappling. He had his massive hands wrapped around my neck, but he slackened his grip slightly when the auburn-haired man, still covered in bees, went stumbling within a few inches of him. 
 
    Then I swung my legs upward for momentum and slammed them down to leverage my torso up from the ground. 
 
    The scarecrow-like man huffed in surprise and reeled back when I headbutted him, and I slithered backward to gather my feet under me. But before I could attack, a blood-curdling screech rang through the forest. 
 
    “Yyyyya!” a slender, blurred figure shrieked as it came flying at the scarecrow-like man. 
 
    He puffed in dismay at this sudden attack and stumbled a little, but he quickly regained his feet and threw off the slim figure like he was a horse irritably shaking off a fly. 
 
    The figure’s long, wild brown hair flew across her face as she was thrown through the air back the way she came, and then she bounced off the trunk of a stout tree across the clearing. When the woman fell to the ground and rolled onto her side, her hair was whipped out of her face. 
 
    It was Nara. 
 
    She was alive, but stunned, and she shifted weakly on the ground as she tried to drag herself upright. 
 
    A rush of pure, cold rage flooded my chest as I watched the woman struggle, and I barely processed my own confusion of what the fuck she was doing here. I could only see red. 
 
    The scarecrow-like man shot the witch a murderous look and raised his hand in the same whipping motion he’d used on me. 
 
    I leaped to my feet with no clear idea of what I was about to do, but I was prepared to do it, anyways. 
 
    And then the unthinkable happened. 
 
    The sound of my wordless scream was drowned out by an ear-splitting series of ripping, crackling noises that seemed to come from the tall, gaunt man. It had an ominous sound that reminded me of the thousands of tiny cracking sounds an ice sheet makes before it collapses. 
 
    The man stumbled to a stop and looked down at his body in confusion as the sounds swelled louder and faster, and for a moment, he looked like he was going to vomit. 
 
    Then, with a horrendous, deafening ripping sound just like Sievni’s, he exploded.

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    For the second time that week, I was splattered with a torrent of blood and pelted with chunks of gore from a being that had burst in front of my eyes. 
 
    This time, I recognized the ripping noise at the last second, and I managed to twist and duck while I brought an arm up to shield my face so I didn’t receive a faceful of the gruesome volley of guts. 
 
    Nara wasn’t quite so lucky. She was still sprawled on the ground after the scarecrow-like man had knocked her off her feet, and she had just barely managed to prop herself on an elbow during her struggle to get up. Now her exposed left half was showered with the dead man’s remains. 
 
    At least she managed to close her eyes in time. They looked huge and white against the dark red of her blood-soaked face when she opened them and stared around at the carnage, and then at me. 
 
    “Nara.” I was stunned. “Are you okay?” 
 
    She nodded and ignored my protests as she climbed shakily to her feet. 
 
    “Holy shit,” the witch breathed. “Did you do that? You must have done that. Did you do it on purpose this time?” 
 
    I panted and shook my head as I took a moment to catch my breath. Then the ongoing sound of buzzing penetrated my consciousness, and I turned around. 
 
    The auburn-haired man was on the ground across the clearing, and he groaned faintly as bees crawled all over him. 
 
    “Was that you?” I asked Nara as I gestured at the bees. 
 
    She nodded again. 
 
    “It was all I could think of at the last minute,” she said apologetically, like it hadn’t been anything too far out of the ordinary. 
 
    “Nara, are you kidding? It was perfect,” I assured her. “But can you call them off? I want to question him.” 
 
    Nara cupped her hands around her mouth and whispered something, and the group of enormous bees immediately rose up in the air in one dark, buzzing mass. 
 
    “Thanks, bees,” she called after them as they floated off into the trees. 
 
    I gave her shoulder a quick, grateful touch and then strode over to the man with the intention of figuring out who the hell he was. 
 
    His whole body was puffed up, and the surface of his skin looked like an overripe tomato. I didn’t stop to ask Nara why he was starting to turn black and pulpy. I wanted to get this over with. 
 
    “Who sent you here?” I asked him brusquely. 
 
    The man was clearly in a huge amount of pain, but he laughed hoarsely without answering. I could tell he was prepared to die. 
 
    I let my breath out in an impatient sigh, but then Nara marched up to my side. 
 
    “You can either tell him, or I can bring back the bees,” she said in an acidic tone. “Your choice.” 
 
    That didn’t seem to scare the man. 
 
    “You have made…” he said in a faint, strangled croak. “A terrible mistake…” 
 
     Then he gave one last hoarse, eerie laugh and fell limp. His skin blackened more and started to collapse inward. 
 
    “Damn it,” I muttered angrily as I turned away. 
 
    “Sorry,” said Nara in a small voice. 
 
    “No, Nara, you were spectacular,” I said, and I hugged her tightly. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Oh, any time.” She gave me a little laugh, but then winced in pain. “So did you--” 
 
    “Hang on a second,” I broke in, and I strode back across the clearing to where some of the remaining shreds of the scarecrow-like man’s clothes laid in a heap on the ground. 
 
    I thought I had caught sight of something small and shiny on the blood-soaked cloth, and sure enough, I found another blue stone nestled there when I crouched to look. It looked like the one resting in my pocket now, and even in the dim light of the forest, it held an almost otherworldly sort of luminescence under its crystalline surface. 
 
    I pulled the other stone out of my pocket to hold the two side by side and found they were almost completely identical. They bore the same almond-shaped symbols, and a similar array of striking blue shades were scattered within them, but each stone had just a slightly different shape and arrangement of the colors, like they had both been pieces of one larger stone. 
 
    Nara craned her head around my shoulder to see what I was up to. “What is--” 
 
    “Let’s go back to my estate,” I said firmly as I pocketed both of them. “Then we’ll talk.” 
 
    She huffed a reluctant agreement. 
 
    Then I realized I didn’t know exactly how to get us there. I worried Nara might be hurt worse than she let on, and even if we took a water salamander, walking down to their closest resting space was still further than I would’ve preferred. 
 
    I frowned. “Wait a second. How did you get here?” 
 
    “Cursed shark.” She shrugged. 
 
    “Cursed what?” 
 
    The witch ignored my question and turned in the opposite direction of the one we needed to go in. Then she stopped to duck into a hollowed-out tree stump, snatched up a big leather pouch, and slung it over her back. 
 
    I stepped hastily away as a few putrid gray petals went shooting out of a tear in the leather, but Nara just put two fingers in her mouth and gave a shrill, piercing whistle that rang down the gully. 
 
    After just a few seconds, a tall, white fin appeared in the water. It knifed through the surface as it moved toward us with shocking speed like there wasn’t even a current. 
 
    “What…” I gaped. 
 
    “Come on!” said Nara impatiently, and she grabbed my arm to pull me toward the stream. 
 
    As we approached, a sleek, white nub of a head emerged from the river’s surface. 
 
    “That does not look like a shark,” I said as I stared at it in amazement. 
 
    It was pure white and about ten feet long from the tip of its rounded head to the end of its tailfins. The fins were pretty sharklike, but its body didn’t have the same tapering shape. Instead, it was long and tubular and had no nose to speak of. Its shiny dark eyes were set right above the wide, flat line of its mouth that curved up a little like the creature was smiling. 
 
    The result was comical, and I had to admit the thing was cute. 
 
    Then it opened its mouth and spat a jet of water that hit me full in the face. 
 
    I sputtered as the water doused me, and Nara clucked her tongue at both of us like we were two children fighting. 
 
    “A cursed shark,” she corrected me. “Now, come on.” 
 
    She climbed onto the creature’s back behind its fin, and then I got on behind her. It wasn’t so different from mounting a water salamander, except for it being slimmer. 
 
    Nara held onto its long white fin, and I wrapped my arms around her to do the same. The fin was stiff and sort of rubbery-feeling, and not as slippery as it looked. There were little ridges on its front that made it easier to keep my grip. 
 
    Then the witch gave another, softer whistle and nudged the cursed shark, or whatever the hell it was, gently with her heels. 
 
    A moment later, we were skimming through the river that wound southward through the hills. The cursed shark swam with more of an up-and-down motion of its tail than the side-to-side wriggle of a water salamander, but once I got used to it, I started to feel comfortable riding on the strange creature. 
 
    “So, who the hell were those guys?” Nara asked, with her voice raised to be heard over the water’s rush. 
 
    I had the feeling she’d been waiting to have me trapped in close confines with her so she could question me. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I half-shouted back at her. “I followed them from the castle. I’ll explain when we’re at my estate. There’s a lot behind it.” 
 
    I could tell the prospect of hearing these things at length was the only thing that held her back from a barrage of questions. 
 
    Despite the gravity of what we’d just gone through, I couldn’t hold back some questions of my own. 
 
    “What were you doing out there?” I asked her curiously as we entered the part of the river that cut back into the forest away from the harpy houses before it continued on toward my estate. 
 
    “Harvesting plague blossom nectar,” she called back. “That’s the only place in the whole kingdom where it hasn’t been exterminated. That’s why I had so many bees handy. And why their stings were so… deadly.” 
 
    I shook my head a little in amazement at the memory of the giant bees descending on the auburn-haired man. 
 
    “Then I heard your charming assailants and thought I’d pop over to see if there was any trouble for me to stir up,” Nara continued. “As soon as I heard you grunting up a storm with them, I decided it was fortunate I was in the area.” 
 
    “I do not grunt up storms,” I snorted, and the witch cast a sideways glance at me over her shoulder. 
 
    “You grunt when you’re working to kill a man, Dex,” the Headmistress informed me. “It’s quite a… manly sound, really. A bit brazen… maybe a little devil-may-care… Not that I care for that sort of thing, of course. I hardly noticed those noises you make when you are… exerting yourself.” 
 
    “Hmm.” I smirked as I realized her cheeks were stained pink, but I let the subject of my manly murder grunts drop for now. 
 
    We cruised along at a steady pace for a while, but all of a sudden, we picked up a huge amount of speed. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know…” Nara frowned and looked around. “I don’t even feel like it’s swimming faster, yet somehow we’re moving so quickl--” 
 
    The witch had been craning her neck all around, but as she looked behind me, she stopped and gaped in shock. 
 
    When I turned to look, too, I realized we were being pushed along by an enormous wave of water. It rose higher and higher to tower behind us, but somehow it didn’t crash over our heads. Then slowly, we started to rise up on the wave’s surface as it sped up more. The water rushed us along at a speed so fast that I got a mouthful of Nara’s hair as it was whipped back, and a little burble of fear came floating up from the cursed shark’s mouth. 
 
    We were barreling through the forest at a breakneck pace on top of the wave, and more water flooded below and around it. I was sure we weren’t even on the river’s usual path anymore. It was like it had decided it wanted to take a new direction of its own accord, and we were just being carried along with it. 
 
    “Argghhhh!” Nara’s terrified shriek rang through the forest as my estate came into view through the trees, and the water showed no signs of slowing. 
 
    I could tell we were going to smack against the ivy-covered wall at top speed, and I gritted my teeth and tried to shift my weight and steer us to the side, but we were going too fast. 
 
    Then, within a span of ten seconds, we descended. The wave wasn’t breaking, though. Instead, it was slowly losing height as the water dispersed into a wide, flat pool with us in the center. 
 
    When it was down to a few feet deep, it stopped. 
 
    I stared around in shock at the flooded forest behind my estate wall while the water settled into stillness. 
 
    “Should… should we just go?” Nara asked in an unusually timid voice. 
 
    “Yeah, let’s go inside,” I said numbly. 
 
    The cursed shark stayed still while we dismounted. Then it bobbed up higher over the surface again and bumped at Nara with its nub of a head. 
 
    She smiled fondly at the creature. 
 
    “Very well, very well,” she murmured, and I heard her say something else under her breath while she rested her hand on the cursed shark’s head. 
 
    Then the creature started to transform. 
 
    Its round, shiny eyes stayed the same, but they moved up on its head. Its whole body grew a little longer, and some of its mass seemed to shift itself toward the center of its tube-shaped body to make it tapered at each end. The front of its face lengthened and narrowed more until it had a slim, sleek snout. 
 
    As this all took place, the cursed shark’s body slowly darkened to a glossy charcoal color. When it was done, the creature gave us what looked like a happy grin and revealed its hundreds of long, razor-sharp teeth. 
 
    “Thank you, friend.” Nara patted the shark on its head. 
 
    When we turned to go around the side of my estate walls, the water slowly started to drain out of this portion of the forest, and the shark went along with it. 
 
    Then they were both gone, and I turned to stare at Nara. 
 
    “There are cursed sharks in the river?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” she said with an exaggerated air of patience. “There are river sharks in the river. I cur… That is, I placed a simple enchantment on this one. Just for the day. You know, to, er… properly motivate him to give me a ride.” 
 
    I smirked, and the now bedraggled-looking witch gave me a shrug and tossed her hair back. The motion sent a splatter of blood across my face. 
 
    “Whoops!” she said briskly. “Sorry… Force of habit.” 
 
    She reached up to wipe the spatters off my face with a sleeve and then sent me a nervous grin that told me she’d done more harm than good. 
 
    I chuckled and rolled my eyes at the witch’s antics, and the mud sucked at our shoes as we trudged around the estate wall and up to the front door. 
 
    “Ready yourself,” I muttered to Nara. 
 
    Mazne gave an enormous gasp when we entered, but she didn’t give me the same scream of borderline terror as the last time I walked in covered in blood and gore. 
 
    “Again?” she cried as she stared at my blood-soaked clothes. 
 
    I nodded wearily and tried to give her a smile, but I think it ended up being more of a grimace. 
 
    The secretary looked like she might get up to fuss over me again, but then her eyes fell on Nara, and she seemed to change her mind. 
 
    “I’ll get you a drink,” she announced instead. “Oh, and little Nimith is in your office, with the fire queen.” 
 
    “Thanks, Maz,” I called after her while she hurried off. 
 
    Nara’s eyes narrowed a little. I doubted she would’ve accepted a drink at the moment anyways, but she still seemed to resent not being asked. 
 
    I gave the witch a warning look. 
 
    “Let’s go to my office,” I suggested, and she followed me down the hall. 
 
    Inside, I found Cinis lounging in my office chair. She looked like a mixture of queenly and sultry that made me forget I’d just seen a man burst into pieces. She had her legs crossed, and one was exposed through the slit in her unusually long leather dress. It laced up her tiny waist like a corset, and a line of small ruby buttons down the front were undone to expose the tops of her ample breasts. The dress was cut so her wings could move freely, and they were fanned out slightly behind her. 
 
    She didn’t notice our entrance at first because she had her head tilted back to gaze straight up at the ceiling. My eyes followed to where she was looking, and I realized with a start that it was at Nimith. The golden-scaled nipitar was hanging upside-down with her tail wrapped around the light fixture on my ceiling, and her honey-colored wings were half-wrapped around her like a bat. Her harvest moon eyes glowed in her smoky bronze face while she looked down at Cinis, and I got the feeling they had been playing some kind of game. 
 
    I had to grin at the sight of them. 
 
    Then the door squeaked as it swung all the way open, and Nimith’s long neck twisted around to look. When she saw my face, she let out some mixture of a hum and a caw that was filled with delight. Her long tail slithered free from the light fixture, and she dropped clumsily into Cinis’ lap before she bounded across my desk. When she reached the edge, the nipitar gathered herself and leaped toward me. 
 
    I was amazed at how far she went. I barely even had to move forward to catch her. 
 
    When Nimith landed in my arms, she suddenly realized my clothes were damp, and she ran her long snout all over me while she snuffled frantically. Then she looked up at me and gave me a concerned-sounding burble. 
 
    Her reaction seemed almost human-like to me, and I chuckled a little bit, both at how cute it was, and at the cleverness of the little nipitar. 
 
    The sound of my laugh seemed to reassure her, and she continued to make ambient little humming noises while she clambered up to wind around my neck. 
 
    Cinis had started to laugh, too, but when I got closer, and Nara came into full view, the queen took in our gory appearance. 
 
    Her initial one-word reaction was the same as Mazne’s. 
 
    “Again?” She sounded equally shocked and concerned, but there were so many other things in her voice as well, and I could sense that one of them was rage. Then she shot to her feet. “Did another Voltid attack you?” 
 
    “No,” Nara immediately answered for me. “It was a man. He--” 
 
    “Wait a second,” I cut in. “Where’s Ephy?” 
 
    “Mazne said she went to the Water Goddess’ pond,” Cinis answered. “She said she’d be a while.” 
 
    “Hmm,” I murmured. That made sense. The siren had seemed to have some sort of idea about my weird water-related incidents. Maybe she was asking the goddesses. 
 
    This struck me as especially important now that I had traveled through Hud on a giant wave of water that was apparently acting of its own accord. 
 
    Nara brought me back to business. 
 
    “Who were those men, Dex?” she asked me as she searched my gaze. 
 
    “Men?” Cinis interrupted. “As in more than one?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said as I rubbed my jaw thoughtfully. “I’m… not entirely sure who they are. But I think they might’ve been wind mages.” 
 
    “Wind mages?” Nara’s eyebrows went up. “What makes you think so?” 
 
    “You didn’t see?” I frowned. 
 
    She shook her head in response, and an equal amount of twigs and gore went raining down from her hair. 
 
    “No,” the witch said. “I heard some man shouting loud enough to wake the dead, and at first I figured it was just one of the occasional idiots who goes wandering into that bit of the valley and doesn’t come out. But like I said, then I heard the sound of a fight when I was crossing over to the next patch of plague blossoms, and when I peeked in I saw that tall, spooky-looking man standing over you. I could obviously tell you’d fallen, and I already had the bees with me to help me harvest the nectar, so I just…” 
 
    “Saved my life,” I finished with a grateful look. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” the witch said impatiently, and she waved me off like it was nothing. “But what about--” 
 
    “Why don’t I just tell you from the beginning?” I arched an eyebrow at her, and she nodded. 
 
    I decided right then that it was best to be upfront with Nara about what was going on, or at least the basics of it. Along with the fact that she had just saved my life, and the growing trust I had been placing in her, I knew the witch wouldn’t rest until she had gotten to the bottom of exactly what the hell was going on. I thought it would be safer to just let her in on it now. 
 
    And anyways, getting to the bottom of this was exactly what I needed to do. 
 
    I told her and Cinis about the king’s claim that these assassins had been sent from Altaya to kill him as part of a greater plot. Nara listened with her brow furrowed deeply above her striking green eyes, and Cinis bit her lip thoughtfully while she tapped a finger against her pale cheekbone. 
 
    When I got to the part about finding the stone, Nara stopped me. 
 
    “Was that one of the two you were holding in the clearing?” she asked. 
 
    I nodded and pulled the two prismatic blue stones out of my pocket. I was almost a little surprised to feel the weight and coldness of them in my hand again. 
 
    When I handed them over to Nara, the witch turned the stones over and over in her hands while she stared at them, and she paid special attention to the identical leaf-shaped spiral etched into each one while I continued with my story. 
 
    Cinis listened silently like she was taking in every word while Nara pressed me for details, and the witch made me go over some parts twice. 
 
    She was especially interested in the stones, and the fact that I had spotted one in the auburn-haired man’s hand when I was watching him walk away from the castle. When I mentioned the bit about the sun shining into the castle guard’s eyes, I could almost hear the wheels in her brain turning. 
 
    She continued to stare at the stones in thought while I described three of the men appearing to fly away while two of them apparently held me off. 
 
    Then she stopped me again. 
 
    “Which man did the first stone belong to, then?” she asked as she held one up. 
 
    “I think it belonged to one of the three who flew off, because one of the men who stayed to fight me tossed him a stone before attacking me,” I said, and I shook my head as I remembered the black-haired man’s careless blunders. “He was a complete lunkhead, so he must have been important enough to bring along for some other reason.” 
 
    I couldn’t fathom what possible reason could qualify the black-haired man for a job like assassinating a king, but the others must have known he wouldn’t survive against me. The two I’d come up against fought like highly-trained killers, and it was clear they’d assumed they would live to tell the tale. Otherwise, I guessed they would have flown off into the wind as well. 
 
    “Hmm,” the witch murmured. “What else did they say about the dropped stone?” 
 
    I frowned as I thought back. 
 
    “That they were actually going to continue with their plan because… Ocadians wouldn’t know the symbol, and if we did, we wouldn’t take it seriously, or something. He said, ‘few know of our lady, and fewer still believe.’” 
 
    ‘“Our lady…’” Nara repeated quietly, almost like she was talking to herself, as she ran her thumbs over the stones’ engravings. “This looks like… something I’ve seen before, I’m certain of it.” 
 
    All of a sudden she froze. 
 
    “Put these away now!” she commanded. “And don’t touch them with your skin.” 
 
    The urgency in her tone startled me, but I used the sleeves of my bloodstained cloak to scoop up both stones from her outstretched hands and put them in the hidden drawer that extended from my bottom bookshelf. Then I dug around for the key and locked it. 
 
    Nara stared at the stones until they were out of sight, like they were two venomous snakes that had just tried to bite her. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked her, and I was a little alarmed by her expression as she abruptly stood up. 
 
    “Of course,” the witch muttered feverishly, and she seemed to be talking entirely to herself now. “The eye of the storm. I should’ve known it was her, who else could possibly stir up this sort of--”  
 
    “Should have known it was who?” Cinis demanded. 
 
    “Oh, I can’t be certain.” Nara waved an impatient hand. “Impossible to keep track of these ruddy wind goddesses…” 
 
    And without another word, she hastened to the door to leave. 
 
    “Hey, wait a second!” I called after her. “Where are you going? You can’t just--” 
 
    “I have to go make sure of something. I’ll be back!” the witch promised, and some last twigs went flying from her hair as she burst into a brisk trot out the door. 
 
    “Did she say wind goddesses?” I asked as I turned to stare at Cinis. 
 
    “Unbelievable,” Cinis mumbled. “She despises mysterious, unanswered questions, and yet she seems to be quite talented at leaving everyone on the edge of their seats.” 
 
    “Hmm,” I agreed. 
 
    But Nara seemed to be onto something important. In the meantime, I’d just have to hope I wasn’t about to get caught up in more elemental nonsense. 
 
    “You should keep those things locked up,” Cinis advised me as she gestured to the drawer with the strange stones. “If this is some goddess business… Well, let’s just hope it’s not.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I frowned. Then the day’s events washed over me, and so did a wave of exhaustion as I closed my eyes. When I opened them again, Cinis was dropping into my lap. 
 
    “Are you okay?” she asked. The queen was unfazed by my gruesome state by now, and she wrapped her arms around me. 
 
    “I’m okay,” I promised. 
 
    She gave me a soft kiss that would have quickly spiraled into something harder, but I gently pulled my face away. 
 
    “Cin,” I said with a chuckle. “I’m covered in blood and brains. Most certainly not fit to fuck a queen at the moment.” 
 
    “You’re fit for whatever I say you are,” she purred in my ear, and when she pulled back to look at me, her eyes were starting to glow red. 
 
    Then the half-closed door swung open again. 
 
    “I have your dri--” Mazne started to chatter as she entered with a glass in hand. “Oh.” 
 
    She had come to a sudden halt, and the secretary blushed as she looked away from my steamy scene with the queen. 
 
    “The door was open,” she said apologetically. “So I thought… sorry…” 
 
    “It’s okay, Maz,” I chuckled. “Thank you for the drink.” 
 
    She waved off my thanks and then looked around. I had a feeling she was checking to make sure Nara wasn’t there. 
 
    “Are you okay?” she asked me quietly. 
 
    It was sweet, but I’d sort of had enough of explaining that I was fine. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I said breezily. “Don’t worry. But… I definitely need to go wash up.” 
 
    I said this half to Mazne and half to Cinis. The queen gave me a little growl and bit my neck briefly before she got up. 
 
    As Mazne smiled awkwardly and went on her way, I landed a light, playful slap on Cinis’ leather-sheathed ass. She jumped a little and then gave me an unusually shy blush, and I could tell she was thinking about our night together with Ephy in the Ardere. 
 
    “I’m surprised Ephy isn’t back yet,” the queen murmured, and my thought was confirmed. 
 
    “I’m sure she’s okay,” I assured her. “She mentioned she was going to do some thinking, and I know she’s been missing the water a little. I think she’s been needing to go back and visit.” 
 
    “Mmm.” Cinis nodded and twisted her lips. “As long as they give her back.” 
 
    She said it playfully, but I could sense the slightest undercurrent of fear. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I chuckled as I kissed her hand. “I don’t think she could stay away for too long.” 
 
    Then I got to my feet, too. 
 
    “Time for me to wash up,” I announced. 
 
    Cinis pouted a little, but she let me go after a long, lingering kiss. 
 
    “I’ll see you soon,” I told her firmly, and I gave her another light smack, but then held my grip on her ass for a moment. 
 
    “You’d better,” she whispered in my ear. 
 
    Then the queen turned like she was going to give a goodbye kiss to Nimith, who had been lazing on the shelf by my desk. 
 
    But now the nipitar had crawled into the open bottom half of the glass orb I’d left sitting there since the day she’d hatched. She had pawed through the sand and scooted all the remains of her broken egg out of the way to curl up in the remaining sand and moss nest, and she slumbered there peacefully. 
 
    “I won’t wake her,” mumbled Cinis reluctantly. “She looks so peaceful.” 
 
    The nipitar gave a soft, whistling snore as the queen left my office. 
 
    I followed not long after to go wash up. 
 
    It definitely helped to no longer be wearing gore-spattered clothes, but I still felt uneasy. I was exhausted, but also restless, and I paced a little around my office when I wandered back inside. 
 
    When I turned on my second trip around the room, Ephy was standing in the doorway. 
 
    She was wearing her usual lily pad skirt, and her periwinkle hair covered her breasts as she stood and watched me for a few moments before she came inside. 
 
    I was no longer bloody in the slightest, but she still seemed to sense my unrest. 
 
    “Dex Morgan,” the siren trilled as she threw herself into my arms. 
 
    I smiled when she cuddled up against my face. 
 
    Then she marched me over to my office chair, and I let her push me into it and seat herself so she was straddling my lap. 
 
    “I went to the pond,” she told me, like we were just sitting side by side, having an ordinary conversation. 
 
    I felt my cock harden almost as soon as her lithe green legs wrapped around me. 
 
    “Did you?” I attempted to sound equally casual. 
 
    “Mmm.” She nodded. “I talked to the Water Goddesses.” 
 
    I tried to remind myself that the Water Goddesses were important, but now it was hard to think about anything other than Ephy’s slender body that was molding itself around me. 
 
    “What did they say?” I asked a little unsteadily. It was unlike Ephy to tease me at such great lengths, and the siren was an alluring sight as she straddled me in my desk chair. 
 
    “They think something unusual is going on,” Ephy told me, and she started trying to tug down my pants while we were both still seated. “And it would be good if you went to the pond and talked to them.” 
 
    “Uh… Ephy?” I muttered as I watched the woman tear open my belt as if she owned it. 
 
    Which was fine by me. 
 
    “Hmm?” The siren paused her work, and she brushed her long periwinkle hair behind her shoulders so both of her perky breasts were exposed. 
 
    “Nothing,” I said firmly. “We’ll see the goddesses tomorrow.” 
 
    I would agree to anything Ephy said right now if it meant I could have my way with her tonight. 
 
    I knew it would be a good idea to talk to the Water Goddesses already, but now it seemed like an even better idea since I had sailed through the forest on a giant, self-directing wave of water. 
 
    I thought I’d save going over what happened with Ephy for the next day, too. The thought of reliving the day’s stress again was something that could be postponed until I’d gotten some rest, and I could think of nothing better to do while I postponed it. 
 
    Ephy had somehow managed to get my pants halfway down, and when I kissed her, she pressed herself hard against my aching cock while she clung to my shoulders. 
 
    I didn’t even take the time to pull her skirt off. Instead, I tugged it up so her bare pussy was exposed against me, and she trembled eagerly as she spread her legs and poised herself above my rock-hard cock. 
 
    But I wanted to make the siren say “fuck” again. I wanted to make her scream. 
 
    So I made her wait a little. I slid a single finger slowly up inside her and then used my other hand to guide her down further onto it. A gasp already spilled out of her as she sank onto it, and at two fingers, the sound turned into a moan. She was dripping wet. 
 
    I let the siren straddle me for a while as I kept tantalizing her with my hand. Her body seemed to mold into mine as she ground against me. 
 
    “Dex Morgan,” she said breathlessly. “I want you.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” I hummed as I held her down on my fingers instead of letting her continue with her motion. “I think I want you, too.” 
 
    She gave me another little moan, but then she wriggled free again and got to her feet. 
 
    “Ephy, where are you--” 
 
    I fell silent as the siren went to her knees and pulled at my legs until I humored her and shifted forward in my chair. She stroked my rigid shaft with a gentle finger, and then with her tongue. 
 
    She wrapped her pouty pink lips around the tip of my cock and looked up at me with her big, teardrop-shaped eyes, and she kept her gaze on me as she took more and more of me into her mouth. Then the siren giggled when I let out an unsteady breath and shifted in my seat. 
 
    She took her time pulling back, and when I watched her succulent lips glide over my dick, I sighed again in pleasure. 
 
    Then she pulled back a little more and looked up at me again. 
 
    “Do you like this, Dex Morgan?” she asked in her silvery voice. 
 
    “Ephy,” I groaned. “I love this.” 
 
    “Good,” she said quietly, and she went back to work on my cock. 
 
    The siren’s smooth lips journeyed up and down my shaft, and she took my hands with hers to put them on her head like she wanted me to guide her. I wrapped my fingers into her periwinkle hair and gently pushed her head against me, paying attention to see if she wanted me to stop. 
 
    She moaned a little against my cock, and I was so hard I thought I might burst. 
 
    I pulled her back by the grip I had in her hair, and I had to put in some effort to get her to unlock her lips from my cock. 
 
    “Is this okay?” we both asked each other at the exact same time. 
 
    Ephy let out a breathless little laugh. 
 
    “This is more than okay,” she assured me, and her mouth was already on me again. “You are absolutely delicious, Dex Morgan.” 
 
    “Fuck,” I whispered as she guided my hands back to their place on her head.  
 
    I pulled her down against my cock again, and she let out another little moan like it turned her on just as much as it did me. She leaned into me and took the entirety of my dick into her throat, and she didn’t pull away while I held her there for a few seconds. 
 
    I kept my grip gentle just in case she wanted to draw back while I started to delve in and out of her wet, hungry mouth with my dick. She moaned again and opened her mouth wider for me, and the sight of her ethereal face looking up at me while she did so made it even hotter. 
 
    She shifted eagerly against me when I started to thrust faster and further into her throat. Her usual innocent expression had a hint of naughtiness as she let me do as I pleased with her, and I couldn’t hold back a groan of pleasure. I kept my grip on her head, and the chair started to rock on its four legs with the growing motion of my thrusts. 
 
    I felt the cum about to surge out of me. 
 
    “Ephy,” I moaned. “I’m going to…” 
 
    “Hmmmm…” She took every last inch of my cock eagerly into her throat with a soft gag, and I clasped my hands around her head as I exploded into her. She took it all and stayed pressed against me with her lips wrapped right up against the base of my cock like she was trying to suck out my soul while each pulse of cum coaxed another thrust out of me. 
 
    Then she finally released me from her lips, and the knocking of the chair’s legs against the floor quieted. 
 
    “Was that good?” she asked shyly when she rose up from her knees. 
 
    “Holy shit, Ephy,” I sighed, and I pulled her back into my lap. I couldn’t believe I had awakened such a lust in the beautiful siren. 
 
    And somehow I was hard all over again just at the thought. Already I felt full of a heady power that coursed through my veins, and every part of my body tingled as I pulled her down firmly onto my cock. 
 
    She whimpered and wriggled against me. 
 
    “I’m yours,” she whispered into my neck, and I started to thrust upward between her legs with an energy that felt boundless. The beautiful siren molded against my body again and went slightly limp for a moment while I wrapped my hands around her slim hips to slide her up and down on my length. 
 
    She couldn’t seem to stop her moans, and she just stayed completely in my control as I thrust deeper into her silky tunnel. 
 
    I stole a kiss from her parted lips and rocked my hips while I palmed her ass. Then I used my grip to stir her around with more and more force. The chair rocked and thumped against the floor again as I felt the siren’s tight, silky wetness stretch against the pressure of my cock cramming itself inside it. 
 
    I could tell I’d hit a sweet spot for her in this position because her moans turned almost kitteny, and I barely felt the bead of sweat that rolled down my temple. I was entirely lost in the sensation of her tight pussy gliding along my shaft, she was almost limp against me as she whimpered with pleasure. 
 
    I used the rhythm of my hips to bounce her again while I cupped one of her pert breasts and then brushed my thumb across her rosy pink nipple. She started to call out my name every time I pulled her firmly down to sink her saturated, quivering passage onto my dick. 
 
    And I never slowed down, no matter how loudly she started to pant my name. 
 
    I kept up my onslaught of thrusts and plunged my full length upward faster and faster. She writhed and quaked when I pulled her down hard to take every inch of me inside her tight, supple sheath. I felt like shockwaves ran through both of us when we climaxed together, and for a second I felt like we joined to feel the same paroxysms of bliss. 
 
    “Fuck!” cried Ephy as she arched her back and clenched her nails into my shoulders while she spasmed on top of me. 
 
    The strongest sense of release washed over me as I sprayed more and more of my seed into the siren, and I continued to circle my hips shamelessly while I clutched her down against me. She seemed to melt against me like she didn’t ever want to be apart from me, but then she quivered and whined when each aftershock of her orgasm flowed through her. 
 
    “Can we stay like this for a while?” Ephy asked breathlessly as she collapsed forward against my chest with my cock still inside her. 
 
    “Of course, we can,” I panted. 
 
    I traced the back of my knuckles across the siren’s cheek and kept her wrapped in my grip while I savored the feeling of power that rushed through me again, and a faint aquamarine glow leaked through my shirt. 
 
    I was noticing lately that this felt a little different than it had in the first few weeks since I became Ephy’s life force. 
 
    Maybe it was just because I was getting accustomed to the feeling of the power flooding through me, but it felt more settled now in some way. I still felt the same potency. In fact, I thought I felt more. But it felt like it coursed through each and every inch of me now and then settled in and lingered. 
 
    After I carried the satiated siren to my bed, it didn’t take long for her to drift off to sleep. She looked sweet and peaceful, and I chuckled quietly at the memory of the wicked expression she’d worn not too long ago. 
 
    When she wantonly swallowed my cock and let me bury myself as deep in her throat as I wanted to. 
 
    I felt restless somehow, like all this sublime energy coursing through me had nowhere to go. The added alertness gave my restless energy too much space to brew, and suddenly I couldn’t lie still anymore. 
 
    I got up and wandered aimlessly back to my office, and I found myself feeling the heavy weight of all my responsibilities. This situation with the assassins, or whoever they were, truly seemed to involve more than just the welfare of my own estate and the women I had come to care about. 
 
    The thought of Master Abbot came to me as I looked around at the office that used to be his, and I couldn’t help but wish he were here. I felt sure he would’ve had some answers to many of my questions. 
 
    Between everything that had been happening lately, I felt like I was being forced to play a game I didn’t know the rules of, and no one would tell me what they were. I was used to making calculated decisions, and I hated feeling like I was blundering around in the dark. My instincts had gotten me this far, but there had to be some way to make sense of all this. 
 
    The fountain’s water felt cool and calming as I trailed a finger absently through its surface. Glowing, cyan ripples spread from the place I had touched. 
 
    But suddenly, instead of going away, the ripples started to twist and bend, and the water filled with tiny, silvery bubbles. I pulled my hand back like I’d been electrocuted and stared at the water. The bubbles swirled and arced and darted around like shooting stars while the ripples billowed out. 
 
    Then the dazzling stars slowly faded and five blue-skinned figures wavered into sight in the water.

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    The Water Goddesses didn’t rise up out of the surface the way they had when I saw them at the pond. Instead, they appeared like reflections, although they looked so vivid that I caught myself darting my eyes around to make sure I was alone. 
 
    The five identical women watched me with glowing, ice-blue eyes set in their shrunken heads, and their sapphire-blue hair that seemed to swirl around them like a stream, water within water. 
 
    The one in the middle spoke in a low tone that was now familiar to me. 
 
    “Master Morgan.” The water goddess addressed me in a tone that was almost polite. 
 
    I was so shocked by this on top of their seemingly random appearance that I found myself groping for words. 
 
    “I… wasn’t expecting to see you just now,” I said in confusion. 
 
    There was a moment of silence. 
 
    “Did you not seek to summon us?” There was a rare note of uncertainty in the goddess’ voice. 
 
    “No,” I said, and I felt more confused than ever. “I was just thinking, and I touched the water…” 
 
    The Water Goddesses all shared a look with each other. 
 
    “It is well that you did, then.” The goddesses spoke as one. “We have sensed you, Master Morgan. Throughout the forest, more and more… Particularly today, just after Ephelia left us.” 
 
    I nodded as I tried to take this all in stride. 
 
    “Did it have something to do with the giant wave of water that swept me through the forest?” I asked in my most casual tone. 
 
    “Yes,” the Water Goddesses said emphatically. “We have sensed surges of power from you, through the waters.” 
 
    That gave me an idea. 
 
    “So, this could have something to do with the little streams of water following me around the forest?” I asked. 
 
    Five heads nodded in unison. “You have our own water within you now, Master Morgan, and you cannot grow reckless.” 
 
    “Reckless?” I felt slightly wounded by this. “I’m never reckless, and I haven’t been reckless at--” 
 
    “We sensed that you have summoned the waters to you, not once but many times,” they interrupted. “After speaking with Ephelia, it is clear to us that you did not do this with intention, so it can be forgiven… so long as you learn to control these powers. Not only could the consequences be dire, but it also would not do for most mortals to know of such an unusual strength, and possibly seek to possess it themselves.” 
 
    “When you say ‘powers,’” I said in a careful voice. “Do you mean… there are more of them I might have?” 
 
    “It is possible,” the goddesses conceded, and they sounded a little reluctant. “Or… even likely… that you do. This is why we have requested Ephelia to bring you to our pond. We sense you are using these powers at times, but if you are within the realm of our own pond, they may be clearer to us in nature.” 
 
    This talk of “bringing me” to the pond made me feel a bit uneasy, but I discarded the worry when another idea leaped into my mind. 
 
    “You said you could sense me summoning the waters…” I led. “Could you sense powers from other elements in the area? Like… I don’t know, if a wind goddess was swooping around creating havoc all around her?” 
 
    Thought lines added more wrinkles to the Water Goddesses’ puckered skin. 
 
    “Often not. Elements are fundamental parts of nature. So, while it is true we are all interconnected in a sense, technically, any actions of a deity of the elements-- whether a sky deity or a true elemental-- are a course of nature. Although elemental deities are among the most powerful of all forces, our magic may be more difficult to detect.” 
 
    “What about mortals who use the powers of the elements?” I asked. “Like a wind mage, for example.” 
 
    Five shriveled blue hands waved disdainfully at the idea. 
 
    “Such powers are not strong enough to draw our notice,” they said dismissively. 
 
    “Hmm.” I frowned. “And are other deities of the elements tied to specific locations?” 
 
    The Water Goddesses hesitated. 
 
    “‘Tied’ is… a complicated concept,” they explained. “Some sky gods who embody the elements may be more present in a particular place, or even several places. Sometimes this is because their aspect of the element has a strong presence there. When this is the case, then there is a high likelihood they have been worshiped for a long time by any inhabitants, which would only increase their power. This also varies between each element, so it is a difficult question to answer.” 
 
    “Do you know of any ties between a wind goddess and the Southern Kingdom, Altaya?” 
 
    “There are many air and wind deities…” said the Water Goddesses. “And many of them have an unusually strong presence in Altaya.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked. 
 
    “In most seaside lands, we, the Water Goddesses, are most revered,” they answered in unison. “But the ocean on the South Coast is harsh and unforgiving. The storms are wild and willful, and the people have long taken this to mean that the water means them harm. So they have never trusted in the waters. They put their faith in the air and wind beings instead.” 
 
    “But aren’t the air and wind beings involved in the storms?” 
 
    The goddesses sighed as one. 
 
    “It is an extremely complicated matter,” they admitted. “Mortals often simplify things. Some elements, like air and water, are involved in every little thing you do. Every breath you take requires air, for example. Most of your flesh is made of water. Every step you take is upon this land, and many things you hold in your hands would not have come to exist without fire. But mortals focus on the things most clear to them, things that can be immediately seen and felt. And so the sea is blamed for storms, because the water is what people see sweeping their ships under, flooding their homes. They do not understand the balance of things, nor the hidden forces…” 
 
    The Water Goddesses looked tired and incredibly old as they said this, and I nodded to show my understanding of what they meant. The balance was something Master Abbot had never forgotten. 
 
    As I thought about their words some more, one specific thing struck me. 
 
    “Wait a second,” I said. “You said flesh is mostly made up of water…” 
 
    “For many living beings, yes.” They nodded. “Your flesh may feel solid to you, but much of it is water, as with most things inside of you, even the heart that beats in your chest.” 
 
    “So…” I tried to figure out how to broach the tricky subject of what I now suspected about the deaths of Sievni and the scarecrow-like man. “Logically speaking, would it make sense for me to… accidentally make the water in a living being burst outward, and make them split open like a cantaloupe?” 
 
    The Water Goddesses’ eyes all flared open wide enough that their pale blue orbs threatened to overtake their shrunken heads. 
 
    “This has not been done before, to our knowledge,” they intoned. Then they seemed to think for a moment. “We will speak of this at more length tomorrow, when you come to our pond with Ephelia.” 
 
    I nodded. “I do have some more questions at the moment, and I think they’re important. Not just to me, but to… well, everything, maybe.” 
 
    “Ask what you would, Master Morgan,” they said, and I couldn’t help but be a little shocked at this continued courtesy and patience. 
 
    “Okay, well…” I deliberated about which topic to pursue now that so many things seemed to need my attention, and I decided on the possible wind goddess. “Do any of the deities have… symbols of some kind that represent them?” 
 
    “Some, yes,” answered the goddesses. “These are not true elemental deities, of course, but they may be the embodiment of the elements, and so they may be just as powerful, under certain circumstances.” 
 
    The five goddesses paused for a moment like they didn’t know exactly how to say what they were going to tell me, and their withered, dark blue lips all pursed in thought. 
 
    “Such symbols are not used by true elemental deities like ourselves. We do not need them. We are one with nature. But these minor deities… Many have more vice-like qualities, such as pride, vanity, and even greed.” 
 
    “Are these the sky gods?” I clarified. 
 
    “Correct,” the central goddess confirmed. “When they are worshiped or placated by mortals, it increases their power, and these vice-like qualities may grow to rule them, as also occurs with some mortals.” 
 
    “So the symbols are a result of this pride, vanity, and greed?” I probed. 
 
    “Precisely.” The goddesses nodded, and they all spoke as one again. “Often, the symbols are first made by the mortals, who have long included such deities in their paintings, sculptures, and tales… Sometimes out of awe, sometimes in hopes of pleasing the deities to gain their aid, or to avoid their wrath. Over time, the symbols have come to hold their own power, in a way. Power that stems from the deities they belong to.” 
 
    Their words were falling into place in my head like pieces of a puzzle, but it was a puzzle I now almost wished I couldn’t solve, because what it might mean was truly troubling to me. 
 
    “So, these symbols…” I gnawed on my lip as I thought. “Could they be harnessed by mortals somehow? To draw from a sky god’s magic?” 
 
    The Water Goddesses looked disapproving. 
 
    “This can happen,” they admitted. “But only if a deity willingly channels their powers in such a way that it can be used by mortals. Even then, there is a strong chance it will kill any being who dares to receive such power, as it is something beyond the capacity of their nature. Much like the water you carry within you now. But if the mortals are magical beings… particularly ones who possess some sort of power related to the element in question… then they may certainly be vessels for such power, and be able to use it to their advantage-- or what they believe is their advantage. Mage Abyssi, for example, could have used such a symbol from one of the more prideful water deities. He was not foolish enough to fall prey to this, but that is a rare quality in a human… Extremely rare.” 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered. This was making so much sense that it was actually giving me a headache. 
 
    I now overwhelmingly suspected the men I’d fought today were in the service of a southern wind or air goddess, and I felt a surge of frustration that they’d slipped through my fingers. 
 
    Not that I could have done anything about it. They literally dissipated into the wind itself and blew away. 
 
    This must have been why the king’s men had such trouble tracking them down, and my stomach continued to sink as I realized I wouldn’t be able to track them, either. How could I track someone who had blown away on the wind? 
 
    And now that I was clearly onto them, the three remaining assassins would be on the alert. Finding them, or at least keeping track of them for more than a few bare moments if I had scouts out, might be truly impossible. 
 
    Unless… 
 
    “Since I have your waters inside me, and you’ve felt this surge in my powers, do you think it would be possible for me to see people through the water? Like Master Abbot used to?” 
 
    “It is possible,” the Water Goddesses acknowledged. “Your circumstances are unique, Master Morgan. We have not known of a mortal to hold our waters within them.” 
 
    The goddesses looked at each other before they spoke again. 
 
    “We have felt not only one great surge in your power, but many,” they told me. “Each surge seems to add to the power we have been sensing. Your presence within our element grows, and this may make it possible for you to see in the waters, as Mage Abyssi did.” 
 
    The strong spikes of power I felt after sleeping with Ephy came to my mind as a possible explanation for these surges the Water Goddesses spoke of.  
 
    I hesitated as I tried to figure out how to broach this subject with the goddesses. I was Ephy’s life force now, but it wasn’t too long ago that she’d belonged exclusively to them. They had seemed to accept this after their failed attempt to drown me, even after seeing her earlier today… but I felt like the idea of her connection to me somehow channeling this sort of power into me might be a stronger and unwelcome reminder that I had taken her from their grasp. And reawakening the ire of the Water Goddesses was not something I wanted to do, especially right now. 
 
    I was relieved when the Water Goddesses picked back up on the conversation themselves. 
 
    “The possibilities behind these powers and their growth may be discussed when you visit our pond,” they declared. “Now, it is more important than ever that you do so, not only after what Ephelia has told us, but due to what we have learned from you tonight. You must learn to control these powers, Master Morgan.” 
 
    “But if I don’t even know I’m using the powers, then… how can I learn to control them?” I asked. 
 
    Five voices hummed as if in thought, and I felt a sense of unease. If even the Water Goddesses were stumped by these supposed powers, then what the hell was I going to do? 
 
    “We may be able to get a greater sense of your powers if you are at the pond,” they mused. “Since it is our water that your powers stem from, they may be more potent there, as well as easier for us to read more clearly. And perhaps your efforts to see in the water will be aided as well. If you search the waters with the clear intent of trying to see someone, you may have some success.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “I’ll go tomorrow, then,” I said. 
 
    The Water Goddesses seemed satisfied by this. 
 
    “Bring Ephelia with you,” they instructed me. “She may be of great assistance. And until then… be wary, Master Morgan. Dabbling in the elements, even unknowingly, can have grave and unforeseen consequences.” 
 
    “I will,” I promised. “I’ll be careful.” 
 
    I felt a little uneasy at the renewed thought of taking Ephy with me, for the same reasons I felt uneasy about discussing some sort of possible power transfer of the kind we discussed, but I couldn’t see much of a way around it. 
 
    “Good,” the goddesses intoned. “Until tomorrow, then.” 
 
    With that, they faded away under another series of ripples. 
 
    The waters continued to glow after they vanished, and I stared into the cyan surface without really seeing as I got my thoughts in order. 
 
    The idea that the men I’d fought today were wind mages in service of some sort of wind goddess solidified in my mind. This would explain the way they were able to harness enough power to actually fly away on the wind. I thought it might be possible for a wind mage to accomplish that if they were immensely powerful and skilled… but these sorts of mages were extremely rare, and for five of these extremely rare mages to somehow find each other and band together seemed highly unlikely to me. More likely they were wind mages who were given such added abilities by this deity. From what the Water Goddesses had just told me, this would make them able to be on the receiving end of her power without it destroying them completely. 
 
    The stones they all carried also made it seem clear that they must be working with this wind goddess I’d just learned about. From the way the brown-haired man had referred to her as “our lady,” it seemed as if they must worship her, or serve her at the very least. The stones they’d held were so distinctive, and they seemed to need to hold them to do the more powerful bits of magic I’d seen, like calling enough wind to sweep them away, and to blow the clouds away from the sun. 
 
    My worry increased when I thought about the quickness and apparent ease they’d been able to do these things with. 
 
    I frowned as I thought about what the goddesses had said about the likelihood of my own new powers being stronger at the pond. That certainly made sense, but the fact that I had unknowingly summoned a massive amount of water to speed me through the forest without even trying made me wonder if I had enough strength to see through the fountain before me. 
 
    The Water Goddesses had said to be careful, and I planned on it. Somehow, I thought they wouldn’t consider this “dabbling in the elements.” I had just communicated with the Water Goddesses themselves through this water, after all. The next step was just some more experimentation. 
 
    I trailed my hand in its surface again, since this seemed to have been part of my summoning the Water Goddesses. 
 
    I wasn’t really sure how to go about this “clear intention” thing. Would the water hear me speak to it like Hud did? Or were words even involved at all? Should I just picture the men and hope they appeared? 
 
    I decided to try a combination of these things. 
 
    “I need to see the men who are working for the wind goddess from Altaya,” I muttered aloud, and I felt about as awkward as I did the first time I had addressed a tree. 
 
    I pictured the men in my mind as clearly as I could while I said this. They all stood out strongly in my mind, and I imagined them the way I had first seen them together-- standing in a circle, with the exception of the black-haired man, who was sitting on the ground. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    “Maybe I should try for more details,” I mumbled to myself. 
 
    I pictured the black-haired man as I had first seen him when he was striding away from the castle, and I tried to summon every last detail the sunlight had allowed me to see. 
 
    I stared into the water and willed it to show me something, anything, but the surface stayed blank and tranquil. 
 
    Until finally, something wavered into sight. 
 
    A night sky slowly spread to fill the surface of the fountain. Stars twinkled overhead around a fat crescent moon that was partly obscured by the swaying leaves of a tree. I was looking up from the ground. There was nothing else in sight. I felt a twinge of frustration, and then the water flickered back to its glassy cyan state. 
 
    I tried this a few more times while I changed my focus, and I kept seeing bare flickers of scenes similar to the one I’d just looked at. Always the night sky, sometimes with a tree or two, and some other dark, bulky shapes I couldn’t identify around the edges of the vision. 
 
    One scene looked especially weird to me. Confusion filled me when I could see that everything seemed to be wavering somehow, like I was looking through a heat wave. There was a slender shape near the center that was pale and tall as it towered up toward the starry sky. I felt a thrill of excitement when I recognized the shape of a person. 
 
    But when I leaned in to get a closer look, I saw it was just a statue of a person. 
 
    “Damn,” I growled as I realized my mistake. 
 
    It took me a second to consider what this meant. 
 
    I was looking through a fountain in the city centre. The vision’s wavering must’ve been caused by the water that streamed from somewhere above the surface of the water I was seeing through. 
 
     Thinking on this made me realize that the other glimpses I’d caught were probably through the canals, and the dark, bulky shapes must have been buildings of the city centre. 
 
    Somehow, searching the waters had sapped at my energy, even with the swelling power I felt after having sex with Ephy. The day suddenly seemed to be taking its toll on me, and I felt another stab of frustration that I’d expended all this energy without seeing what I was looking for. 
 
    But at least I was seeing something. 
 
    “Right,” I mumbled to myself. “Time to try something different.” 
 
    Instead of struggling to recall every detail of the men like I was trying to paint them from memory, I ran over what I had noticed first about each one of them. Not the things I noticed as a result of my training at observing and tracking people, but the things that just stuck out about them, whether they seemed important or not. 
 
    I pictured the auburn-haired man’s tense face and his braid swinging as he shook his head in disgust. 
 
    “Shit,” I grumbled. “Not him, he’s dead.” 
 
    I put him out of my mind, and instead I pictured the bald man’s cruel, downturned mouth, the darting eyes of the businesslike man, the murderous smile of the black-haired man when he thought he was about to have the chance to kill me. 
 
    And even though the scarecrow-like man was dead, too, the way he had raised his hand to strike Nara with some sort of invisible force swam back into my head, and I felt the same rush of raw, cold fury in my chest all over again. It felt a bit like someone punched me there, but I also felt a massive sense of strength. 
 
    Then, as I continued to stare into the fountain, my vision seemed to flicker with what looked like every single glimpse I’d caught of the men. They all rushed after each other through the fountain like they didn’t want to be left behind, and it got to the point where I felt like I was hovering at the top of some sort of swirling vortex with a thousand different versions of the men dancing around me in circles as I was on the verge of spiraling down. 
 
    I realized then that I actually was at the top of some swirling vortex. I was seated in my chair in the office while the water in the fountain darkened, clouded, and spun with images from my different memories of the men that suddenly almost looked like they were chasing each other down into the darkness. 
 
    Out of nowhere, the blackening water rushed up at my face so fast I almost reeled back in my chair and fell. But the water stopped abruptly at the fountain’s rim, and I managed to catch myself. The surface went still and black then in a way that seemed to eat up the room’s light. 
 
    Finally, another, clearer vision rippled into existence in the blackness as I watched. 
 
    It was the five men, the dead ones included, but only one of each man this time. They were standing in a circle, and the black-haired man was on the ground. 
 
    I shook my head in irritation at my own memory being tossed back at me. 
 
    But just when I was about to turn away, things started to look different. Suddenly the black-haired man was getting to his feet, but not in the aggressive way I had seen him do earlier in the day. Instead, he was holding onto something next to him to haul himself up slowly, and he looked like he was afraid or ashamed. 
 
    Then, right in front of my eyes, the auburn-haired man shriveled and withered down into the blackness like a rotten fruit, and the scarecrow-like man shattered up into the empty air and blew away like a cloud of dust. 
 
    The other three men remained, and they were almost directly facing me in the water. They didn’t appear to notice any disturbance, and they weren’t looking at each other or talking. They were all watching the same spot, like they were waiting for something. 
 
    I leaned in eagerly to rake the water with my eyes. Some more small ripples passed over its surface, and as they did, details of the scene swam into view. 
 
    The water mostly stayed dark, but a scattering of faint stars glimmered in the sky above the men. It was hard to see where they were. They appeared to be standing by a rocky, crumbling surface that rose high above them. A cliff, maybe. I could see from a faint blue glow that they were all holding their stones in hand. 
 
    When I took in the scene as a whole, I was struck by the fact that I was seeing it from the side, not the bottom as I had with the other visions. The view was also distorted in an odd way, like the center of it was swollen while the outsides shrank to be smaller. It almost looked like I was seeing through a glass dome or a bubble. 
 
    A fluttering motion in the night sky caught my attention. Something small was floating down from above, like a leaf or a feather. Then a glimmer in the air like a breath of moonglow swirled down around it. When it neared the ground, the glow started to swirl faster and faster with the leaf inside, kicking up dirt that gleamed like stardust as it corkscrewed along with the shimmering light. 
 
    Then, in the space of a breath, the eddying, windblown glow seemed to condense itself into the shape of a woman.  
 
    The way she formed from this strange, gleaming swirl of air reminded me a little of the way the Water Goddesses formed from the water, though I could only see the woman’s face because she was angled away from me to face the three men. The silvery wind-glow that seemed to make up her skin paled to a paler, pearl color where it shaped itself into the long, flowing hair that spilled down her back. Wispy, cloudlike shreds clung to her slender form like a dress, and no part of her form seemed solid. Instead, she was constantly shifting as her glowing edges trailed off into fluttering tendrils so she looked like she might blow away at any second. 
 
    Despite this, the faces of the three men held a sort of terrified respect as they spoke to her. I put my ear right up to the water in hopes of hearing the slightest bit of what they were saying, but no sound came through the surface. 
 
    Suddenly, I saw the woman’s ghostly, glowing shoulders tense up, like she sensed something behind her. She turned to stare in my direction, and her face was beautiful in an eerie sort of way. It looked delicate and fine-boned, but proud and wild in a way I hadn’t seen before. She was almost feral-looking, and the startling color of her eyes blazed out against the pale translucence of the rest of her phantom-like form. 
 
    They were a shade of yellow-gold that reminded me of a bird of prey. 
 
    I could tell she wasn’t able to see me, the way the Water Goddesses had, but she seemed to sense someone’s gaze was on her. 
 
    The look on her face clearly showed that she wouldn’t rest until she found them.

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    I had been awake for hours when Ephy drifted into my office in the early morning. Searching the waters had left me feeling both drained of all energy and wide awake, and it still hadn’t fully passed. 
 
    “What happened?” the siren asked immediately when she saw my face. 
 
    “Well, I had a chat with the Water Goddesses, for one,” I said. 
 
    Ephy’s doe eyes widened at this, and I started to recount my conversation with the goddesses. 
 
    When I mentioned what they’d said about the giant wave of water I’d ridden home on yesterday, her look of confusion was so strong that I stopped and realized I hadn’t even filled her in on the details of yesterday’s events. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I chuckled awkwardly. “Well, as you know, I went to see the king…” 
 
    I went over the king’s claim that five assassins from Altaya had been sent to kill him, and then his request for me to take care of the job his own people were incapable of dealing with. Then I told her about the stones I’d found, and how I had decided to follow the men walking away from the castle once I saw that one of them held a similar stone in his hand. 
 
    “Do you still have them?” Ephy asked when I paused for breath. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said after a brief hesitation. “But Nara told me not to touch it with my skin. She muttered something about a wind goddess and then said she had to go get something.” 
 
    “When was this?” Ephy asked with a puzzled look. 
 
    “Yesterday.” As I replied, I realized suddenly how odd that was. “Damn. With all the crazy stuff that’s been going on… I feel like I’ve barely had time to spare a thought for stuff I’d normally worry about.” 
 
    She nodded sympathetically. “That’s understandable. And, well… I may have been a bit distracting last night…” 
 
    “Ephy, you were distracting in the perfect way,” I assured the blushing siren. “I think we’re all so used to Nara just coming around as she pleases that it didn’t seem natural to have to go looking for her. And she may just be nose-deep in some witchy texts hunting for whatever it was she remembered. But if she doesn’t show up soon, I’ll go find her.” 
 
    Ephy looked reassured at this promise, and I dug around for the key to the drawer that slid out from my bookshelf, and then opened it wide so Ephy could see the stones sitting inside when she came around to look. 
 
    The stones were sitting with their symbols facing upward. When I pulled the drawer out, they were lit up by a panel of morning sun shining in through one of the small, high windows in the upper corners of my office, and the stones’ steely-blue glow reflected off the inside of the drawer. It reminded me again of the skyline of a stormy sea. 
 
    Ephy didn’t try to touch the stones, but she leaned in close to look at it and gripped the side of my desk with her slender, light-green fingers. 
 
    “I don’t recognize the symbol, either,” she said after a long moment, and she straightened up to lean against my desk. “The only thing I could say for sure is that she’s not a true elemental deity… but that still leaves lots of sky goddesses who hold sway over the air and winds, and I don’t know much about specific sky deities.” 
 
    At that moment, Nimith dropped down from the light fixture and landed directly on my desk with a thump that sent a deep rattle through its surface. 
 
    Ephy jumped about a foot in the air. When she turned around and saw the little nipitar, she giggled and held out her hand for Nimith to sniff. 
 
    The scaly creature padded across my desk to Ephy, and I watched her with interest as I did every day when I noticed she had grown a little bigger. Her shiny, gleaming scales were darkening slightly in color. They had melded into a striking, metallic shade of butterscotch, and I admired the beauty of the little creature as she extended her long, sinuous neck to snuffle briefly at Ephy’s fingers before giving them a playful nip and bounding away. 
 
    “So, what happened when you followed the men?” Ephy asked. 
 
    I exhaled. 
 
    “Well, I sort of went into the forest to head them off,” I started. 
 
    Then I had to pause and clamp my mouth closed briefly so Nimith’s spiny tail didn’t fly into it when she leaped up onto my shoulder and slung herself gleefully around my neck. 
 
    When I looked up, Ephy was pouting slightly at the mention of me running off on my own to track the men, but she let me continue. She looked more distressed once I mentioned the fight, and I wished I could spare her the details, but I also wanted her to be in on every part of the strange powers the men had seemed to wield. 
 
    I knew the little siren was tougher than she looked at first glance, but the thought of me doing anything risky always made her anxious. 
 
    Her frown turned into an expression of shock and awe when I told her about the cloud of bees descending on one of the men, and then about the appearance of Nara. 
 
    “I knew there was a reason I liked her,” Ephy swooned, and she shook her head in admiration. 
 
    “She’s pretty damn remarkable,” I agreed. 
 
    Then I told Ephy about the explosion of the scarecrow-like man, and her mouth fell open. 
 
    “Again?” she shrilled. 
 
    “Mmhm.” I had to chuckle at the familiarity of her reaction, but I got serious again when I continued with my story. 
 
    Ephy seemed extremely curious at the mention of the cursed shark, but then my narration of the massive water surge that propelled me and Nara home captured her attention completely, and she listened hard to my description of what happened, although she didn’t seem all too surprised by it. Instead, it almost seemed to confirm something she’d already suspected, and I guessed it was because of her visit with the Water Goddesses the day before. 
 
    She nodded along at first when I started recounting the rest of my conversation with them, like it echoed what she’d already discussed with them. 
 
    But my revelations about the wind goddess took her completely by surprise, and when I told her about the last vision I saw in the water, she sucked in a breath. 
 
    “That woman you saw…” The siren bit her lip. “It certainly sounds like she could be a deity of some kind. Especially if she sensed she was being watched. She might have recognized the power of the waters stirring when you looked through them.” 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered. 
 
    Then I frowned in thought as I realized something I hadn’t asked the shriveled blue goddesses when they appeared in my fountain last night. 
 
    “The Water Goddesses said something about elemental magic being difficult to detect,” I said. “Wouldn’t that mean this wind goddess should have a hard time sensing the power of the waters?” 
 
    Ephy shook her head. “I don’t know which wind goddess this is, but she’s not the true elemental deity of the wind. She must be a sky goddess. I know it sounds backwards, but I have learned from all my years with the Water Goddesses that true elemental deities tend to be less wary or reactive to what other beings are doing, and it’s partly because they don’t need to be. They are essentially eternal, and invincible. Very little concerns them. I don’t know everything about the sky gods, but I do know they’re more…” 
 
    “Flawed?” I proposed as I thought back to what Cinis had told me about the deities who lived in the sky. 
 
    The siren nodded. “Yes, so if she’s one of the power-hungry ones, then she’s probably on the lookout for someone watching her. Even though she lives in the sky, she could be embroiled in some conflict down here.” 
 
    This made sense to me, and it fit in with what the Water Goddesses had said. 
 
    Nimith was still hanging around my neck, and she suddenly nuzzled her long snout against my face, and I chuckled as I tickled the nipitar under her chin. 
 
    “Why don’t you try to track the assassins again?” Ephy suggested, and I could tell she was struggling not to be distracted by Nimith’s cuteness. “Maybe I can help you.” 
 
    “The thing is, I don’t even know exactly how I did it,” I said, and I frowned as I recalled the massive amount of energy that had sapped out of me when I searched the waters. 
 
    Ephy’s pouty lips pursed thoughtfully as she rested her elbow on my desk and propped her chin up on her hand. 
 
    “Hmm,” she mused in her lyrical voice. “Do you remember what didn’t work?” 
 
    “Well, the Water Goddesses told me to ‘search the waters with the clear intent of trying to see someone.’” I shrugged. “So, I did that. And I touched the water with my hand, since that’s what I did when I accidentally called the Water Goddesses in the first place--” 
 
    “What else was going on when you called them, besides you touching the water?” Ephy pressed me. It was unlike her to interrupt me in this way, so I thought this likely had something important behind it. 
 
    “I was thinking…” I squinted my eyes closed a little with the effort of picking the memory out of the previous day’s whirlwind of unexpected events. “Well, at first I was thinking about Master Abbot, sort of, and wishing he were here. But, more than that, I was feeling so overwhelmed I wanted to burst, and I knew there had to be a way to figure this stuff out, but I had no idea what it was. I think I was just wanting answers to some of this weird stuff that’s been happening.” 
 
    “And then the Water Goddesses came, and…” Ephy’s voice was extremely quiet. 
 
    I raised my head up and met her deep blue eyes. 
 
    “Answered my questions,” I finished in a startled tone. “Well, some of them.” 
 
    “Exactly!” The siren gave her hands an excited little clap. 
 
    “So… what?” I frowned. “Does that mean I wish for something and it appears? It doesn’t seem like that’s how any of this works.” 
 
    “It’s not,” Ephy giggled. “It’s just, your water magic… is kind of like a… I don’t know, a new body part. Like if you just suddenly grew a tail.” 
 
    “A tail?” I raised my eyebrows. 
 
    “Yes, like a mermaid, or a fish,” the siren insisted. “And then someone threw you in the deep, deep water, where there was a fast current trying to suck you down. But using a tail is more complicated than you thought. You have to move all these parts of your body in a different way than you’re used to. You would probably be frantic, right?” 
 
    “Well, maybe,” I said. “But--” 
 
    “And you’re clever and strong enough that you’d figure it out on your own after a while, but right now, there would be the current clawing you down, the waves thrashing on the sharp rocks--” 
 
    “Rocks?” I muttered. 
 
    “Rocks,” she affirmed, and she seemed stubbornly determined to follow through with this very water-based comparison. “And there would be sharks circling you. So, trying to figure out how to use your new tail to swim would be a lot harder under all these circumstances, but also more important, and so you’d need someone who already has a tail to help you learn how.” 
 
    “And…?” I frowned again. 
 
    “And I think that’s what’s happening with your water powers,” Ephy said as she leaned forward eagerly. “Except it’s… much more complicated, because, well, it’s magic. But they’re a part of you now, and you’ve gotten into situations where, well… you don’t have legs! Or at least, your legs are useless at the time. And on some level, your instincts are leading you to try and swim with the only way that’s available to you.” 
 
    “Hmm,” I mumbled as I continued down this line of thought. 
 
    I thought back to how I’d felt leading up to each time I saw a being explode, or rather, made a being explode, and realized I had felt a similar sense of rage during both times, along with a desperate need to do something to stop what was happening. When I was fighting Sievni, I had been forced to relinquish the tool I had on hand to do this: my weapons. And when the scarecrow-like man was going after Nara, my weapons had just proven themselves useless against the man’s apparent wind powers. 
 
    The magic had been the only thing available to me. 
 
    A similar thing probably happened with the streams, especially yesterday’s gargantuan river wave. I had just gone through the situation with Nara and the scarecrow-like man, and I had thought she might be hurt. 
 
    Not that she’d shown any regard for her own well-being at the time. 
 
    “Ephy, you’re a genius,” I told her, and she giggled when I swept her up into a hug. 
 
    Then she stepped back a little to give me a serious look. 
 
    “I agree with the Water Goddesses that you need to learn to control your powers, Dex Morgan,” she told me in an unusually firm voice. “If you had simply sprouted a tail, you might make blunders like slapping yourself in the face with your own fins. But you have the powers of the water in you now, and instead of smacking yourself in the face, you might--” 
 
    “Accidentally explode a living being into a thousand fleshy pieces?” I suggested. 
 
    “Yes,” she said in a serious tone. “Or you could be in a fight, and end up being drained by trying to use your powers the wrong way, like when you were searching the waters. And that could go… very, very wrong. You might be hurt, or horribly harmed, or even…” 
 
    Suddenly she was back to being my sweet, tender siren, and I whisked her into my arms again. 
 
    “I’ll learn how to use them, Ephy,” I promised, and I leaned in to kiss her. “Will you be my teacher?” 
 
    She wrapped her body tight against mine. 
 
    “Of course, I will, Dex Morgan,” she murmured up against my lips before she gave me a stern little look. “But we are still going to see the goddesses. I’m sure they have important things to share.” 
 
    “Sure, sure,” I said in a breezy tone. “But can we still…?” 
 
    Ephy looked upward like she was thinking, and the white freckles in her clear blue eyes shone. 
 
    “Yes,” she decided. “We can still look in the fountain’s waters. There is no possibility of anyone being harmed. You won’t explode someone through the water.” 
 
    “That would make this a whole lot simpler,” I muttered, and she giggled again. 
 
    “Well,” the siren said. “At least now we have an idea of why you use your powers: instinct, almost like a reflex. But we need to narrow it down and figure out what triggered that reflex when you were trying to look for the men.” 
 
    I knitted my eyebrows together and thought back to my efforts to see the men in the water. 
 
    “I started thinking about them in a different way,” I said. “Instead of using just the standard surface stuff I first take in about every being when I’m tracking them. You know, how tall they are, if they have any scars, what they’re wearing, what weapons they’re carrying. Since that stuff didn’t work, I switched to thinking of things that stuck out about them to me.” 
 
    “What kind of things?” Ephy encouraged me. 
 
    I shrugged and started to tick them off on my fingers. “I remembered one of them seemed like he was just as disgusted by the other idiot’s behavior as I was… but then I realized that guy was dead so he was useless to think about. Then there was the way one of them just looked sadistic to me. Another had a crafty look about him like a fox. One had this eager expression when he thought he was going to get the chance to fix his mistake by killing me off.” 
 
     “That’s only four.” Ephy’s ocean blue eyes were watching my fingers. “What about the fifth man?” 
 
    “Well, I only thought of the first man for a few seconds before I realized that wouldn’t help me find them. The fifth man was the other one who had died, so I knew thinking of him would be pointless.” I paused. “But…” 
 
    “But?” the siren prompted. 
 
    “Well, that man sort of popped into my head anyways,” I explained. “I think the time when he was about to attack Nara was really burned into my mind. I thought he was going to kill her.” 
 
    The siren got an unusually angry look on her face at the last bit of information, and I knew it was because she was coming to care more and more for the sassy, if slightly chaotic, witch. 
 
    But then she gave her head a little shake, like she had just realized something. 
 
    “Can you tell me more details about the way the men looked when you first saw them in the fountain?” she asked. “When you saw them with this woman, I mean.” 
 
    I explained how the men had all appeared together, but then the auburn-haired one had appeared to shrivel away, and the scarecrow-like man had seemed to disintegrate into the empty air. 
 
    “Wow,” Ephy murmured, and she seemed a little awed. “In a way, it makes sense that you were able to summon them in the way you did. First of all, because it’s easier to see someone in the waters if you already know them. So… imagining something that seemed more like an integral part of those men’s personalities could definitely be more effective than just thinking about the basic features of their appearance.” 
 
    She hesitated, and I could sense there was something else. 
 
    “But?” I asked. 
 
    “But… you didn’t actually know them.” Ephy sounded extremely puzzled. “You hadn’t even spoken, except for just a few words to the man who died from the bees… and even then, the memory you called on of him was from before you had talked to him. And on top of that, the fact you saw the two dead men for a bit in your vision probably means those memories were part of what helped you to see the others in the water. At the very least, they didn’t hinder you. I didn’t think something like that was even possible for a mortal to do.” 
 
    “So… what does this all mean?” My forehead was already starting to hurt from all the confused frowns that had furrowed it this morning. 
 
    “It means we’re going to try this again and see if it works the same way,” Ephy said, and her voice had an uncommon ring of command in it. “And then once we find Nara, we’re going straight to the Water Goddesses’ pond.” 
 
    “Agreed.” I sighed, but I gave her a nod to show her I meant what I said. 
 
    I resettled myself by the fountain with Ephy at my side and then mentally ran over the same details I’d noticed about the men. When I got to the scarecrow-like man this time, I let the sight of him linger in my mind, and I held onto the cold, sharp anger that prickled in my chest. I let it swell, and I heard my pulse pounding in my ears. 
 
    Nothing else happened to the water for a long moment, but I clung stubbornly to the image and to the feeling in my chest, even though I felt my strength starting to flag more and more. 
 
    Then the water flickered with darkness a few times, and some kind of motion that was so quick I couldn’t tell what it was. 
 
    Suddenly, I noticed some small, rapid ripples were snaking across the water, but I realized after a moment that they were caused by the hand I was trailing in the fountain. 
 
    I was shaking. 
 
    “Damn,” I muttered angrily. I needed this to work, and I felt a grim determination flood through me. 
 
    There was another flicker, but it encompassed the whole room this time, and then I felt myself starting to sway in my seat. I heard a faint voice calling my name, but it was like I was at the bottom of a deep well, and the sweet, clear voice was coming from a pinprick of light high above me. 
 
    Then suddenly, I was pulled back to sharp awareness. I realized I was still sitting by the fountain, and now there was a soft, gentle hand on my arm. 
 
    It was Ephy. 
 
    “Let me.” She barely met my eyes when I looked at her, and her face was weirdly blank and drawn. I almost asked if she was alright, but the look on her face came across as an expression of deep concentration. 
 
    I clenched my teeth as a sudden pain shot through my arm under the siren’s hand, like she had stabbed me with a jagged shard of ice. Then I felt power flood through the spot, and it was almost the same sense of power I felt when I had sex with the siren. 
 
    I realized then that Ephy was somehow lending me some of her strength. I had no idea this could happen, and I didn’t think she had known, either, but she’d decided to give it a shot anyways. 
 
    And it seemed to be working. 
 
    At first, the power came in a spike that made me a little dizzy again, but then it quickly started to spread, and my body felt like a strong, fast-flowing river the power ran through. But even compared to that river’s deep and powerful current, my chest felt like a massive gulf that was now eagerly drinking up every drop of the cool, heady power surging into it, and when it gathered together there, I felt an incredible sense of strength. 
 
    It felt overwhelming and amazing at the same time, and I had to force myself to refocus on my goal. I brought the scarecrow-like man’s figure back into my mind with so much intensity I felt like I could use the memory to punch a hole through the roof, but I focused my power on seeing the man in the water with all the precision I could muster. 
 
    Then the surface flickered black again, and I thought the fountain might have rattled a little, but the water stubbornly returned to its calm, blank, cyan shade. 
 
    I scowled and redoubled my efforts. 
 
    Suddenly, the fountain seemed to open up into a gaping, blue-gray chasm that swirled with white fog. Without warning, a sharp whistling sound rang through it and pierced my ears like two white-hot needles. 
 
    I flinched and recoiled from the fountain, and I felt Ephy cringe back beside me and suck in a gasp. Then it was like we were snapped out of a horrible trance. I was filled with a need to get away from the fountain, and I took the siren by the wrist and pulled her with me. 
 
    I swept her down with me into my office chair and just held her for a while as the ringing in my ears faded. 
 
    It was Ephy who spoke first, and her voice sounded exhausted. 
 
    “There’s some kind of block keeping us from seeing in the waters,” she said faintly. “I tried to help you, but I can’t… I couldn’t…” 
 
    “I know, Ephy,” I said as I held her tighter against me. “You’ve done more than enough. Thank you.” 
 
    She gave me a shadow of her normal bubbly smile and then swayed to her feet. 
 
    “Pond,” she said, and her voice was still faint, but her dainty features scrunched up as she looked at me with a stubborn expression. 
 
    “Pond,” I agreed, and I said it wholeheartedly this time as the urgency of the situation overcame my twinge of reluctance. “But I think we should look for Nara first. I don’t like that she still hasn’t come back.” 
 
    The siren looked for a moment like she was going to disagree, but it seemed like she had forgotten about Nara in the shock of what had just happened, and after a moment, she gave me a nod. 
 
    I got to my feet, too, and was thankful I felt steadier now, although I was still drained of energy. 
 
    Then I paused. 
 
    “Wait a second, Ephy,” I said, and she stopped obediently to look at me. I bit the inside of my cheek for a second as I thought. “I think… I think I need to tell everyone here what’s going on. I don’t love the idea, but this isn’t like it was with you and the water goddesses. That was strictly between me and them, and even the issue with Ignis was really all to do with Cinis. But this goddess, whoever she is… it looks like she’s got Ocadia’s king in her crosshairs, and I can’t stop her men if I can’t track them. I shouldn’t keep a case this big from my assassins. I need their expertise on my side in this.” 
 
    Ephy blew out a breath, too. 
 
    “That’s probably a good idea,” she agreed. “If this woman is blocking the waters with such strength, then there’s no doubt we have a wind goddess on our hands.” 
 
    “We?” I frowned at her. 
 
    “Yes, we!” the siren said with some more steel in her musical voice. “You and me, and Cinis and Nara, too, and everyone who lives here. I’m not going to let you do this alone, Dex Morgan.” 
 
    I stared at her in shock, not at what she said but about the intensity she said it with. Then I gathered her against me again and kissed her long and deep. 
 
    “Okay,” I said into her soft periwinkle hair. 
 
    At that moment, someone came bursting into the room. At first, I thought some sort of forest shrub from Hud had gone rogue and decided to infiltrate my home, and I was about to put my foot down. 
 
    This was too far. 
 
    Then I realized it wasn’t a particularly willful plant. 
 
    It was Nara.

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    The Headmistress stopped just past the door inside my office and doubled-over to brace her hands on her thighs as she attempted to catch her breath. She was entangled in what I felt sure was several trees’ worth of branches, leaves, vines, roots, and berries. 
 
    “Nara.” I raised an eyebrow. 
 
    In light of the enormous mystery that had appeared right under our noses yesterday, I had already thought it was odd for Nara to allow anything to impede her getting back here with whatever she’d gone to fetch. And I could see clearly that none of the foliage blanketing her had any resemblance to the protective ivy that crawled all over the outside of my estate, which hadn’t targeted her for any of her recent visits anyways. 
 
    This suggested to me that she might have gone venturing into the forest for what I thought was the third time in her life. Darting a short ways into Hud yesterday as she tried to stop my attackers had been one thing, but going into the forest alone was entirely different, no matter how great of a mystery she was itching to solve. 
 
    That solidified my feeling of suspicion. Whether she’d been searching for something in the forest itself, cutting through it to get somewhere, or managed to wind up inside the tree line completely by accident, something had gone wrong. 
 
    By the time the disheveled witch had caught her breath enough to speak, Ephy had hurried over to her, and I followed. 
 
    “Hello,” Nara said with a brave attempt at her typical saucy manner. She went to prop her hands up on her hips, but apparently forgot that she was covered in thorns, and she drew back both hands with a hiss of pain. 
 
    “What happened?” I asked as I tried to figure out the best way to unravel the witch from her thorny shroud. 
 
    “I was on my way back from retrieving a certain item from my estate,” said the witch with an unconvincing look of nonchalance on her face. “When…” 
 
    She seemed suddenly to decide she’d rather not admit what had happened to her. 
 
    “Anyways,” she said airily. “I--” 
 
    “Nara,” I cut in, and I just stood there and looked at the witch with my sternest expression. 
 
    “Oh, fine,” she snapped, and Ephy dodged back to avoid the vines that whipped through the air when Nara waved her hand in a vague, irritated gesture. “You’re not going to believe me, though.” 
 
    “Try me,” I told her with my eyebrows raised. 
 
    The witch huffed a sigh. “I was picked up by a cloud of vicious birds, and they flew me all over the place until I was reeling from dizziness. Then they dropped me in the forest.” 
 
    “Where in the forest?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, somewhere across-- wait a second.” Nara narrowed her eyes. “You do believe me?” 
 
    “Well,” I said as I let out a tired sigh. “Yes. But first tell me about what happened to you while we get you out of these plants.” 
 
    The plant-swaddled woman gave me a ferocious scowl, but she seemed to realize it was no good arguing with me, and she stood still as she told me her story. 
 
    “I went to my estate to get a book I needed,” Nara started off while I retrieved one of my smallest and sharpest daggers. “And when I was on my way back, this cloud of wretched birds descended on me and carried me off!” 
 
    “Hmm.” I bent and started to carefully snip through the tangle of twigs and vines that prevented her from pulling her legs more than six inches apart, and I felt a jolt of astonishment that she’d managed to travel so far like this. “Are you sure they meant to harm y--” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure!” the witch snapped. “They wanted to ruin my day, at the very least. They flew me out a long ways, and they spun me around and around until I felt sick, and they clouded around my head to block my vision all the while. Then they dropped me right into a sea of these accursed thorns! I don’t even know where I was, but I was stuck there for half the night.” 
 
    “In the Forest of Hud?” I scoffed, and my concern for the woman instantly heightened. “Are you alright? Were you attacked?” 
 
    “Other than by the birds,” Ephy clarified. 
 
    “Well, once I finally clawed my way out of the thorns, I just hobbled around until I found a path, and that took ages,” Nara answered. “I could barely even see, and I am certain the vines were prowling after me the whole way, but I just kept telling them I knew you, and--” 
 
    “Me?” I smirked. “You thought that might save you from Hud?” 
 
    “Well, it seemed to,” Nara huffed and crossed her arms. “It’s all I could think of trying!” 
 
    She was positively fuming, but I couldn’t blame her all too much. 
 
    “And… you have no idea why these birds would want to ruin your day?” I asked delicately. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she grumbled. “I didn’t even recognize what kind of birds they were, which is exceedingly odd.” 
 
    “Maybe someone still holds a grudge against the Witches’ Estate,” I suggested as I started in on the last of the thorny vines. The ones I had cut were laid in heaps around us on the floor of my office. 
 
    “Yes, maybe,” Nara mused. “I suppose a lot of people were terribly angry with us… not by any fault of ours, of course. Perhaps the harpies called in a favor. They’ve left us alone for now, but I doubt they’ve gotten over those ridiculous rumors the wizards were spreading about us.” 
 
    “What were you going to get, anyways?” I asked pointedly. “It seemed pretty important, considering you ran off and left us in total confusion.” 
 
    The Headmistress seemed to have forgotten about this during her agitation about the bird attack. At my reminder, she gave an excited gasp, experimentally lifted one of her arms, and gave a cry of delight as the last of the tangled branches went cascading onto the ground. 
 
    “Here,” the elated witch said as she plunged the hand inside her corset shirt. 
 
    Ephy and I looked at each other with raised eyebrows as Nara groped further down like she’d lost something. 
 
    Finally, with a triumphant “ha!” the witch pulled out her hand with an ancient-looking book of some type clutched in it. 
 
    The book was only about as thick as my ring finger, and the worn leather of its cover had water stains on it. 
 
    As I opened and paged through it, I realized it was handwritten, and each section had a symbol that had been painstakingly penned onto the page. Each symbol had a different amount of writing below it. Some had under a page, while others had several that were packed with words. 
 
    “Flip to the end,” Nara advised. 
 
    I rifled through the pages. The last few were blank, but before them was a sign exactly like the one on the stone. 
 
    Under it were the words “Goddess of the Prevailing Winds.” 
 
    “That’s the one,” I murmured to Ephy. “Isn’t it?” 
 
    “It looks the very same to me, Dex Morgan.” The siren nodded eagerly. 
 
    “So, this symbol belongs to the Goddess of the Prevailing Winds,” I concluded, and I glanced at Nara for confirmation. 
 
    “Precisely,” she agreed. 
 
    “Which means whoever can use those stones can essentially… summon her powers?” I guessed. 
 
    “That’s a gray area for me,” Nara admitted, “but I believe that is the gist, yes.” 
 
    I thumbed back through the rest of the book, and when I took the time to read closely, I saw that all of the symbols had titles under them, and I realized they must be the titles of gods and goddesses. 
 
    “What is this book?” I asked Nara. 
 
    “It’s one of the first times anyone ever tried to write down all the gods and put them into different categories,” the witch explained as proudly as if she’d written it herself. “Well, all the sky gods. It’s really old, so it doesn’t have every single one of them… but it also has some that aren’t in the newer accounts, so it’s interesting.” 
 
    “Where did you even get this?” I looked up at her with a bit of confusion, but she avoided my eyes. 
 
    “I, er… came to acquire it under certain circumstances…” 
 
    I chuckled and shook my head as I realized I shouldn’t have been surprised for the witch to have some questionably-obtained books in her possession. Then, as I scanned the words under the titles of the deities, I saw that the book listed information about them, like their strengths, abilities, and even some weaknesses. 
 
    The Goddess of the Prevailing Winds was under her own little category of sky deities called “the Wayward Wind Goddesses,” but there were no other goddesses or symbols written in it. 
 
    “Why doesn’t it say anything about this goddess, and why aren’t there any others in the group?” I asked Nara with a frown. 
 
    She shrugged at me. “Guess the writer never got around to finishing it for some reason.” 
 
    I closed the book and tucked it under my arm, since I figured I was going to need it in a few moments. 
 
    “Thanks, Nara,” I said, and I felt another twinge of concern as I saw the scratches that covered her body and the rips on her clothes. “Are you sure you’re okay?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. No problem at all,” the witch said as if she hadn’t just spent the night battling through the thorns after being mobbed by a flock of birds. 
 
    Since she seemed alright, I decided I’d might as well take this time to let Nara in on my ability to “see” who I was now sure was the Goddess of the Prevailing Winds when I searched through the waters recently. 
 
    After I told her, I endured her onslaught of questions for the sake of thoroughness, because I needed us to be on the same page. 
 
    “Okay,” I finally said in a brisk tone that told her I didn’t want to go into a deeper discussion of everything about this quite yet. “Now that we know this Goddess of the Prevailing Winds is involved, I need to let my estate’s assassins know what’s going on. She might target them if she’s somehow able to pin down my location. And I guess I’ll need some help with tracking down these three assassins.” 
 
    I sighed at the thought of this. I hadn’t wanted to involve my estate’s members in this, but it was a necessity at this point. I needed them to be on the alert, and I knew I couldn’t track down these elusive assassins alone. 
 
    “Right,” Nara said. “What can I do?” 
 
    I was a little startled at the fact that she asked me this question instead of trying to jump into things head-first without doing so, but I decided I should take advantage of this while it lasted. 
 
    “You can rest,” I told her in my firmest tone. “You’ve had a long night, and I need you to be okay. Then you can wait here, because it’s inevitable that Cinis will come by at some point. You can update her on what’s going on and tell her I’ll be back, because I don’t want any interruptions while I’m at the Water Goddesses’ pond.” 
 
    Nara showed every intention of arguing against this until the words “Water Goddesses’ pond” left my lips, and then she snapped her mouth shut and nodded in acceptance. 
 
    I turned to Ephy, and she was already facing me with an expectant look on her face. 
 
    “I won’t be long,” I promised her. “I’m going to hash some things out with my estate members. Then we’ll go to the pond.” 
 
    “Okay, Dex,” the siren quickly agreed and then shot a sideways glance at the rumpled witch by her side, who was now free of branches except for the ones tangled in her hair so thickly that her mane was about five times its normal size. “I’ll help Nara, um… clean up.” 
 
    A slightly offended look crossed Nara’s face, and I stifled a snort of laughter before I left them to go talk to my estate members. 
 
    “Hmmm,” I mumbled to myself as I strode down the hall. “How to get everyone’s attention quickly…” 
 
    An idea soon took shape in my mind, and I quickly headed upstairs to what used to be my old sleeping quarters. 
 
    “Oh, Eliiis…” I rapped on the kid’s door, and he popped it open so fast I jumped a little. 
 
    “What is it, Dex-- Master Morgan?” he asked eagerly. “Do you need help with Nimith?” 
 
    “Not yet,” I told him with a chuckle. “I need your help with something else.” 
 
    Three minutes later, about twenty assassins were gathered in the flickering amber glow of the lanterns just inside the entryway of the estate. 
 
    The last few came trailing down behind Elis looking extremely irate, but when they actually saw me standing there, they perked up a little. 
 
    I stood in the middle of the four elemental fountains and lingered with my eyes on the wind one for a few seconds. I thought the cyclone in its center looked the same as ever, but at the same time, there was something about it that seemed a little off to me. 
 
    I was shaken out of my pondering by an energetic greeting from Spodium. 
 
    “Hi, Dex!” she hallooed me as she danced down the last few stairs with a crash. “I mean, Master Morgan. What’s so important that you’ve called us all out here for?” 
 
    Then Incrassatum made her squawk with a bony elbow to the ribs. “I’m sure the Master is going to tell us if you quit nattering for just a moment.” 
 
    I tried to match her perfect poker face and cleared my throat as I looked around at my estate members. They had clustered around me in a wide circle, and some of them leaned against the edges of the fountains while the rest stood in between. All of them looked extremely curious. 
 
    I decided not to mince words. 
 
    “There’s something I need to tell all of you,” I said in a slightly raised voice and met each of their gazes in turn. “It’s dangerous, and I’d rather not have you involved at all, but it looks like that’s going to have to happen.” 
 
    The assassins all listened with interest, and some of them leaned forward excitedly as I went on. 
 
    “Five assassins were sent to Ocadia from the Southern Kingdom,” I explained. “They’re planning to carry out a job on someone… in the… somewhere within the vicinity of the city centre. I’ve killed two of them, but I need to stop the others, and I need your help.” 
 
    “Three assassins?” Pamphrus scoffed. “Easy.” 
 
    “There’s more,” I said bluntly, and the hulking assassin quieted down respectfully as he crossed his tattooed arms over each other to stand and listen. “The assassins all have strong wind powers.” 
 
    “Like wind mages?” Elis piped up eagerly but then ducked down as Pamphrus aimed a swat at his head. 
 
    I chuckled at the way the kid seemed to remember every word I’d ever spoken to him. And several I’d spoken to others. 
 
    “Yeah,” I responded. “I think they’re wind mages. But… I’m certain that they’re in the service of someone with far stronger wind powers, and they’re channeling those powers.” 
 
    “Who?” Elis chirped from Pamphrus’ other side, and all I saw of him this time was a blur of shaggy brown hair as he quickly withdrew behind the surrounding assassins when the man swung another brawny arm his way. 
 
    I hesitated for a long moment on the brink of telling them, and I waited until Pamphrus looked almost apologetic before I continued. 
 
    “A wind goddess,” I said finally. 
 
    Silence fell. 
 
    “A… a goddess of the wind?” Timere blurted. 
 
    “Lackwit,” Incrassatum muttered under her breath. 
 
    “Yes,” I said in my calmest voice. “A goddess of the wind. That doesn’t mean these men are invulnerable, but it does mean they have greater wind powers than might normally be expected. They’ve been extremely difficult to track down on my own, because they run into cover and then use their powers to sweep away on the wind. It also makes them less predictable in a fight.” 
 
    I tried to strike a balance between speed and detail while I continued to describe what I had seen the men do during our fight. It was important for my estate members to know what they were up against, but I also felt a growing sense of urgency about getting to the Water Goddesses’ pond so I could learn more about the Goddess of the Prevailing Winds. 
 
    They were silent for a moment when I finished, and then Elis spoke. “And you killed two of them?” 
 
    “I may have had a bit of assistance with one of them,” I chuckled, but the kid still looked awestruck. 
 
    “So what’s our part in this, Master Morgan?” Cursor inquired. “I think I speak for all of us when I say we’re ready for anything.” 
 
    He shifted his burly form from one foot to the other like he was already eager to get going, and when I looked around at the other assassins, I saw they were all nodding and murmuring while they did the same. Vulnus was actually rolling his sleeves up over his weathered forearms. 
 
    “I don’t want you any more involved than you need to be,” I told them with a disapproving frown. “So--” 
 
    “We want to help!” Elis interjected. 
 
    Pamphrus started to crack his knuckles threateningly at this third interruption from the kid, but then he paused and grunted in agreement. “Kid’s right. We’re in.” 
 
    I rubbed my jaw and pushed my sense of unease aside. These were highly-trained assassins, and they were more than capable. I just hated the idea of pulling them into this mess. The full powers of this wind goddess weren’t clear to me, but I hoped they would be after a trip to the Water Goddesses’ pond now that I had a title to provide the goddesses with. 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    “Alright. Well, first off, the three remaining men have all been seen with objects that have this symbol on it.” I slipped the old leather book I’d gotten from Nara out of my cloak and held it up with the dog-eared page open so they could see the symbol. “It’s carved into a stone they’ll each be carrying on them. They likely won’t be waving it around because it’s pretty conspicuous-looking, but it seems like they need to be holding it when they use their wind magic.” 
 
    I described the remaining details I thought they needed, including the appearances of the remaining men and what the stones looked like, and the assassins all listened intently to me. 
 
    When I thought I’d given them enough information, I looked around at my estate members again as I considered their strengths. “Incrassatum?” 
 
    The sharp-featured woman looked at me with an expression like a hungry wolf as she waited silently for her orders. 
 
    “I need you to visit our spies around the city and see if any of them have caught sight of these men I described. I need to figure out where they’re holing up right now.” 
 
    Incrassatum only nodded, but I knew she was all over this. 
 
    “Spodium,” I continued briskly as I turned to the stumpy woman next to her. “You’ll accompany Incrassatum, and… keep her from going too far overboard.” 
 
    Incrassatum’s near-smile curdled on her face, but Spodium bounced on the balls of her feet with excitement. 
 
    “I'm on it, Master Dex!” she whooped. 
 
    I grinned impishly at Incrassatum, but since Spodium wasn’t the best at picking up on sarcasm, I amended my statement. “But seriously, listen to Incrassatum. Just… try not to kill anyone yet if you don’t have to. And Incrassatum, I know I don’t need to tell you twice to be discreet.” 
 
    I moved on to my next pair. 
 
    “Cursor and Timere,” I said as my eyes found the two men, and they perked up their heads expectantly. “I need you to scout the city centre and listen for any gossip in the market stalls.” 
 
    “What about the castle?” Timere asked a little timidly.  
 
    I nodded and exhaled as I thought and then reluctantly responded. “You can skirt the castle grounds. But be extremely discreet. I’d prefer to keep the king out of this little investigation I’m doing.” 
 
    I neglected to add that this was because I was working with the king himself and was hoping to avoid complicating things by involving my own estate members too much. 
 
    The men nodded in agreement, and I continued methodically. 
 
    “Pamphrus, Vulnus, you’ll listen in at some of the shadier areas in the city, like the underground taverns, where you won’t look out of place or come into question.” 
 
    Vulnus gave me a quick nod of his head, but Pamphrus bristled at my words like he was offended. 
 
    “I’m an assassin, Master Morgan” the brawny man reminded me as his charcoal-lined eyes narrowed. “Not a watchdog.” 
 
    The nearby assassins swiveled their heads around to stare at the tattooed man, and several opened their mouths like they were going to scold him, but I forestalled them by speaking first. 
 
    “I need you for this,” I told Pamphrus in a steady voice, and I held his gaze to show him I meant it. “People at these places are constantly on the lookout for anyone who can be bullied around, and you’re one they won’t dare to fuck with. These places are also where things are most likely to get dangerous. These guys are going to great lengths to avoid the notice of anyone who might care that they’re up to something, so if they are lurking around the city, that’s likely where they’ll be. I need you there just in case it turns into a fight. These guys are highly-trained and equipped with unusual powers on top of it. If anyone is going to get stuck in a situation with these assassins, I need it to be you.” 
 
    Pamphrus looked slightly mollified, and he gave me a grunt of assent with an apologetic sort of look. 
 
    I quickly passed out assignments to the rest of my assassins, and since several of them already had murders to carry out today, only a handful of groups were assigned the task of helping me sort out the three missing men. 
 
    Then my eyes fell on Elis, and I frowned at the eagerness I saw on the skinny kid’s cherub-cheeked face. He was superb with a blade for his age, but I needed seasoned assassins for this sort of delicate work, and there was a strong chance he’d just get in the way. 
 
    An answer to my problem arrived in the unexpected and slightly inconvenient form of Nimith soaring into the wide room and making a high-pitched trumpeting noise as she did. Everyone turned to stare as the little dusky-gold nipitar gave her wings a few flaps and then continued to sail toward me with them billowing out above her. 
 
    I stared most of all, partly because I had never heard this sound from her, but even more because this was the first time I had seen her actually fly. 
 
    Not to mention, no one aside from Elis or Mazne knew about the nipitar’s existence yet. She sure as hell knew how to make an entrance. 
 
    Her wings buffeted the top of my head a little as she landed inelegantly on my shoulder, and then she slithered into her usual spot hanging around my neck. She was already getting bigger, but the nipitar seemed determined to make this happen anyways. 
 
    Just as Nimith claimed her perch, Mazne came bursting out from the hallway after her with her arms outstretched like she’d been running after the nipitar trying to snatch her out of the air. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Dex,” she panted. “I thought you were in your office, and I opened the door and--” 
 
    “It’s okay, Maz,” I chuckled, although I wasn’t entirely sure if I wanted to deal with everyone knowing about Nimith just yet. 
 
    The assassins were already starting to crowd around a little, except for Incrassatum, who didn’t have crowding in her nature. 
 
    Elis had done all the glimpsing he could of the little creature, but he showed just as much excitement every time he saw her, and now he clustered around with all the rest. 
 
    “What is that?” Spodium gaped at Nimith. 
 
    “It’s a nipitar!” Elis announced as proudly as if he personally had laid the egg she hatched from. “Her name is Nimith.” 
 
    “Nimith,” Spodium cooed, and the rest of them murmured in awe. 
 
    “Where the hell did you get a nipitar from, Dex?” Vulnus marveled. “Er, Master Morgan?” 
 
    I only hesitated for a second before I decided to go with a mixture of part truth and part bluff. “Well, their migration apparently was disrupted this year, and some very lucky people found eggs within our borders, so…” 
 
    I’d been sure this statement was vague enough for them to assign some sort of meaning to it that seemed most plausible to them, and this proved to be true. No one questioned it further. 
 
    I also figured that as Master of the Assassins’ Estate, people thought it was only to be expected that I’d have all kinds of mysterious connections these days, shady or otherwise. The king just wasn’t assumed to be one of them. 
 
    When I peered up from Nimith, I could see Nara lurking just inside the room. She seemed extremely groggy and was looking daggers at Mazne, who had bustled to her usual spot toward the entryway. I gathered from the witch’s expression that she was angry with the secretary for opening my office door and apparently interrupting the nap I had commanded her to take. 
 
    “Sorry,” Nara mouthed silently when she saw me looking at her. 
 
    I gave her a grin and a wave to let her know it was okay, and she edged back out of sight into the hallway to my office. 
 
    Then I cut through the babble of the little crowd to assign Elis his task. 
 
    “Elis,” I said in a solemn voice. “I need you to keep a strict watch on the estate grounds in case any of these assassins from the south come lurking around. I also need you to be with Nimith and to make sure Mazne is safe. Do you think you can handle all that?” 
 
    “Absolutely!” the kid assured me. 
 
    “Good,” I said gravely. “You’re going to be the one holding down the fort, so I’m relying on you. If anyone suspicious shows up, don’t hesitate to summon your… strength. You might be able to terrify them into fleeing.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows a little with the word “strength,” and Elis nodded vigorously to show me he understood. 
 
    “I won’t let you down,” he vowed. 
 
    I gently unwound Nimith from around my neck, and I felt a twinge of guilt as she dug into my shirt with her claws to try and hang on. 
 
    “I’ll be back,” I promised the little creature in an undertone. 
 
    She looked mournful and gave a little keening cry, but allowed herself to be handed over to Elis and quieted down as he petted her long, scaly snout. 
 
    “Right,” I said in a raised voice as I turned in a circle to catch everyone in my view. “Get going, guys.” 
 
    The estate members all stirred into motion and set off in their assigned pairs to prepare for their missions. 
 
    I headed straight to my office and found Ephy standing by the fountain while Nara had already sprawled herself on the couch again looking dead to the world. I stopped by her to make sure she was breathing and then moved over to Ephy. 
 
    “Have you been trying to look in the water?” I asked her, and I let the disapproval come through in my voice. 
 
    “No,” the siren assured me as she grabbed hold of my hand. “I was just… thinking…” 
 
    “Yeah, I remember what happened when I looked at the water and was just thinking,” I muttered darkly, and she swatted playfully at my shoulder. 
 
    “That’s different,” Ephy told me. “Did you tell everyone what’s going on? Nara said everyone was gathered around you.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yep. I’ve put people in pairs to scout around different places in the city, and I’m leaving Nimith here with Elis and Mazne. That should keep the kid out of trouble.” 
 
    I had to chuckle at the kid’s eagerness, and Ephy smiled a little, too. Then she tugged me toward the door. 
 
    “Let’s go,” the siren lulled. 
 
    “Right,” I said. “Let’s hope the Water Goddesses have some insight about what the hell is going on.” 
 
    Ephy and I left Nara to continue her catnap and set off for the pond, and when we reached the trees’ edge, the undergrowth of the forest was already moving to form a thick, spiny-sided holloway. 
 
    When we stepped inside, the shrubs rustled back into motion, and the trees bowed down until the gap was closed off behind us. 
 
    After only a few seconds, we were shrouded in darkness.

  

 
   
    Chapter 12  
 
    Ephy and I walked forward into the murky holloway, and the mossy ground seemed to swallow up the noise of our footsteps. The forest’s earthy coolness billowed around us as we headed further inside. 
 
    Then, out of nowhere, I felt something wallop briskly against my back side, and I turned to Ephy with a look of utter shock. Sure, the siren had been a little bolder lately, but this was another thing entirely. 
 
    But when I looked sharply over at her, Ephy was still walking a few feet away from me with her pale green arms crossed over her chest like she was cold, and she turned her head to stare at me at almost the exact same time. She looked less shocked than I did, but definitely a little uncertain, and I got a feeling she had just received the same sort of treatment I had. 
 
    But from who? 
 
    “Ephy, did you--” I started, but then I felt the strike again in almost the same place. 
 
    This time it came from the other side, and I whipped around just in time to see a branch whisk itself back into the hedge-like side of the holloway. 
 
    Did the Forest of Hud just spank me? 
 
    Ephy and I stared at each other for a long, silent moment. Then her wide eyes traveled down to my ass like she was determined to keep an eye on things for me, and her adorable face scrunched up in concentration. 
 
    Several seconds ticked by like this, and I’d almost decided to shrug the incident off when everything seemed to shift all at once. 
 
    With a terrible suddenness, branches and vines started snaking into the tunnel-like path from every which way. They all whacked, thrashed, and clouted every inch of our hindquarters, and we both burst into a run. 
 
    Before we had even taken ten steps, the surface of the mossy path lurched forward underneath us to form a slope so steep I couldn’t have stopped running even if I’d tried. But this wasn’t enough for the forest, apparently, and the moss-covered surface behind us curled upward and forward over our heads as if a giant hand was lifting the edge of a rug and preparing to roll it up with us inside. It happened slowly at first, and then it quickly snapped forward to knit together with the surface in front of us, so we were suddenly running inside a giant, spinning wheel of moss. 
 
    “Dex Morgan!” Ephy squeaked as she frantically sprinted at my side. “This is not a fun game!” 
 
    “I know,” I panted and reached out to clutch her hand. “I’ve got you. Whatever you do, don’t trip!” 
 
    I was a little concerned at this point, and when I cast a glance over to her, I saw that Ephy looked more than afraid. What would happen if we didn’t keep up with the rolling of the mossy wheel? What if I accidentally fell out the side of it? And where was it taking us? 
 
    Like an unpleasant answer to my thought, the wheel picked up its pace, and both me and Ephy were sent stumbling forward. Then I fell onto my back and felt the breath wheeze out of me as Ephy dropped beside me with a sudden shriek.  
 
    Before I knew it, I was pinned to the mossy surface by its speed as I spun along with the wheel. 
 
    “This… is… insane!” I yelled, and my voice wobbled from the repeated vibrations that were slammed through me by the rolling of the moss wheel. 
 
    I heard a muffled wail next to me and forced my head to the side with a huge effort. Ephy was in the same situation I was, but she was stuck on her stomach instead of her back, and her face was half-pressed into the moss. I still held her hand in mine like a vise, and together, we spun deliriously through the Forest of Hud. 
 
    Then I had the sensation that we reeled through the air for a few seconds. A loud thump and a rattle going through my bones as we landed confirmed this. Half a second later, the mossy wheel abruptly unraveled across the forest floor like a rug, and it sent both of us spilling out head over heels. 
 
    “Shit!” I bellowed as I spiraled through the air, and Ephy’s hand was finally torn out of mine. 
 
    We landed on another path of springy moss a few seconds later, which was thankfully attached to the ground. 
 
    I staggered to my feet in a dizzying daze and just barely avoided falling flat on my face in the process. I caught myself on the rough bark of a tree and looked around me. 
 
    The first thing I saw was that the now unraveled, rug-like rectangle of moss we had traveled on was picking itself up on its dozens of long, fibrous roots as if they were legs. It scurried away like a massive furry bug, and it vanished back into the holloway. Then the sides of the tunnel path melted seamlessly together behind it. 
 
    The next thing I saw was Ephy. She was struggling to get to her feet from her hands and knees. I crossed the shore to her in a few quick strides. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I muttered. The shore. 
 
    We were at the Water Goddesses’ pond. 
 
    “Ephy, are you alright?” I whispered anxiously. 
 
    “Mmf,” the siren whimpered. “Dizzy.” 
 
    Ephy clung to my shoulder as I hauled her up to her feet. She caught her breath while I dusted her off and checked her soft figure for any scrapes or cuts, but she was remarkably unscathed, so we both looked around us instead. 
 
    We were right in front of the water, and were surrounded by a glowing, aquamarine mist. It didn’t seem malevolent, but I continued looking around for some type of threat. I had no idea what the hell had just happened or who was behind it. It could have been Hud having a bit of a laugh, or the Water Goddesses, or even someone else. 
 
    Then I felt a surge of irritation and impatience. If I was going to be taken here so rudely, I sure as hell wasn’t going to stand around and wait. 
 
    I strode purposefully to the water’s edge and knelt as I easily recalled the five goddesses’ withered, pruney faces to my mind, and I trailed my hand through the cool liquid’s surface. 
 
    Without a moment’s delay, the same thing that had happened to the water when I summoned the goddesses before started happening in the pond’s water before me, but at ten times the speed. Luminous ripples bloomed outward in the blink of an eye and then contorted while silver, starlike bubbles shot around so fast they were a sparkling blur in the water’s surface. 
 
    Before these sparkles had even finished winking out of existence, the Water Goddesses rose up out of the pond, and the little pinpricks of light rolled off them and plunked back down onto its surface like glowing water droplets. When they met the water they’d come from, they made a series of soft little hissing noises like they were sparks. 
 
    The goddesses came forward to float at eye level with me as Ephy moved to my side. 
 
    “Ephelia,” they chorused. “And Master Morgan. It is good you came.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, we didn’t exactly come here in the way I would’ve preferred,” I grumbled pointedly over Ephy’s greeting. 
 
    The five Water Goddesses blinked at me in confusion. 
 
    I continued to watch them closely as I ran over the unexpected and somewhat violent way the siren and I had been rushed along by the forest, but I couldn’t get a very good read on the goddesses’ expressions. 
 
    When I finished, they shook their heads in unison. “We have intrinsic power only over our element, Master Morgan. The forest may sometimes act in agreement with us, but we do not have this type of control over the trees and plants in the forest. You should know this.” 
 
    Ephy nodded next to me, but I still had some reservations about whether Hud was entirely responsible for this 
 
     “What about how you said bodies are made up mostly of water?” I asked. “It seems like plants must be similar in that way, right? They drink water from the soil. If it’s possible to manipulate the water in a living being’s body, then shouldn’t it be the same with plants?” 
 
    “This would be a far more complicated matter than what we now know occurred with your own water powers,” the goddess at the center of the group said. “While it is true that trees and many other plants contain a similar amount of water to beings such as yourself… just as with you, it does not flow freely through their forms, like a river. Instead, it exists in many different forms. If you imagine each plant as being made of millions and millions of tiny bricks, it could be said that each brick contains layers of water, and that water is also mixed into the mortar that holds them together. To make a living thing burst using its own water, whether that being is a plant or a being such as yourself, is already an enormously difficult and complicated matter. But to actually control the movements of one in this way… that would be truly impossible. Not only that, but the forest contains its own strong magic and force of will that would make this even further out of the question.” 
 
    “Hmm,” I mumbled. This actually made a whole lot of sense, and while this little incident would be a whole new level of aggression from Hud, it did seem more in line with the forest’s character. “Do you know why the forest might be so eager for me to come here, then?” 
 
    The Water Goddesses frowned and spoke as one. “It is a difficult thing to know for certain. The forest is ancient and wise, but it does not communicate in the same way as us. However… we are able to sense a feeling of concern from the forest, particularly since last evening. There is a new tension present in the bones of these woodlands.” 
 
    This sounded extremely ominous to me, and I wondered if it could have something to do with the assassins, who the forest seemed to have taken a disliking of. Maybe it even had something to do with the mysterious birds who had picked up Nara and dropped her in the forest last evening. What if they had been sent by this wind goddess or her servants somehow? Could the forest sense these outsiders as people who presented a threat to their lands? 
 
    It seemed possible. Plausible, even. But I felt that if anyone would know of a way to communicate closely with Hud, it would be the Water Goddesses, so I couldn’t see any way of finding out for certain at the moment. 
 
    I hoped the Water Goddesses would have some insight about this Goddess of the Prevailing Winds, though. And sure enough, when I mentioned the title, all ten of their pale blue eyeballs bulged slightly out of their shriveled heads. 
 
    “This is a goddess we know of,” the central Water Goddess admitted. “Though she has only come to our attention relatively recently, in comparison to our own long existence. This is not all too surprising, given that the sky deities sometimes choose to forego the surface world much of the time, and even delegate tasks to the forces they control… But this particular wind goddess is one who is now known to spend a greater amount of time down in the surface world than many of the sky deities.” 
 
    “She walks among the mortals regularly?” I asked with a bit of awe. “Just… a goddess strolling among men?” 
 
    “Yes, Master Morgan,” the same goddess confirmed. 
 
    “That doesn’t sound ideal,” I muttered. 
 
    “It can be disastrous,” the goddess replied. “The extreme devotion her followers show her has most likely inspired her to act this way. Her kind is already known to be fickle, willful, and capricious… and this goddess’ presence on the surface world has only served to increase such qualities. It would not be surprising if she were scheming with mortals in some way.” 
 
    “Why is she called the Goddess of the Prevailing Winds?” I asked. 
 
    “The Prevailing Winds are the strongest winds in the coastal region of the South,” the goddesses explained in unison. “They are often called by other names, but essentially they could be called the ‘dominant winds.’ They are said to be the most powerful winds out of the many others in the area.” 
 
    “Hmm…” I furrowed my brow, but Ephy placed a soft hand on my arm and sent me a helpful smile. 
 
    “Like the Trade Winds or the Westerly Winds, for example,” the sweet siren offered. 
 
    “Precisely,” the goddesses agreed. “The Prevailing Winds are even strong enough to sweep away the storms, and to overcome the wind created by cyclones that might otherwise ravage the coastlines… and sometimes do, if the Goddess of the Prevailing Winds is not pleased with the mortals and chooses to abstain from helping them.” 
 
    “And these are the winds this goddess alone can control?” I asked. 
 
    The Water Goddesses nodded. “She is now known to have complete power over most of Altaya, and when she visits the surface world, this goddess could be said to embody these Prevailing Winds. To be utterly present in them, similar to the way we are present in water... but as the true deities of our element, we are present in every drop of water, in any place that exists. This goddess, on the other hand, because she is a sky goddess…” 
 
    “She can only be present in the region she has power over?” I finished their sentence as I suddenly understood. 
 
    The Water Goddesses nodded again. 
 
    Then something else struck me. “Why does her symbol look like an eye? Nar… I mean, someone… mentioned something about ‘the eye of the storm’ when she saw the symbol, but if this is the Goddess of the Prevailing Winds, then… she couldn’t be goddess of the storm’s eye or something, too. Could she?” 
 
    “She could not,” the Water Goddesses confirmed. “We do not know everything about this goddess, but we believe this symbol is one that was created by mortals in her honor, and we are not entirely sure how it fits into their worship of this goddess, but the fact that they have attributed this symbol to her is enough to give it her strength, if she so allows.” 
 
    “Strength that could be harnessed by mortals, like you described to me in the fountain?” I pressed. 
 
    “Precisely,” the goddesses said, and then they gave me a sudden frown of something that bordered on suspicion. “Why is it that you hold such interest in this matter, Master Morgan? Surely, you do not seek to dabble further in the magic of the elements?” 
 
    “No,” I said fervently. “Absolutely not. But… well, I think some other people have.” 
 
    I told the goddesses everything I could possibly remember about the five assassins, from the things I had seen with my own two eyes to the things I knew or suspected. They listened to all of it in complete silence aside from the quiet lapping of their water against the shore, and they appeared to be taking in every word. 
 
    When I finished, there was a disturbed look on all five of the blue faces in front of me, and it was almost like they didn’t know what to say first. 
 
    “These stones you spoke of…” they finally replied. “Each man possessed one?” 
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed. “And it seemed like they held onto the stones whenever they used strong wind magic, like when they flew away on the wind. The stones seemed identical, and the ones I picked up had this wind goddess’ symbol etched into them.” 
 
    The Water Goddesses froze for a moment before they echoed my words. “The ones you picked up?” 
 
    I hadn’t meant to skip over that part, but I guess I had. 
 
    “Yeah, I picked one up off the ground before I saw the assassins,” I explained. “And then another from the one I killed. But I put them awa--” 
 
    “You must not come into physical contact with these stones again,” they warned in an urgent tone. 
 
    “I haven’t,” I assured the five goddesses. “But I was hoping you might know something about them, since the three remaining men each have one, and I’m not entirely sure what I’m up against. Does it give them much of her power?” 
 
    The Water Goddesses looked even more troubled by the details about these stones than by anything else I’d said up to this point, and the unease came through in their voices when they spoke again. 
 
    “It is likely these stones allow their holders to summon the strengths of this wind goddess at any moment to assist them,” the five beings spoke together. “Deities, whether they be gods of the sky or true elemental gods like ourselves, rarely ever give such artifacts to mortals. To do so is a most dangerous transgression. It would be equal to handing out your own powers that you have acquired from us into the hands of any mortal who was never meant to wield it… Along with that, since the power is within an object, it could pass to the hands of any mortal who comes across it and be used by them as well.” 
 
    This seemed logical to me, although I almost wished it didn’t, because I didn’t like what this all seemed to be adding up to. 
 
    “What kind of powers could this goddess lend to them, exactly?” I asked. “Besides the obvious, you know… wind travel and attacks, I mean.” 
 
    The Water Goddesses pursed their pruney lips in thought, and it was the central one who spoke for the group again. 
 
    “The goddess herself is most powerful on the southern coastline,” she explained. “She possesses strengths that make her powerful in that location in particular, but in general, she likely has much power to play tricks with the senses. With sound, for example, and even with sight. She may be able to obscure the vision with dust, and possibly even cause sickness or decay in some regions, under certain circumstances, by blowing foul humors through the air…” 
 
    I furrowed my brow a little at this. “What do you mean, foul humors?” 
 
    “There was once a wind goddess who managed to send pollen from plague blossoms floating all the way into Ocadia, from…” The goddess waved one of her withered blue hands in a vague gesture. “And those almost overtook the Northern Kingdom a long while ago. Wind deities can cause a great deal of mayhem if they so choose--” 
 
    “When you say the Northern Kingdom, do you mean the kingdom of Novrym?” I checked. 
 
    “Yes,” the same goddess confirmed. “And some even made it into a few small pockets of Ocadia, but it was unable to spread. Most likely due to the forest’s boundaries, I believe.” 
 
    “That’s fortunate,” I muttered. 
 
    “There is also the obvious influence on the weather,” the goddess on the far left reminded me. “This is likely one of her greatest strengths, as it is something the mortals in her land revere her for. She would also have a good deal of communication with animals of the sky from her region, like seabirds, for example.” 
 
    “Seabirds?” I repeated as a thrill of alarm shot through me. “So, she might, perchance… send an enormous flock of them to pick someone up and carry them away?” 
 
    “That is… certainly a possibility.” The Water Goddesses frowned. “But it is difficult to say exactly which powers these mortals will be able to channel for their own purposes. We have told you some possibilities we know of, but there are many.” 
 
    I sighed and closed my eyes, and I massaged my temples for a few seconds before something else occurred to me. “Wouldn’t the Goddess of the Prevailing Winds be wary of handing out her powers in a way that could be passed along to someone else? Someone who might use them in a way she didn’t intend? Like using them against her, or something? Why wouldn’t she embed it in them, like the way…” 
 
    “The way you have our waters inside of yourself?” The Water Goddesses made a motion that was almost like a shrug of their shrunken blue shoulders. “Do not forget, Master Morgan, we did not choose to bestow our powers upon you.” 
 
    I glanced sideways to see Ephy blushing nervously, and she inched closer to my side with a look of chagrin on her pretty face. I cleared my throat a little awkwardly, but then I straightened my posture and waited for the goddesses to continue. 
 
    “To channel her power through the stone is certainly a risk, not just to her, but to all of us…” the goddess at the middle of the group explained. “But it is safer for both the goddess and these mortals. In the mortals’ case, it is because many do not have the strength to house such magic within themselves. Even if they are able to hold it for a time, soon it would likely destroy them…” 
 
    My eyes bulged a bit, and the goddess paused as all five allowed themselves a small chuckle at the look that had appeared on my face when they said this. 
 
    “We do not believe this is a worry in the case of your own powers, Master Morgan,” the goddesses chorused. “The fact that your powers seem to be growing over time without any decline of your physical form is a sign of that. Most mortals do not have this capacity, even some who have some small amount of elemental magic within them. But for those who do have such a capacity, such as yourself, we believe it is possible for the power to change…” 
 
    “Change how?” I asked with a frown. 
 
    “Rather than an unwieldy and unpredictable sort of tool that resides lodged within such a mortal, the power of the elements may take root in them and grow to be a closer part of them. This can make the powers more unique to the mortal who possesses them, but more significantly, it can also make the powers much more potent.” 
 
    I thought I finally saw where we were going with this. “So… that might be what’s happening to me?” 
 
    The Water Goddesses hesitated. “It may be. Particularly since you do not seem to be purposely reaching for these powers when you use them.” 
 
    The last statement was spoken with a hint of a question in it, like they wanted to confirm this with me. 
 
    “I haven’t been,” I assured them. “But I noticed today that I’ve had a similar feeling each time I used them…” 
 
    I went over the surging feeling I’d felt concentrated in my chest each time I used my powers, especially when I had tried to see in the fountain. Both after my conversation with the Water Goddesses the past night, and earlier that day when I had tried to see the five men for a second time, the same thing had occurred within me. 
 
    Like Ephy had, the goddesses probed further about what specifically had been happening each time I used these powers, and they seemed to come to a conclusion similar to the siren’s. 
 
    “It seems you must be calling to the waters in times of need,” they mused. “Particularly when there is a threat. Not to yourself, but to others.” 
 
    I thought back to the determination I’d felt before the times I used the powers, and this seemed to make sense. Especially when I had exploded the two living beings. Sievni had been a threat to Cinis, and the scarecrow-like assassin had been a threat to Nara, but along with that, both had been a threat to Ocadia as a whole. 
 
    But what the Water Goddesses said next was completely unexpected to me. 
 
    “Along with channeling the power of our waters…” they deliberated. “It seems you may be channeling some of our own… wrath… at the thought of a threat to the kingdom and all that lies within it.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to contradict them, but then closed it again as this idea sank in. I remembered the power of the Water Goddesses’ fury I’d seen first-hand not too long ago, and the way they had called the waters all around us into motion. 
 
    “Hmm,” I mumbled. “But… why, er… why haven’t you ever exploded me, then?” 
 
    I thought I heard the goddesses chuckle a little under their breath again before they responded, like the thought hadn’t been far from their minds. “While we have the power to easily do such things, Master Morgan, we also have complete control over that power. And even if we were to use them in an instinctual way, our instincts would vary from yours.” 
 
    “How, exactly?” I asked. “And… why?” 
 
    The goddesses hummed thoughtfully before they answered. “We would be more likely to call something like a sudden flood to sweep away a being who presented such a threat as you described, rather than erupt the water out of the being itself. This would partly be due to our presence in every drop of water. Such a wide-reaching action would come naturally to us. And then there is the fact that despite your good intentions, you are still a mortal, Master Morgan. Your desire to protect may bring with it a desire that is never felt by us: vengeance.” 
 
    “Vengeance?” I said with a frown. 
 
    “When mortals are threatened or wronged in some way, there is often a desire for… justice.” 
 
    “Ahh.” I nodded. That made sense. “Yes, delivering justice is sort of my job.” 
 
    “You’re so very good at it,” Ephy swooned as she laid her cheek against my arm. 
 
    I smiled at the little siren, but then I thought back to the exploding incidents.  
 
    My first response had indeed been to eliminate the threat that Sievni and the scarecrow-like assassin had presented, but that didn’t mean I wouldn’t have taken pleasure in punching those bastards in the face. In fact, I thought exploding them might even have been enjoyable for me if it hadn’t shocked me so much. Not that I would have done it for that reason alone, but I certainly might have savored the feeling. 
 
    “So…” I resumed. “How should I go about learning to control this? Do I just…” 
 
    “You must learn to recognize the sensation of instinctually reaching for your powers,” the goddesses instructed me. “And when a situation calls, you must either prevent yourself from doing so, or call on them in a more purposeful way.” 
 
    “A purposeful way,” I said thoughtfully. “Like how you advised me to look in the water?” 
 
    “Precisely.” The goddesses nodded. “Some of these things you may be able to more easily practice. For example, testing the powers you used to annihilate those two beings on something like a fruit may aid you in your precision.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows at this oddly specific suggestion, but then I realized it was likely a very good one. It would be like target practice, and I smiled at the idea of switching up my training routine a bit. 
 
    The goddesses paused as if to make sure I was on board with this before they continued. “You must also ensure that you do not use your powers in a way that is harmful to yourself.” 
 
    “Harmful to me?” I frowned in confusion. 
 
    Then Ephy chimed in. “Remember how drained you were after you tried to see in the waters? When you were including the dead men in your memories?” 
 
    “Yes, that makes sense.” I nodded. “So… there are rules to follow, and I need to learn them.” 
 
    “As with anything,” the goddesses agreed. “Many such rules are known by Ephelia, such as those for seeing in the water. Some may be slightly unique to you, due to the nature of your water powers.” 
 
    “I see,” I murmured. 
 
    Then another question came to my mind. 
 
    “For these assassins who are in the service of the wind goddess…” I led. “Are their wind powers equally unpredictable?” 
 
    The goddesses shook their heads. “Likely, no, since their powers do not truly interact with their essence in the same way we described. Their powers simply pass through them. That predictability makes them less powerful, but it is safer for the mortals in the way we described in contrast to your own powers. And it is safer for the goddess they worship, too. She is a flighty sky goddess who not only hungers for power, but also draws a great deal of that power from mortals’ fear or respect for her magic. For those mortals to use her own power in an unexpected way…” 
 
    The Water Goddesses trailed off, but I could guess where they were going with this. 
 
    “That’s exactly the type of risk she would never want to take,” I finished. 
 
    “Correct.” The goddesses nodded again. “No matter how small the chance of a mortal becoming intertwined with the power in such a way, it is a risk she cannot take. Particularly because, while she holds a great amount of power, as a sky goddess, she is still vulnerable to death.” 
 
    “I see,” I muttered again. 
 
    This situation wasn’t one I relished. In fact, it was one I would rather not deal with at all, and I would’ve been happy if I could’ve just walked away from it without a care in the world. 
 
    But I couldn’t. 
 
    Because even though I wasn’t sure what this wind goddess’ exact goal was, I was sure she didn’t have something in mind for Ocadia that would be great for any of us. 
 
    It was almost like the Water Goddesses sensed this thought in me, and I could tell by the way they studied my face that they strongly disapproved. 
 
    “You must be careful, Master Morgan,” the central goddess warned. “The Goddess of the Prevailing Winds may be vulnerable compared to a true elemental deity, but she is still a goddess who has strong command of her winds. And of her followers. This is not a situation you should stray into.” 
 
    “Trust me, I’m not too keen on the idea, either,” I said in a heavy tone. 
 
    “Neither am I,” Ephy murmured. 
 
    I looked down to see her blue eyes burning up at me, and a crinkle of worry marred her forehead. I offered the pretty siren a reassuring grin as I stroked her cheek, but when she only sighed sadly, I stooped to place a soft kiss on her pouting lips. 
 
    That seemed to cheer her up a bit, and Ephy settled for snuggling up against me with her arm looped tightly in mine. 
 
    Then I remembered something else I’d seen in the book Nara gave me, and I turned back to the goddesses. 
 
    “Do you know anything about the Wayward Wind Goddesses?” I asked the five figures. 
 
    The Water Goddesses seemed confused about why I was asking this, but they answered. “The Wayward Wind Goddesses were a group of several different wind goddesses whose domains, when combined, spanned this entire world once. But when they joined together in an attempt to seize control of the world with their combined powers, they were… eliminated.” 
 
    “You mean killed?” I clarified. 
 
    The five blue-skinned women sighed deeply, and they looked a little troubled again as they cast their icy-blue eyes down at the waters they rose from.  
 
    “Normally, sky deities can be killed with finality, with the right amount of effort applied,” the goddess at the middle of the group explained. “But in this case, it is believed that a specific group of mortals, because of their ancient and long-standing devotion to the air and wind deities, may have attempted to preserve some part of the Wayward Wind Goddesses’ life forces that might allow them to rise again one day. But that was long, long ago, and even among the vast amount of air and wind deities who exist today, there has been no whisper heard to hint of these goddesses’ continued existence.” 
 
    I had a heavy feeling in the pit of my stomach as these words were spoken and more things started to fall into place in my head. 
 
    “What if one of the Wayward Wind Goddesses had survived, and maybe even become fully returned?” I asked worriedly. “Would you know about it?” 
 
    The Water Goddesses clearly didn’t like this idea, and the waters around them rippled a little as if in agitation. 
 
    “It is true that the wind deities are difficult to know,” the middle goddess answered. “In some ways, they are even unknowable, and there are many sky gods who are beings of the wind and air. A great many. As true elemental powers, we do not greatly concern ourselves with matters of the sky unless it is deemed duly necessary. So there is a chance of what you say, perhaps… But an exceedingly small one.” 
 
    I closed my eyes at their words. When I opened them again, the Water Goddesses were all looking at me with an expression that slightly echoed my own feeling of dread, almost like they sensed what I was about to say. 
 
    “I think that… this Goddess of the Prevailing winds may actually be one of the Wayward Wind Goddesses,” I told them bluntly, and then I explained what was written in the book I’d gotten from Nara. 
 
    “Where was this book found?” the Water Goddesses asked in a tone of great dismay. 
 
    “I’m not entirely sure, actually.” I frowned. “But N… the person who found it… Wait a second…” 
 
    Five blue faces were tinged with the same expression of impatience as they waited for me to formulate the thought in my head. 
 
    “If the symbol of this Goddess of the Prevailing Winds happened to be written down in such a book…” I said slowly. “Would that give the book any sort of power to… I don’t know, summon the deities who are associated with the symbols? Maybe sense that their symbol was present in the book, and track it down?” 
 
    I was thinking of Nara’s run-in with the birds and wondered if this could’ve had anything to do with it. 
 
    But the Water Goddesses shook their heads. “Unlikely, Master Morgan. The book you describe seems to be some mortal’s attempt to classify all of the deities, rather than a devotional artifact that might be endowed with such power. Unless the writer, and the goddess behind the symbol, had some express intention of imparting that power in this book, then there should be no such ability.” 
 
    My thoughts were still racing about the entire situation with the Goddess of the Prevailing Winds, and the Water Goddesses were all watching my face in a tense manner like they were waiting to see if I would drop the matter. They didn’t seem to want me involved no matter what the true identity of this wind goddess was. 
 
    I had almost forgotten Ephy was there until she chimed in again, and she tightened her hold on my arm as if to keep me locked at her side. 
 
    “I agree with the Water Goddesses, Dex Morgan,” the siren announced. 
 
    “What?” I turned to face her with surprise. “You said you weren’t going to let me do this alone, Ephy. Now… you don’t want me to be involved at all?” 
 
    She shook her head stubbornly. “This goddess seems even stronger than I thought, and if there’s a chance that she is one of these Wayward Wind Goddesses, that probably means she has something even bigger in mind than we could have known. The Wayward Wind Goddesses wanted to take over the world, Dex! That means she’ll probably stop at nothi--” 
 
    “That’s exactly why I need to put a stop to these assassins,” I said firmly. “If they’re working to enact this goddess’ will, how long do you think all of us will last once they have a grip on Ocadia? I’m trying to stop--” 
 
    “But why does it have to be you?” The siren interrupted me in a heated tone that took me completely by surprise. “Why not just let your estate members handle this? They’re already involved now, and nobody wants to lose you, Dex Morgan!” 
 
    She sounded close to tears, and I wanted to comfort her, but I also needed her to understand how important this was. 
 
    “Ephy,” I said gently. “I’m just one man. Trust me, I’m not eager to jump back into some elemental shit, either, but there’s something much bigger at stake here.” 
 
    “Exactly,” the siren returned fiercely, and she sounded completely un-swayed by my argument. “You’re just one man! A mortal--” 
 
    “A mortal who might be the only one able to put a stop to this,” I sighed. “The king’s scouts couldn’t even get close to these men, Ephy. I’ve managed to take down two of them, and I’m going to be just as careful as I always am, but if there’s a possibility that I can bring down the rest, I’m sure as hell not just going to sit around and wait while my assassins risk their own lives. Not when I’m gaining more power every day, Ephy. I am the man who should handle this. I can handle this.” 
 
    Ephy’s lip trembled, and a tear ran down her cheek. I tried to find the right words to tell her it was going to be alright, but I was interrupted when the Water Goddesses used this lull of silence to jump back into the fray. 
 
    “Ephelia is right, Master Morgan,” the five shriveled figures declared. “You are only a mortal, but an uncommonly valuable one at that. You must focus on controlling your own water powers and using them if necessary. But regardless of who this goddess is and what her exact intentions may be, it cannot be doubted that her means are selfish. You must not risk yourself over the troubles of the wind.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but scowl at this statement. “The troubles of the wind are about to become the troubles of everyone if I don’t take care of this. If the king is killed, Ocadia’s estates will be at each others’ throats. They’ll destroy each other within a week, and I’ll just end up dying with all the rest anyways.” 
 
    The Water Goddesses let out a noise that was something like a growl, and the waters sloshed ominously against the shore. 
 
    I took a cautious step back just in case they were planning to summon any massive waves on my account again, but after a few moments, the surface stilled and became calm again. 
 
    “This may be true, Master Morgan,” they said in a tone of extreme reluctance. “But if you are going to insist on this, it is more important than ever that you learn to properly control your powers as we have instructed, so you do not unwittingly cause more destruction in your attempts to fight for the greater good. You must remember the waters are drawn to you now.” 
 
    “I will,” I said firmly. 
 
    “And I’ll help,” Ephy added. When I glanced gratefully over at the siren, she still looked pale and upset, but she seemed to have accepted there was no use in trying to change my mind. “I’ll do anything I can to help Dex Morgan.” 
 
    “Very well.” The Water Goddesses seemed somewhat mollified. “Ephelia knows a good deal, and she should be able to assist you in controlling and harnessing your powers. We ourselves will be here to guide you when possible as your powers continue to present themselves. In the meantime, be careful, Master Morgan. These powers are not to be trifled with.” 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘continue to present themselves?’” I cut in. “Are you saying I’ll have even more water powers than this?” 
 
    This was the second time I had asked something like this, but I was hoping for a more satisfactory answer than before. 
 
    But I was disappointed for a second time when the goddesses gave me and Ephy a farewell nod and then abruptly swirled and splashed down to rejoin the waters they had come from. 
 
    I was left surrounded by silence beside the aquamarine pond once more.

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    Instead of a tunnel-like holloway, the forest spread into a wide, leafy pathway when Ephy and I turned to walk back to Ocadia from the Water Goddesses’ pond. There was no moss on the ground in it, just some innocent-looking, hard-packed dirt, but I still toed the surface suspiciously a few times before I tested my weight on it, and I kept a sharp eye out as we started off down the path. 
 
    “Okay,” I said briskly, but I was talking partly to Ephy and partly to myself as I tried to collect my thoughts. “So, I have my estate members trying to locate the three assassins. If they’re able to find them… that means the biggest challenge will probably be figuring out a way to block them from summoning the help of this wind goddess. I need to take them out without them being able to slip off into the wind so they don’t get anywhere near the king.” 
 
    “And you need to work on controlling your powers,” she reminded me. 
 
    “How could I forget?” I muttered, but I softened the words with a slight smile. 
 
    “What about Cinis?” the siren asked anxiously. “Will she be okay in the Ardere?” 
 
    This thought had already occurred to me, and I frowned as I mulled it over some more. “I might have to send someone… Now that we’ve confirmed not only how serious this is, but also that this wind goddess probably has bigger plans, I’ve got to alert Cin to what’s going on.” 
 
    I was spared the need to do this when I walked into my office and found Nara lying on the couch with her head in Cinis’ lap. The queen was stroking the witch’s wild brown hair as they talked, and the two were clearly getting along well. 
 
    I grinned at the sight and cleared my throat ostentatiously as I crossed the room toward them. Both women leaped up at the sight of me and started talking at once, but they cut off when someone walked in behind me. 
 
    It was Elis. He marched in with Nimith perched on his shoulder, and the nipitar let out a whistle like a tea kettle before she launched herself to my shoulder. 
 
    “Elis,” I said in greeting as I staggered a little under Nimith’s landing. “You have a report for me?” 
 
    “No signs of anything suspicious, Master Morgan,” he said with his chest puffed out importantly. “I’ve been doing rounds of the estate, and everything seems normal. But I’ve been working on my powers in my spare time, just in case.” 
 
    “Oh?” I raised my eyebrows. 
 
    The kid nodded so vigorously that his mop of dark hair flew in every direction. “There’s been a new spirit I haven’t seen before, and… it almost seems… friendly.” 
 
    “Well, they have been getting better, haven’t they?” I encouraged. 
 
    “Yeah, but this one… well, it was really different. It was some kind of animal, and it was… friendly. I mean, actually friendly, not just harmless. So much that it actually kind of freaked me out for a bit, but I stayed calm, and it was fine.” He gave a nervous little chuckle. 
 
    Now that I looked more closely, I noticed that Elis looked pretty pale, and I frowned with concern as I looked him over. “It was an animal, you said?” 
 
    “A huge animal,” he affirmed with his arms stretched out wide to illustrate. “Kinda like a… fox-goblin… gargoyle… type of thing.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows even further. “A fox-goblin gargoyle?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Elis insisted. “It was all smoky and weird, and--” 
 
    “The smoky part doesn’t sound too weird,” I interjected. “I mean, relatively.” 
 
    The kid scrunched up his face a little like he was trying to think of how to describe it. “Yeah, but… it seemed clearer and more solid-looking than the others, except it had more smoke coming out of its ears in puffs, and its eyes were blue.” 
 
    “Blue?” I said in a startled tone. 
 
    “Blue,” he confirmed with another nod. “But after a while, I felt really drained, and it faded away.” 
 
    I frowned again. “I’m proud of you for working on that, Elis, but give yourself a rest, okay? You have an important job, and I need you to keep up your strength in case someone shows up here.” 
 
    “I will,” he hurried to assure me. Then he saw something from around my shoulder and trailed off in the middle of whatever he was about to say next. 
 
    I turned to look and saw Cinis, Nara, and Ephy sitting together on the couch with innocent, unbothered expressions on their faces. The leather-clad queen of the Ardere gave Elis a friendly little wave with her black-nailed fingers, but as usual, on Cinis it somehow came off as tantalizing rather than terrifying. 
 
    I had to force myself to keep a straight face as I turned back to the mesmerized kid. 
 
    “Thanks, Elis,” I said with a note of finality in my voice. 
 
    He nodded and turned obediently to troop off, but then paused. “Should… should I take Nimith with me?” 
 
    I glanced at the nipitar perched on my shoulder and hesitated. “Maybe she can stay with me for a bit while you get some rest. I’ve missed her.” 
 
    A trace of sullenness had been creeping across Elis’ face, but after the last three words, it softened into a smile. 
 
    “She’s missed you, too,” he confided, and Nimith raised the volume of her hums a little like she was agreeing with him as she nuzzled against my cheek. 
 
    I grinned and scratched the nipitar under her chin. 
 
    “Wait a second,” I said. “What did Nimith think of this animal spirit that visited you?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” he said. “She just watched it. I think they were even watching each other. But not in a weird way… Just like… they noticed each other, and that was it.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I mumbled. “Well, we’ll definitely come back to that later, but for now, I have some things to take care of. Make sure you get some rest, okay? Without messing with your powers.” 
 
    Elis nodded dutifully. “I will, Dex-- Master Morgan.” 
 
    He closed the door behind him, and I turned back to the three women. 
 
    “Alright,” I said in a decisive tone. “First things first… Nara, I strongly believe the birds that kidnapped you were sent by the Goddess of the Prevailing Winds.” 
 
    “Go on.” The witch didn’t even blink.  
 
    I went over what the Water Goddesses had shared with me about the possible powers of the wind goddess, and when I finished, she gave me a nod that was grim, but sort of satisfied-looking. 
 
    “I came to the same conclusion after you left,” the witch confessed, and she got up and paced around a little. “I know little about this goddess in particular, but that seems like such a clear connection to any wind deity. I should’ve--” 
 
    “Nara,” I interrupted her. “I’m happy you even survived. Judging by what the Water Goddesses told me, this wind goddess is probably a real piece of work.” 
 
    I told her and Cinis more of what I’d learned at the pond, including the history of the Wayward Wind Goddesses, and Ephy filled in any details I missed. Cinis’ flawless face darkened as the details of this unfolded, and when we were finished, Nara dropped back into her seat. 
 
    “Elementals.” She made the word a curse and then went on. “So… what are we doing?” 
 
    I heaved a sigh. “Well, I’m waiting for reports from my estate members on the whereabouts of the three men, if they can be found. In the meantime, I need to do some planning, and I also need your help with planning something… magical.” 
 
    I hated the idea of involving Nara any more in this, but I thought that enlisting the witch’s help might be the only way to stop these assassins entirely. 
 
    “Excellent.” Nara rubbed her hands together like I had just set a delicious meal down in front of her. 
 
    I decided to be forthright. “Do you think you could, ah… block… the wind?” 
 
    The witch’s eyebrows flew up and then scrunched quickly down as her face gathered into a thoughtful frown. “I’m going to need some details before I can answer that.” 
 
    “I haven’t exactly come up with a solid plan yet,” I admitted after a brief hesitation. “Just… a shadow of one. My challenge is keeping these assassins from being able to summon this goddess’ assistance before I can murder them all, but I can’t be sure that they aren’t wind mages themselves. I figure the wind in general will be my greatest hindrance” 
 
    The witch nodded in understanding and twisted a lock of dark brown hair around her finger as she shifted to face me more head-on. 
 
    “Well…” she mused. “I could probably block those men from calling upon this wind goddess, at the very least. For a brief time.” 
 
    “Really?” Cinis said with some surprise. “That’s remarkable.” 
 
    “Of course.” Nara shrugged, but I could tell that she was pleased to have impressed the Ember Priestess. 
 
    “How quickly do you think you could prepare for something like that?” I asked. 
 
    “Provided I can get home without being mobbed by a cloud of birds, you mean?” the witch asked me with raised eyebrows, and I had to laugh a little. 
 
    “I’ll fly her home,” Cinis immediately volunteered. 
 
    I shook my head. “There’s a wind goddess involved in this, Cin. Who knows what kind of tricks she might pull while you’re in the air if she takes notice of you? Now Nara, if you need to be at your estate, I can send someone with you to see you there safely. But how long are you expecting this to take?” 
 
    “Hmm…” the witch pondered. Then her face suddenly lit up like the morning sun, and she started rummaging madly through every fold in her cloak. “I have the perfect spell in mind. I could be ready in… several hours, I think. I just need to make sure I have… Aha!” 
 
    With a triumphant shriek, she pulled a long, pale gray feather from her cloak. 
 
    “What is that?” I asked as I stared at the feather. 
 
    “It’s from those beastly birds who kidnapped me!” Nara explained. “Oh, this is just perfect, those feathery bastards, I’ll show them--” 
 
    “Alright,” I snorted, “but we’re staying focused on our goal of stopping the Goddess of the Prevailing Winds, correct?” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” the witch said impatiently. She sounded like she was barely listening, but when she met my eye, I could tell that she was taking it seriously. She just took joy in the darkness of this. 
 
    “How would this spell work, exactly?” I asked with a touch of concern. “This wind goddess is supposed to have a lot of power, and from what the Water Goddesses said, she’s on the alert for anyone who might be trying to stop her.” 
 
    “Exactly!” Nara leaned forward and gripped my arm. “That’s the best part. I’m going to modify a spell that would ordinarily be used in worship. It’s normally a spell that’s part of an attempt to appease or satisfy a deity. That must be something that’s going on all the time for this goddess, since her followers spend so much time worshipping her. So even if she does sense it, it won’t even seem like anything suspicious!” 
 
    I had to admit it was a clever idea, and I looked at the witch with a little admiration before I voiced a concern. “Will you be safe? Won’t she be able to sense where the magic is coming from if she does figure it out?” 
 
    “I don’t think she will.” Nara shook her head. “Especially since I have the feather of this wretched bird that is presumably from her own domain. Naturally, once she realizes that she’s being blocked, she’ll realize it likely is from someone within Ocadia, but… there should be no way for her to know exactly where.” 
 
    “And this spell will be strong enough to fully block her connection to those stones?” I asked. 
 
    “Temporarily,” the witch answered. “Certainly for several hours, maybe a little longer. She shouldn’t have any influence on the entire area, if I handle things properly, but it’s too complicated to explain so quickly, and I should get going on it if I want to be ready…” 
 
    “Okay.” I nodded. “But can you prepare for this in a way that will still allow you to pull out of the whole spell if I’m able to figure something else out?” 
 
    “Easily,” she said without hesitation. “None of it is binding magic. In fact, the spell is strictly temporary by nature, and once I get things ready, all I have to do is wait until you need me.” 
 
    This was good news, but her words reminded me of a possible flaw in the plan: How would Nara know when I needed her? 
 
    “What are you planning, exactly?” she asked me with narrowed eyes. 
 
    “Yes,” Cinis chimed in with a similar expression on her face. “I’d like to know that, too.” 
 
    “And me as well,” Ephy added. 
 
    I hoped they weren’t going to make a fuss about this, especially because I planned to keep them from being anywhere near me when this took place. Just in case they did feel like arguing with my methods, I explained the strategy I’d been forming as quickly and thoroughly as I could without revealing my mirroring powers to Nara. 
 
    “Since these guys slip away so easily, I think it’s very likely that my assassins won’t be able to close in on their temporary headquarters here,” I began. “Thinking ahead, it makes more sense to just lure them to me.” 
 
    “Makes more--” Cinis snarled, but Ephy quieted her with a hand on her arm. 
 
    “I don’t want him involved in this, either, Cin,” she said softly in her musical voice. “But since when have we been able to talk Dex Morgan out of anything?” 
 
    “Since now,” the queen insisted as a threatening trickle of smoke trailed from her wings. 
 
    “Cinis,” I said a little sternly. “This isn’t just something I’m doing for fun. Do you think I’d be fucking around with the elements again if I had a choice?” 
 
    She cast her eyes down a little, and I took up a softer tone when I continued. 
 
    “If you want this to be less dangerous,” I calmly explained, “then the best thing to do is let me make my plans so that it goes as smoothly as possible. I’m doing this to protect all of you.” 
 
    “But I don’t need protecting, and I can help!” Cinis insisted, and her wings blazed an ominous red. “You’re safer with me by your side, Dex, I don’t care who you’re up against!” 
 
    “I know you don’t,” I muttered and pinched the bridge of my nose to keep my own temper in check. “But Cinis, consider what is really at stake here. A goddess of the wind could have all manner of air powers that we can’t even fathom.” 
 
    “So?” Cinis scoffed. 
 
    “So what do you breathe?” I demanded, and my voice finally hit a furious pitch. 
 
    All three women stared at me with stricken faces, but they seemed to have finally grasped the gravity of my predicament. I let it sink in for another few moments, and Nara fanned her blushing face as I continued in a tamer voice. 
 
    “I will not entangle you in this job any more than absolutely necessary,” I told Cinis. “That’s nonnegotiable.” 
 
    “Fine,” the queen mumbled. “What can I do to help?” 
 
    “Well, assuming I go through with this plan, it’s going to have to take place at the castle,” I said. “The details of that setup don’t particularly matter at the moment, but I don’t want any of you anywhere near this situation, and I think it’s best if you’re not at my estate, either.” 
 
    “We have to leave?” Ephy looked a little crestfallen. “But where will we go?” 
 
    I thought for a moment. “Well… Cinis, I need you to go to the Ardere and make defensive preparations just in case this boils over into some sort of conflict. There is a full-blown wind goddess involved, after all, and my love for you isn’t exactly the most secretive part of my life. I want you to fortify the borders and send scouts out, just as precautions in case things go wrong.” 
 
    The suggestion of things going wrong appeared to fan the flames of the queen’s simmering anger, but she didn’t raise any further protests yet as I continued. 
 
    “And Ephy, I think you should go with her,” I told the siren. “If the wind goddess identifies me, she might go after anyone left here, especially you. Both of us were present in the waters when she blocked our efforts before.” 
 
    Cinis jumped back in as if she couldn’t hold her tongue for another moment. 
 
    “And what’s going to happen to you if this goddess does identify you?” the Ember Priestess demanded. “I don’t want the future father of my children taking on deities without me there, no matter what disguise you’re in!” 
 
    I didn’t miss the way Nara’s eyes narrowed at this statement, but I doubted she would come to any conclusions regarding my mirroring powers. Assassins wearing disguises was a very logical concept. 
 
    “Cin,” I said in a tone of utmost calm. “You are the future mother of my children, the queen of the Ardere, and the only person I would ever trust to guard Ephy. No one else could play your role. I’m sorry.” 
 
    The queen bit her lip as she quieted down again. 
 
    “Ephy, you and I will spend some time alone together before you go, so you’ll be powered up for a while.” I raised my eyebrows suggestively at the siren while I said this, and she giggled in response as a faint blush rose on her light-green skin. 
 
    “Okay, Dex Morgan,” the siren sighed happily. 
 
    Establishing this gave me some added peace of mind. At this point, Ephy had proven to be strong for a few days after we had sex, and I now guessed that my growing powers were responsible for this. It was like things went both ways, and we fed each other’s strength whenever we made love. 
 
    Cinis looked like she had been digesting this idea, and now she gave me a firm nod that told me she accepted it, however reluctantly. “My fire beings are more than strong enough to guard the borders of the Ardere against this wind goddess. I won’t let anything happen to Ephy.” 
 
    The queen wrapped her arms protectively around the siren, and I grinned. 
 
    “Or you?” I pointed out. 
 
    “Or me,” Cinis said a little gloomily, and I reached over to squeeze her hand while I wished I had time to show her how much it meant to me. 
 
    But once again, that would have to wait. 
 
    I turned back to Nara, who was waiting in one of her rare states of silence while she listened to me outline these plans. Her dark green eyes were studying my face intently, and I thought I caught a wistful sort of adoration there before she suddenly blinked. 
 
    “Nara…” I hesitated for a moment. 
 
    “Spit it out,” the witch urged me. 
 
    “This might be dangerous for you, and I’m worri--” 
 
    “Never mind, don’t spit it out.” The witch shook her head as she interrupted me. “I thought we already established that I am doing this, Dex.” 
 
    Her eyes flared wide like she was daring me to contradict her, and when I didn’t, she went on. 
 
    “Witches have always dabbled in some troublesome spells,” the Headmistress reminded me. “It’s in our nature. I can do this all at my estate, so you don’t have to worry about me being in the way or at risk. And anyways, this spell is perfect for what you need. It’ll block this goddess’ access to the air for a few hours so that when her little minions try to summon her during a fight, nothing will happen at all.” 
 
    “That is exactly what I need,” I said a little begrudgingly, and I reminded myself that it had been my idea to involve the witch in the first place. Plus, it was a solid idea. I hated for her to get swept further into the situation, but if this helped me resolve it efficiently, then she would be safe. It was the best possible course of action under the circumstances. 
 
    “All I’ll need is a means of knowing when the assassins arrive at the castle,” she mused. When I looked confused, she added, “So I can start the spell right then. That’ll maximize the wind-goddess-free time you have, and ensure that the assassins are able to get there in the first place, since it’s likely for them to sweep in on the wind.” 
 
    “Good point.” I nodded. “Hmm. I can’t think of a way…” 
 
    “I have just the thing!” The witch snapped her fingers and crowed. “It’s been sitting around in my estate collecting dust ever since… er…” 
 
    “Ever since what?” I asked curiously. 
 
    “Nothing.” Her face was slightly pink before she continued in a louder tone. “The point is, it’ll work perfectly. I’ll know when you’re ready. You won’t have to do a thing, just make sure to come by my estate before you set all this murdering into motion.” 
 
     “Alright,” I agreed with only a hint of dubiousness. “How long do you think you’ll need to prepare everything?” 
 
    She seemed lost in thought for a few moments, and then her face settled into a confident expression as she apparently finished some complicated calculations. 
 
    “Four and a half hours,” the witch declared in a tone of absolute certainty. 
 
    “Okay.” I exhaled. “But… Nara, are you absolutely certain you’re okay with this? There’s a true risk of drawing the wind goddess’ wrath to you, and if you--” 
 
    “Dex,” she interrupted me with a dark look. “If you try to keep me out of this elemental nonsense, I will--” 
 
    “Alright, alright.” I couldn’t contain a laugh at the witch’s eagerness to get her hands dirty with some sort of magical trickery. “As long as you’re sure.” 
 
    “Positive,” she said crisply. “I find it thrilling. And… I want to help. Let me do this for you, Dex.” 
 
    Her voice held a note of earnestness that took me off-guard, and I had to agree with the witch. 
 
    “Okay, but you’re not getting out of an escort back. I’m going to have the assassins I send with you posted as guards around your estate, too.” 
 
    “My coven will keep me perfectly safe,” Nara protested. 
 
    “Well, now you’ll be even safer,” I said in a tone that brooked no argument. “I’m expecting Incrassatum back at any moment, and I’ll send her with y--” 
 
    A sharp rap on the door rang out, and by its sound I thought it was Incrassatum herself. 
 
    I turned to address all three of the women with an apologetic tone. “Could you give me just a minute?” 
 
    “Of course,” Cinis purred, and she whisked Nara up by the arm like she meant to make off with the witch. Then she took Ephy’s hand and towed the siren along with her as she crossed the room with an exaggerated, provocative sway of her lush hips and looked back at me. 
 
    I sighed at the tantalizing sight of the three women together in this way and then shot a teasing scowl at them as they trailed out of my office. 
 
    A few seconds after they left, Incrassatum stepped in. 
 
    “I talked to our sources near the center of the kingdom,” she fired off immediately. “Three have seen the men near the castle grounds recently. Two saw them vanish into thin air, and just assumed they were air mages or something of the sort.” 
 
    I was thankful for the woman’s down-to-business attitude as she ran through the details of what she’d learned from our spies, especially since it amounted to essentially nothing new. That wasn’t all too surprising, though, and it just made me more certain that I needed to put the plan I’d been concocting into motion. 
 
    “Thanks, Incrassatum.” I pondered for a moment before I spoke again. “I need you to accompany Nara back to her estate, because--” 
 
    “You want me to babysit the witch?” Incrassatum snickered. 
 
    “The witch is important to me,” I said in a firm voice. “And… er, the fate of Ocadia. She’s helping me work against this wind goddess, and I can’t have her harmed.” 
 
    “And that’s it, is it?” Incrassatum drawled with a glint in her eyes. 
 
    “Yes,” I said with a slight scowl. Then I continued in a quieter tone. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Consider it done.” She nodded. “Should I hang around at the witch’s lair, or come back here?” 
 
    I chuckled but made sure my voice was serious when I responded. “I’ll need you to hang around for the night and guard the Witches’ Estate, preferably with another assassin or two. I think there’s a danger of this wind goddess sending someone to attack them directly.” 
 
    I hesitated, unsure if Incrassatum would think I was asking too much of her with this job that was such a far cry from her run-of-the-mill, assassination-related duties, but the foxlike woman didn’t bat an eye. 
 
    “I’ll be there,” she assured me. 
 
    I was impressed by this level of acceptance, but I shouldn’t have been all too surprised. Incrassatum took her job as an assassin extremely seriously, but she also wasn’t as proud and prickly as Pamphrus, and she was a sharp woman. Even if she didn’t know exactly what plan I was concocting, she clearly knew it was important and wasn’t going to make a fuss about a few hours of witch-watching duty. 
 
    “Thanks, Inc--” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. I’ll make sure Spodium’s ready, too,” she said. In response to my slightly questioning look at her choice, she smirked. “Witch bait.” 
 
    I choked back a laugh and waved her off as she took her leave to get Nara back to the Witches’ Estate. 
 
    Not long after, Pamphrus came prowling into my office, and one look at his face told me he hadn’t been successful, either. 
 
    “Reports of these guys were so mixed,” he grumbled. “Made no sense. So Vulnus and I made some calls, lurked around some pubs, went into each one like we weren’t together, and did some watching… Think I finally spotted one in a troll bar.” 
 
    I jerked my head up with a little surprise, and the burly assassin nodded. 
 
    “Mouthy, black-haired fellow,” Pamphrus grunted. “Not too tall… Bit stocky. Absolute boulder-head.” 
 
    “Sounds about right.” I chuckled. “What happened?” 
 
    The tattooed man shook his head with a slightly pained expression on his face. “I tailed him for two streets. Ducked through a wine cellar, dashed through a back alley… rounded a corner and almost ran smack into Vulnus. Turns out he’d been tailing the other one. Both gone.” 
 
    He scowled fiercely, and I knew how much it needled him that the men had slipped through his fingers. 
 
    “Don’t beat yourself up,” I advised him. “They slipped away from me, too. Which one was Vulnus tracking?” 
 
    Pamphrus still had a brooding expression on his face. “Bald bloke, he said… bit creepy.” 
 
    “Creepy?” I said in a startled tone. Then I thought back to the way the bald man had looked when he pursued me through the trees, and I nodded. “Yeah, he was a creepy bastard.” 
 
    Pamphrus ran through the rest of his reports and then left looking a little frustrated despite my attempts to assure him these guys were extremely difficult to track, regardless of his skillset. 
 
    The day wore on, and as the rest of my reports trickled in, a sense of grim certainty settled over me. This was going to be a challenge, but I felt prepared for it, especially since Nara would be at the ready. 
 
    When it was completely clear that there were no leads on where in Ocadia the men were holing up, I debated trying to track them through the water a final time, just in case. 
 
    As I was mulling this over, Ephy trailed back into my office. She came alone this time, and the siren had the same look of stubborn determination she’d had on her face when she insisted it was time for us to visit the Water Goddesses’ pond. Despite my state of tension, the sight of it made me quirk my mouth up in a half-smile. 
 
    The siren took a breath and rushed into her speech. “Before you say anything, I think you should try to practice controlling your powers. Maybe this whole situation has sped up too much for you to do much fighting with them yet, but you should at least try to get them under better control!” 
 
    “You’re right, Ephy,” I said soberly. 
 
    The siren looked a little surprised at my instant agreement for a moment, but I could see that she knew I really did care about being safe with my growing powers. 
 
    “So… will you help me do that while I search the waters for these assassins one last time?” I asked with a grin. 
 
    “I suppose it is the perfect opportunity to practice,” she hummed quietly. “Okay, then.” 
 
    I straightened up in my seat as I looked at her for instructions, and I jokingly tried to mirror the expression of expectant waiting that I saw so often on her own face. She giggled and rolled her vivid blue eyes a little, and then she grabbed my arm and pulled me closer to the fountain. 
 
    “Okay,” she repeated, like she was testing out this new voice that had a slight ring of authority in it. “You need to be really careful now, because I don’t know if I can do what I did last time when I sort of… lent you my powers. I didn’t even know that was something I could do in the first place. And on top of that, you have this job ahead of you that you insist on doing, so…” 
 
    She had a slightly sulky look on her face, and I hastened to keep the conversation moving by reassuring her. “I’ll be extra careful. I promise.” 
 
    “Alright,” Ephy murmured. “First, think of the men in the way you explained to me before that worked for you, but leave out the dead ones, and--” 
 
    “That makes sense, but it seemed like my recollection of one of the dead men helped me to see them last time, remember?” I frowned a little. 
 
    The siren nodded patiently and swiped a strand of periwinkle hair out of her face. “Yes, but remember how much it drained you? That knee-jerk reaction was the way you instinctively used your powers, and it did work, but it cost you a lot. If you learn to channel them in a different way, you’ll have to try a little more at first, but it will be more efficient in the long run. It’ll become like second nature to you, you’ll see.” 
 
    She sounded so confident despite the uniqueness of my powers that I almost protested, but when I thought over what she said, it was pretty sensible. And in my experience as an assassin, practice and technique always won out over raw emotion or untrained instinct. Plus, looking through the waters struck me as something that likely wouldn’t be quite so specific to my own set of powers than, say, causing a living being to burst apart in tiny pieces. 
 
    Then I realized that Ephy was waiting for me to agree to these terms she’d laid out for me, and I quickly nodded. 
 
    “Alright,” I agreed. “So I need to think of the three living men in the same way, and…?” 
 
    “And keep in mind…” She paused like she was searching for words. “Keep in mind who they are to you.” 
 
    “To me?” I frowned in confusion. 
 
    “Yes.” Ephy nodded. “It’s true that these men are assassins, and that they’ve been sent to Ocadia to kill the king, probably in the hopes of allowing this wind goddess to seize control of the kingdom. But to you, it’s not just ‘Ocadia,’ it’s your kingdom, your own home.” 
 
    She stopped and poked me in the chest for emphasis, and I scowled playfully at her as I rubbed the spot like it had hurt me deeply. 
 
    “But that still kind of sounds like an instinctive reaction,” I objected. “It’s the same idea that gave me the strong feeling in my chest before I used my powers.” 
 
    “Yes, but two things are different now,” she responded. “One is that you’re not using the memories of the dead men. That was an amazing feat, and it took a huge amount of effort.” 
 
    “What’s the other thing?” I asked her. 
 
    Ephy paused and then spoke softly. “Remember when I told you the heart is important?” 
 
    I thought back to the first time I’d ever met Ephelia at the Water Goddesses’ Pond, and how she had recognized my suffering at the time. The period surrounding Master Abbot’s death was still a slightly painful time to remember, but my first memory of the siren made up for it… and so did the fact that she was mine now. 
 
    “How could I forget?” I grinned.  
 
    “Well,” she went on. “There is great strength in acts that come from the heart, Dex Morgan, even for the strongest of men. No, especially for the strongest of men. The feeling of protectiveness that triggers your instinctive use of magical powers is very strong, and if you use it as a tool…” 
 
    She frowned and paused for another long moment, and I could tell she was thinking hard about how to put this. I appreciated the thought she was putting into her lesson, but I hoped there wasn’t another lengthy, water-based metaphor behind this, no matter how helpful. 
 
    I was on a rather important schedule today, after all. 
 
    I remained as patient as possible while I studied the beautiful siren’s thoughtful pout, and when she spoke again, it was like she was doing her best to put her words into my own personal language. 
 
    “It’s like with your weapons,” Ephy decided. “Some materials are extremely strong and… piercing. Like those black arrowheads you have. The very sharp and shiny ones.” 
 
    “You mean obsidian?” I asked with a slight smirk, and she nodded. 
 
    “You use them sometimes, so I know they must be very good weapons,” Ephy said. “But if they were made the wrong way, or even used the wrong way, they might… break?” 
 
    “That’s true,” I agreed thoughtfully. “Obsidian can be very brittle with the wrong craftsman working it. But if it’s shaped into an edge that’s not thinned out too much, or even reinforced with the proper magical elements, then it can be very deadly. As long as it’s used with precision, and in the right way. Otherwise, it could snap and end up even cutting the person trying to wield it.” 
 
    “Exactly!” Ephy sounded even more excited than when she had taught me with her tailfin-related metaphor. “The power of the heart that’s behind your instincts just has to be shaped in the right way and used carefully. If you do that, it can be one of the best tools that adds to your water powers. Especially since you seem to be able to draw some of it from the wrath of the Water Goddesses themselves.” 
 
    This clicked perfectly into place in my brain. I was extremely impressed by the way the siren had gathered up bits and pieces of things she’d heard me say and shaped them into something that did this so well. 
 
    It only made me love her more. 
 
    “Okay,” I said eagerly. “So, I remember who these men are to me and use the power of this feeling… how?” 
 
    “Well, in this case, instead of using it as a weapon, you’re using it more as a…” She scrunched up her forehead in thought. “A net.” 
 
    “What, like a fishing net?” I asked blankly. 
 
    “Yes,” she giggled. “You’re casting your powers through the water to find the image of these men where they are.” 
 
    “Okay.” I nodded as I internalized this and then shifted closer to the fountain in anticipation. “I think I’m ready.” 
 
    “Alright,” the siren agreed, but she put her hand on my arm to pause me. “Remember that there is a strong chance that the waters will still be blocked, even with your new way of using the powers. This may feel frustrating, but it will be a very good practice of controlling your powers to keep this frustration from turning into another attempt that drains your strength, like last time. If it seems like you’re in too far, then I’ll shake you out of it.” 
 
    “I’ll remember,” I said, and I scooped the siren up into a quick hug. “Thank you, Ephelia.” 
 
    She just smiled up at me without saying anything, but she didn’t need to. 
 
    I closed the small remaining distance between me and the fountain and then rested my hands on its edge and gazed into the aquamarine water inside. Then I carefully summoned the faces of the bald-headed man, the black-haired man, and the businesslike man into my mind one after the other and held them there while I considered the threat these men presented to my kingdom, and the beings in it.  
 
    Specifically, the beings I cared most about, like Ephy, Cinis, and Nara, along with my estate members. 
 
    It didn’t take long for this to bring the powerful feeling rushing into my chest to swirl around in a fierce matrix, but I let it pool there and waited. For a moment it felt like it would just overflow and consume me, but then I felt Ephy’s hand on my arm. 
 
    This time, she wasn’t lending me her own powers. Instead, her touch was just enough to make me pause and allow the sense of focus and deliberation to settle back over me. 
 
    Then I carefully directed my powers into the water’s surface. I didn’t think it was something I’d be able to explain if I were asked about it, but I used it as deliberately as if I were reaching out with my hand to grab something in front of me. 
 
    Except it was a hundred times more difficult. 
 
    Thankfully, it didn’t feel difficult in the same way that looking in the fountain had felt before, though, and that encouraged me. Now, I used the powers in almost exactly the way Ephy had described them. I pictured them as something like a net and sent them drifting out into the waters while I held the men focused in my mind. 
 
    It felt entirely different from the way the power had practically blasted out of me the first time. 
 
    Finally, I felt a strange sort of tugging sensation in my chest, and the water started to ripple gently into motion. For the briefest moment, the cyan surface blurred with some sort of quick movement, and a noise echoed from the water. 
 
    It was a man’s voice. 
 
    At first it was completely unintelligible and sort of muffled-sounding, like I was hearing it through a thick wall. Then it sharpened, and I heard the black-haired man’s distinct, rough voice grating against my ears. 
 
    “… kill him tonight,” his voice echoed. “… through that tall window… right into the…” 
 
    Then his voice faded and was replaced by a soft whistling that slowly picked up in volume. 
 
    I recognized it immediately as the beginnings of the harsh, piercing sound that I’d heard last time I searched the fountain with Ephy, and I frantically tried to pull back. But I felt disoriented somehow, and I let out a frustrated breath as I struggled. 
 
    Then I felt Ephy’s cool hand on my arm again, and it was as if her touch reoriented me to exactly where I was and what I was doing, almost like a little prod in the right direction to remind me that I could do this. 
 
    I drew away from the water successfully with mixed feelings. On the one hand, I felt triumphant, because I was sure I’d taken a first step toward seeing successfully in the waters. I had even heard the black-haired man’s voice. But on the other hand, I had been repelled by something, and I was sure it must have been the wind goddess blocking my attempts again. 
 
    When I looked at Ephy, my slight sense of triumph was magnified tenfold on her sweet, delicate face. 
 
    “Did you hear what I heard?” I asked with a slightly befuddled feeling. 
 
    “I think so,” she answered. “I think… because I had my hand on your arm, maybe, or because we are so… connected. Or maybe it was just your powers. But I saw a flicker of movement, and I heard that uncouth-sounding voice ranting on about something. Then that same whistling noise as before.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I sighed. 
 
    “Dex Morgan!” The siren poked my chest again. “Don’t you see how amazing this is? Despite the wind goddess’ block, you still managed to get a glimpse of the men you were trying to track! This is so wonderful!” 
 
    “Yes,” I mumbled as I tried to share her enthusiasm. “But I’m still no closer to knowing where they are.” 
 
    “Well, it sounds like you confirmed that their attempt is happening tonight, doesn’t it?” she asked. “So your plan will work.” 
 
    I knew Ephy didn’t want me to do this job, and the fact that she wanted me to succeed so badly anyways meant a lot to me. 
 
    “Yeah,” I repeated. “But never mind that right now.” 
 
    I swept her into another hug, and this time, I squeezed her until she let out a small squeak. 
 
    She giggled and looked exhilarated when I pulled back to look at her. 
 
    “Okay, Ephy, it’s time,” I announced. 
 
    “Time for wha--” 
 
    The siren let out another small, ecstatic squeal as I picked her dainty form up off the ground and carried her over to my sleeping chambers, and she shifted to press herself closer against me. 
 
    I could see every white dot that dappled her ocean blue eyes, and when I tossed her onto the bed, she wriggled quickly out of her lily pad skirt. Then she pushed back her long periwinkle hair to reveal every inch of her slender nude form to me. 
 
    It was an impossible sight to resist. 
 
    I didn’t take my time with the siren tonight. Instead, I ravished her with a fierce urgency right from the start, and I immediately set off another chorus of musical, euphoric moans from the siren. She took every inch of me insatiably like she’d been starving for me to fuck her. 
 
    Even though I was slightly preoccupied with my plans for taking down the three assassins, I still gave the sweet siren everything I had, and she submitted to me entirely as I drove my rigid cock into the depths of her soaking wet passage. 
 
    Then I lingered there as my seed flooded into her womb, and I felt like I could’ve stayed there forever even after I spent every last bit of my cum inside the hungry siren. 
 
    But I had things to do and a kingdom to save. 
 
    Ephy looked mournful when I started to shimmy back into my clothes, but she obediently slipped back into her lily pad skirt. One last sight of her small, coral pink nipples peeked alluringly at me as she straightened up, but then they were hidden from view as she swept her periwinkle hair forward over her shoulders. 
 
    “I love you, Dex Morgan,” the siren murmured, and then she giggled when I swept her back up into my arms and headed back to my office. 
 
    “I love you, too,” I said into her soft hair as I carried her in my arms. Ephy’s willowy form was already easy to sling around, but now that the power of our joining was flooding through me, she seemed lighter than a feather. I felt as charged as a god, and my readiness to take on the complicated challenge ahead of me increased. 
 
    I deposited her gently on the ground in my office next to Cinis. The queen smirked a little at the pink flush that was spread through Ephy’s light-green skin, and then she picked up Nimith from her own lap and carried the nipitar over to me. 
 
    Nimith scrambled onto my shoulders in the blink of an eye, and I grinned as she coiled herself around my neck. 
 
    Then I pulled Cinis into a deep kiss, and she clutched at my shoulders as she returned it. I felt the same urgency pass between us that I had lavished on the siren, and when I pulled back, the queen now had a pink tint to her own cheeks. 
 
    “Be safe,” she whispered to me before she pulled me up against her again. 
 
    Finally, I couldn’t delay things anymore. 
 
    “I’ll be safe,” I promised as I untangled myself from her with extreme reluctance. “I always am.” 
 
    “I know,” Cinis said with a brave little smile. 
 
    “And you behave,” I added in a sterner tone. 
 
    Cinis pursed her lips, but I didn’t miss the fact that she made no absolute promise here. 
 
    After one last goodbye to Cinis and the still-blushing siren, I walked them out to the entryway and then engaged Cursor and Timere to escort them partway. I wasn’t taking any chances, and even Cinis accepted this without a word of protest. 
 
    I watched them go, and then I strode back to my sleeping quarters to make my final preparations. 
 
    When the tendrils of ivy snaked back to reveal my weapons, I did a quick scan over them as I assessed their strengths and weaknesses for the situation I was about to walk into. 
 
    I had already been feeling a strong preference toward a curved longsword, and my preference settled into certainty as my eyes fell onto it. The blade was wickedly sharp, and it was curved enough to allow me a forceful strike, but still straight enough to use as a stabbing weapon if necessary. 
 
    But it was only one blade, and single-edged by nature, and I was going to be fighting multiple opponents, so I needed to carefully think through what I chose to accompany it. 
 
    In the end, I chose two additional smaller blades. I hadn’t gotten much use out of them during my work as an assassin, but this was an entirely different sort of kill, and they were perfect companions for my katana in this case. 
 
    One of them had been crafted specially for me by Myokos. It was a close match to my longsword, but the blade was shorter, and it was made specifically to accompany the larger sword for close-quarters fighting. One thing I loved about the katana was how quickly I could draw it and handle it with agility. This smaller blade shared the same quality, and it nicely balanced out the few possible disadvantages of its longer companion for this situation. 
 
    The other blade I decided on was my sort of sword-dagger hybrid that was shorter and slightly straighter than the other two blades, but with a sharply-angled tip and more reinforcement. I could both slash and stab with the tanto, depending on how I angled it, but unlike the other two blades, stabbing was its greatest strength. One well-placed stab with this blade could end things just as efficiently as sweeping off a limb with the longer curved blade. It was also small enough that I could strap it to my back, but still draw it with speed and ease. 
 
    Regardless of their placement, the three blades could be sheathed and unsheathed in the blink of an eye, and that could make all the difference in a deadly fight where all of them might be necessary at different points. 
 
    Once I’d made my selections, Mazne and Elis eagerly wished me luck with whatever I was heading out to do, but I barely heard them as I smiled mechanically and transferred Nimith into Elis’ arms and gave her a gentle goodbye pat on the snout. 
 
    It was time to join Nara at her estate to put the final pieces of my plan in place before I headed to the castle, and I walked out the door with the rush of my powers still coursing through my veins.

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    The sun was going down when I approached the Witches’ Estate from the northeast. Other than the fiery ball making its slow descent, the sky was empty and silent. There wasn’t a harpy in sight to trouble the witches, nor a stray breath of wind to aid their flight, and the night’s shadows were already crowding in low around the huge stone wall that encircled the building. 
 
    The wall’s weathered, stout gray bricks looked like they harbored even more plant life than they had before, and all sorts of vines, thorns, and venomous-looking blossoms crawled through the gaps between the bricks. I wondered if some of them had been planted or magicked into place more recently after the various wizard-related incidents. 
 
    I was walking past a particularly thick patch of bulbous, glistening red flowers that hung down from overhead and looked like they might open up and take a bite out of anyone who got too close, when I almost stumbled over Incrassatum. 
 
    She was clearly taking her task of guarding the Witches’ Estate as seriously as I’d known she would. She gave me a silent nod from the shadows, and I returned it briskly as I continued on without a word. The deadly-looking flowers were either less dangerous than they appeared, or they had accepted the savage woman as their overlord. Either scenario seemed plausible. 
 
    The wall’s towering, gray steel doors shone dimly in the fading sunlight, and I could see the slight, blurred outline of my reflection in the dulled metal’s surface as I passed by this conspicuous but mostly spurned entrance. It took me a few moments of scanning my eyes across the newer foliage to spot the specific area of pink-flowered bushes I remembered from before. 
 
    The hidden entrance. 
 
    I carefully edged one foot into the shrubs, then another, and crouched on my knees to shuffle forward through the leaves. After a few seconds of this, a familiar sort of pressure closed in around me as I continued to move forward. 
 
    Before long, I was inside the walls of the Witches’ Estate. 
 
    It was still half-overtaken by nature, maybe even more so than before, but now the plants showed no signs of the decay I’d seen here in the past. Instead, the inside of the estate held something like its own vibrant little jungle. The plant life ranged from exotic-looking to simply bizarre. 
 
    One of the more average-looking plants was scattered all throughout the yard. It had wide green leaves and huge, beautiful blossoms that reminded me of bluebells, but they were a shade of electric-orange. The color was so bright it made my eyes water, but despite this, the flowers were fairly pleasant-looking and innocuous as I passed amongst them. 
 
    Or so I thought. 
 
    After I had taken several steps, the flowers all started to shake violently, and a sound like the ringing of a hundred bells filled my ears. I looked around at the flowers in alarm, but a few seconds later, a small, gray-haired head poked out of the foliage of the estate. 
 
    It was an ancient, wizened old witch, and her face was contorted into a stern frown at the bell-like flowers as she hissed at them. “Shhh!!” 
 
    The flowers stilled at once, and the sound of their furious ringing cut off immediately, leaving the yard still and silent. 
 
    Then the elderly witch beckoned to me. 
 
    “The Headmistress is just inside, Master… Morgan?” She looked at me with a questioning expression. 
 
    I nodded, and she beckoned me down a maze-like pathway that wound past the witches’ huts and through a thicket of dense plant growth that now grew to a towering height all around us. 
 
    “Um… where are we going, exactly?” I asked the little old witch in a puzzled tone. 
 
    “Oh, just to the sanctum,” she called to me over her shoulder. “Or I suppose you might call it a stronghold.” 
 
    Finally, we reached a ramshackle old building that looked like the opposite of what I would call a stronghold. Even calling it a cottage would be pretty generous. It was made of long, dark, mismatched wooden planks, and it looked positively ancient. If I stood on someone’s shoulders, I could probably touch the lower shingles of the peaked roof that looked like it was in danger of collapsing inward on every side. On one side of the cottage, a crooked little turret-like structure extended upward from the roof and was topped by another shingled peak. On the other side, an extremely narrow and crooked iron chimney pipe zigzagged at least thirty feet upward into the sky. It seemed impossible to me that this pipe wasn’t visible from outside the walls, but then again, I hadn’t even known there was this much space within them. I was sure there must be some sort of witchery involved. 
 
    This was confirmed beyond all doubt when I followed the beckoning old witch through the cottage’s small, quaint door that looked like it should lead into a giant gingerbread house. The room I walked into was huge. It spanned an area much larger than this decrepit little structure appeared capable of holding from the outside. 
 
    On the inside, it wasn’t really decrepit at all. 
 
    It certainly looked ancient, but it also had a sense of strength about it. Instead of old wooden planks, the walls appeared to be made out of some type of stone, although they were barely visible under the wild variety of plants that covered them from top to bottom. The room’s ceiling was undeniably higher than the roof of the structure would normally allow, and I even saw a great set of stone stairs on the opposite side of the room that clearly led up to another floor above. 
 
    Once I ducked slightly to pass underneath the doorway’s small arch, I could hear Nara’s voice right away, and I thought some additional witchcraft must have blocked me from hearing it through the open doorway. 
 
    The Headmistress was standing toward the middle of this huge, plant-walled chamber with all her witches clustered around her in a way that reminded me of when I had addressed my own estate members recently, and they’d looked to me for guidance and instructions. I could tell these witches were listening hard to what Nara was telling them. 
 
    “… there are four people from the Assassins’ Estate who are standing guard, so be sure to exclude them from your defensive spells,” she was saying. 
 
    Then a tall, young, black-haired witch spoke up from the group. “We don’t need any protection! We--” 
 
    “There is a wind goddess directly involved in this situation, Rhona!” Nara snapped as she glared at the other woman. “Do I really have to remind you what that means?” 
 
    The young witch cast her black-lined eyes down respectfully and shook her head. 
 
    Then Nara clapped her hands together. “Other than that, surround this place with every last bit of power, trickery, and mayhem you can muster, just in case. Rhona, you’ll organize the western ground’s residents. You’re in charge of retaliatory defenses.” 
 
    The young witch’s face immediately brightened at this, and her dark red lips curved into a wily smile that made me stifle a laugh. Some of the witches started to cluster around Rhona as she nodded at the Headmistress and moved off to the side. 
 
    “Emer, general defensive barriers, eastern ground’s residents,” Nara continued with her instructions. “Breyindel, booby traps, northern ground’s residents.” 
 
    When she had finished with the rest of her instructions, Nara reminded the witches one last time to be careful of the assassins who were, in her words, “lurking about in the outer shrubs,” and I choked back another laugh at the thought of one of the younger witches stumbling across Incrassatum during her “lurking.” 
 
    “Nara,” I called, and the Headmistress caught sight of me and hurried over. “I think you should introduce them to my assassins before they set their magic in motion. So they know them by sight. And maybe, er… by… scent.” 
 
    I managed to say this with a completely straight face, and Nara shot me a little scowl. 
 
    “I was going to do that just now,” she said severely. 
 
    Then she hurried back over to her witches, who were starting to trickle off in their respective groups. 
 
    “Okay,” she said when she finished and returned to me again. “Griselda has already met your assassins, so she’ll introduce them.” 
 
    I nodded. “Which one is Griselda?” 
 
    “The one who led you in,” the Headmistress said absently. 
 
    I peered over her shoulder and saw the tiny, elderly Griselda open the door and poke her ancient head out into the falling dusk. She opened her wrinkled lips wide and released a belligerent yodel that echoed through the night. 
 
    I stared at her in utter shock. “What the hell was that?” 
 
    “The signal, of course,” Nara said impatiently. 
 
    The witches clearly had this situation well in hand, so I asked the question that was now foremost in my mind. 
 
    “What is this building?” I probed. “Griselda called it the sanctum.” 
 
    The Headmistress hooked her arm around mine and marched me up a set of stairs as she answered my question. “This is our oldest building, built around the time of the founding of the Witches’ Estate, but it’s also our strongest building despite its age. It serves a whole bunch of functions, really. It’s partly a sort of storehouse for many of our magical objects, because the old witches wove all sorts of spells into it when it was built, and it’s been fortified since then, too. So it’s capable of housing extremely powerful magical objects. It’s also where we perform a good deal of our more complex spellwork, amongst… other things.” 
 
    “I see,” I mumbled. “But why did Griselda call it a stronghold, too?” 
 
    “Like I said, it is our strongest building,” Nara explained. “And that’s not only in terms of what it can hold within it, but also what it can keep out. If we were to be attacked, this is where we would head to immediately. We have plans in place for that, and for additional defensive measures and whatnot. That’s how I was able to get this set in motion so quickly.” 
 
    I sent a quizzical look over at the Headmistress while we continued to march upward. “So this is some specific sort of protocol for you?” 
 
    “Well, we pissed off a lot of the elements back when Cylindre went rogue,” she sighed. “So yeah, it basically is protocol for us.” 
 
    She was panting slightly, and I felt sure we must’ve been nearing the top of the building. How long could it possibly go on? 
 
    Yet we continued to ascend, and the only noise for another minute was the thump of Nara’s platform shoes on the rickety stairs. 
 
    “How many floors does this place have?” I finally asked after we had passed two more landings. 
 
    “We’re nearly… there,” the Headmistress panted as she ignored my question. 
 
    Some of the floors had open spaces, doorways, or little glass cupboards, and I could see an array of mysterious and slightly questionable objects as we passed. When I tried to stop and take a closer glance at what looked like an entire population of mangled voodoo dolls positioned inside a huge glass case, she snatched my arm again and marched me up to the next staircase, refusing to answer a single question about the nature of the figures. 
 
    Instead, she raised some questions of her own. “So how do you plan to pull this mysterious assassination off, anyways?” 
 
    “It’s really better if you don’t know,” I assured her. 
 
    Nara’s dark green eyes lit up, and I realized this wasn’t exactly the right thing to say. In fact, it was precisely the wrong thing to say, but it was too late. I had reignited the open flame of her curiosity over the nature of my unknown powers that had been simmering on the back burner recently. 
 
    “I already know about your strange new water powers, Dex,” she said in an attempt at a reasonable tone. “So really, you might as well just tell me what other powers you possess. You’re going to let me in on it sooner or later, anyways. I can be very convincing when necessary, you know.” 
 
     “I believe you.” I looked over and winked at the curious witch, and she half-tripped over her enormous shoes. 
 
    Eventually, we came to a tiny landing where the stairs ended completely. 
 
    “Lerotholi di sini,” Nara murmured, and a thin rope ladder slithered abruptly down out of the shadows above to hang near our ankles. 
 
    She gestured to me, and I tugged at the ladder to test its weight. It seemed surprisingly sturdy, so with a last glance at the Headmistress, I climbed to the top, and I heard her start counting under her breath below me as I disappeared into the shadows. 
 
    Finally, I reached something like a trapdoor, and I hoisted myself through it onto the floor of a small, low-ceilinged room with a round, flat window set into the wood overhead. I noticed it had hinges on it, and some sort of shutter laid out to the side on the roof next to it. 
 
    Then Nara clawed her way up next to me. 
 
    “Phew,” she panted as she sat on the floor for a moment. “I don’t make this climb too often. Several times in one day… is a rare occasion.” 
 
    I coughed as I realized my lungs were slowly filling with the trickle of smoke that came from something that sat on a tall stone table in the middle of the room. 
 
    “What the hell are you burning?” I croaked. 
 
    “Oh!” She looked flustered for a moment and then laid a hand on my chest and murmured, “Di ocha anda.” 
 
    Suddenly, I was able to breathe clearly again, and I shot a questioning look at her. 
 
    “Sorry,” the Headmistress said. “Driftwood fire.” 
 
    I approached the stone table and realized there was an indentation across the length of its surface to perfectly cradle the massive abalone shell that rested there. The shell served as a sort of oval-shaped bowl, and there was indeed a stack of tiny driftwood branches that were arranged into a little cone to house the colorful, flickering flames that licked at the branches with tiny crackles. Despite the slight eeriness of the scene, it was still a soothing, cozy sort of sound. 
 
    Nara could have asked me to move when she stepped up to the table, but instead she pressed herself close against me to reach around and pull open its stone drawer. I cast a glance down at the lush swell of her breasts as they were crushed against my chest, and I smirked a little. 
 
    “Maybe I should just get out of your way,” I suggested, and I was speaking directly in her ear at this point because of how close she’d shuffled up against me. 
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” she insisted, but I edged backward a little anyways, and the witch lost her balance and fell directly into my arms. The front of her already-low corset dress was tugged down further in the process, and a few of its ivory buttons burst off their seams and skittered across the floor. 
 
    Nara’s exquisite breasts spilled almost completely free of her dress when this happened, and I momentarily lost the ability to control my gaze. 
 
    The scandalous witch looked every bit as soft and curvy as her erotic dresses suggested, and I swallowed hard as I resisted the urge to bury my face in the decadent cleavage in front of me. 
 
    Nara just smirked her painted lips, and she took her time covering herself back up. 
 
    “Oops,” she said carelessly, but she looked coyly at me before she went back to plucking something out of the open drawer. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it.” I cleared my throat, and I forced a casual expression onto my face as Nara held up the object she’d retrieved so I could look at it. 
 
    The object was hanging on a small, thin chain, and I realized it must be a necklace, but it took me several seconds to focus on the pendant that hung from it because it dangled right above the Headmistress’ exposed cleavage. 
 
    My knuckles grazed the skin of her breasts as I reached forward to pull the pendant closer to me, and she shivered a little. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows at her, and she quickly averted her eyes in an unusually shy gesture from the bold witch. 
 
    “Cold in here, isn’t it?” she asked no one in particular as she released her grip on the chain and strolled around the small, swelteringly hot room. 
 
    I smirked again and let the chain fall against the outside of my hand while I held the pendant it was attached to. It was fairly flat and sort of oval-shaped, and it fit neatly into my palm as I placed it there to hold it under the light. 
 
    The pendant was surrounded by a little gilded frame, and inside it there was a beautifully enameled painting of an eye. It was a vivid shade of green and surrounded by long, dark lashes. I was sure I had never seen a painting like it before, but it seemed familiar somehow. 
 
    I had just held it up close to my face to admire the colors and intricate details of the little painting when suddenly, the eyelashes fluttered and blinked. 
 
    “Shit!” I growled as I dropped the necklace like it had scalded me. 
 
    Nara hooted with a laugh that she had obviously been keeping pent up as she worked to make this happen with some kind of magic, and I glowered at the witch a little when she dissolved into a fit of giggles. 
 
    “S-sorry,” she hiccupped after she regained control of herself. “It’s, um… It’s the way I’ll be able to know when you’re ready for me to use my spell. It’s enchanted so that I can see from it as perfectly as if it were my own eye.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked as the Headmistress knelt to pick up the amulet and put it back in my hand. “And you just had this lying around because…?” 
 
    Nara fidgeted and looked around the room again like she was closely admiring the blank, splintered wood of the walls. “I enchanted it as a… a gift for someone, who, er, met a rather unfortunate fate, completely as a result of his own ill-conceived actions, you know… no fault of mine, really, quite foolish of him… but anyways, I’ve just tested it now, so I’m certain that it still works.” 
 
    “Right,” I said as I put my poker face to its greatest test, but I let my sincerity come through when I softly said, “Thanks.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” the Headmistress murmured, and she pulled her hand out of mine and then gently pushed my fingers closed around the pendant. “I can see through it, but I can’t hear, so you’ll have to put it on and wear it when you’re in the castle so I know when they’ve arrived. Hope you don’t mind wearing such a large charm around your neck.” 
 
    I shrugged and favored her with a slight smile as I reached up to loop the chain over my neck. “It’s beautiful.” 
 
    The pendant fell right to the middle of my chest, and I tucked it under my shirt for the time being. 
 
    Nara was watching me with an unreadable look on her face. 
 
    “It won’t break,” she assured me as I tugged lightly on the chain. 
 
    I nodded in understanding, but then I considered her expression more closely. Her eyes were carefully guarded, but something about the set of her painted lips made me realize she looked a little like my other women had earlier. Not as openly worried as Ephy, or as tense as Cinis, but this slight shadow of concern made me move toward the beautiful witch without a second thought. 
 
    Then I pulled her into a close hug, and she rested her face on my chest for a few moments. Her decadent cleavage pillowed against me in a way I couldn’t even hope to ignore, but the soft sigh Nara let out made it twice as impossible to pretend I wasn’t suddenly feeling very warm. 
 
    “Alright,” I said quietly. “Time for me to get moving.” 
 
    She nodded. “I’m ready to cast the spell as soon as I catch sight of them. But Dex… be careful.” 
 
    Nara offered to walk me out, but she looked a little relieved when I assured her that I’d make it out of her estate on my own, and she wouldn’t have to make the arduous journey to the mysterious little attic room again. 
 
    “Stay on the staircase,” she said with a stern look down at my now smirking face as I descended the ladder. “I would be extremely upset if I were to walk downstairs and come across your ashes scattered on the ground. I’m warning you, Dex Morgan, you…” 
 
    Her voice faded away as I reached the bottom of the ladder, and I chuckled a little. I was sure the witch was bluffing at least a little, but I decided not to take any chances. 
 
    Besides, I had a job to do. 
 
    At this point, the landings and staircases were full of witches dashing this way and that. Many were leaving obvious traces of magic in their wake, some of which may not have been entirely purposeful. I saw the raven-haired witch running frantically as she was pursued in almost complete silence by at least a dozen terrifying, winged stone gargoyles that she had apparently dredged up to life from somewhere, but they were in and out of my sight before I could think to intervene.  
 
    I stopped to listen and heard several female voices calling out from the end of the landing that they dashed off toward, so I was sure Nara was in the capable hands of her fellow witches as I continued with my descent. 
 
    The single cavernous chamber that made up the first floor of the sanctum was now filled with its own signs of magical activity as the witches continued to whip up their protective measures, and I had the definite sense that they were enjoying themselves. The raven-haired Rhona came barreling back down the stairs at the head of her group of gargoyles, who were no longer chasing her, but instead followed after her like she was their revered warlord and they were about to charge into battle together. 
 
    I made my way through the crowd of witches, and they parted to make way for me even though most were clearly engaged in some sort of complicated magic. 
 
    When I left by the same door I’d come in through, I almost stepped on a huge sheet of some kind of shiny blue cloth. As I looked around, I realized that it covered the entire yard. 
 
    “Wait!” a witch screeched at me, and I recognized her as Griselda when she popped up from the shrubs below. 
 
    I obediently stopped in my tracks, and she turned to face the yard and slowly raised her hands with her palms facing up. She used a low, guttural tone when she started chanting. 
 
    “Alza ardu i fyny… ilaali nas…” The old witch repeated this a few times, and the shiny cloth trembled a little. After the last time, she threw her hands all the way up toward the sky and screeched at the top of her lungs. “Ah-neis!” 
 
    The cloth started to rise up from the ground, with one end hanging down like a curtain as the rest stretched overhead. Once it crested the estate, it rippled outward all of a sudden and became more like a thin sheet of liquid than a cloth. The sheet spread outward and downward to each side and formed an enormous dome with all of us inside. In the process, it turned almost completely invisible. All that could be seen was a faint iridescence, and when Griselda lowered her palms, it looked like a giant soap bubble was surrounding the Witches’ Estate. When it had accomplished this completely, the bubble faded out of sight. 
 
    “There!” the elderly witch said cheerily in the same warm, friendly voice she’d used earlier. She reached up and patted me on the arm as she bustled off across the garden, and she waved her hands around her and muttered as she did so. 
 
    I watched as some of the plants stretched out their stalks like they’d just been woken up from a long nap, and a few even ripped their roots out of the ground with a groan and trundled after her. 
 
    I shook my head in amazement. Then I headed out through the same secret place in the wall that I’d entered through. 
 
    “Good luck, Dex!” Spodium gushed immediately from nearby when I appeared from the shrub. “I don’t know what you’re doing, but-- woof!” 
 
    I looked up and saw Incrassatum. She winked at me while Spodium wheezed and doubled-over next to her, and I chuckled quietly to myself as I returned the wink and then melted off into the dusk like a shadow. 
 
    As I walked hastily through the winding streets of the kingdom, I went over my plan again, and then I suddenly thought of the words I had heard the black-haired man say through the water: Through the tall window… right into the… 
 
    I came to an abrupt halt on the rough ground between the hard-packed dirt paths outside the city centre as I realized what this probably meant. 
 
    I didn’t know the entire layout of the king’s castle on the inside, but as an assassin, I automatically took in every possible entry point of a building, whether I was on the inside or out. I felt sure that there weren’t any tall windows except for in one mysterious part of the castle where some sort of balcony extended high overhead. 
 
    I’d been thinking that the assassins might enter through the secret passageway, and I’d been prepared to stage my attack somewhere near there before they could get any closer to the king. I’d figured I would mirror any old castle guard in order to keep my identity shielded for this job. It seemed quite simple to me before. 
 
    But now I realized that tonight, the assassins were truly going to abandon the caution they’d shown before. They were going to sail on the wind, right onto the balcony with the tall windows. 
 
    They were going to kill the king in his own bedchambers. 
 
    And that left me only one choice. 
 
    I had to mirror the King of Ocadia himself.

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    The twin golden gargoyles on the wall above the king’s desk seemed to stare down at me as I sat waiting in his empty office. Their snarling faces were as still and silent as I’d seen them before, but the king had once told me that they protected him nonetheless, and I found myself wishing he had a hundred more. 
 
    Then again, his supposedly top-notch intel had been continually outfoxed by the servants of the Goddess of the Prevailing Winds. Why should his protectors be any different? 
 
    Whether they were made of enchanted gold or living flesh, I was sure that none of his guards, gargoyles, or other defensive measures would be able to stop the three remaining assassins, and that was why I had to alter my plan. 
 
    As I waited for him to see me in his office, I reminded myself that I had done things like this a thousand times before. All I had to do was find some way of making skin contact. A simple handshake would suffice. If I couldn’t get one of those, I could arrange some sort of accidental brush of the skin-- a sweeping hand gesture, a well-timed stumble... There were always possibilities. 
 
    The massive, glaring difference here was that this was the King of Ocadia, and my plan likely fell under some category of treason. If I were caught, or failed in my plan, I could very easily be beheaded, despite the fact that I was doing this to save the monarch’s life. Albeit in a different way than he had requested me to. 
 
    But above all, I could not allow the king to learn of my mirroring powers during any of this. That was still my secret to keep. 
 
    My thoughts were interrupted by a flurry of muffled voices that came through the thick oak door, and I recognized one of them as the king’s. 
 
    Seconds later, he barged inside. 
 
    The king looked extremely frazzled, although he seemed more irritated than scared at the moment. 
 
    “Bunch of useless numbskulls,” he muttered angrily to no one in particular. Then his eyes fell on me. “Ah, Master Morgan.” 
 
    The king closed the door behind him and immediately took up the habit he clearly hadn’t abandoned much since I last spoke to him: pacing. He stroked his beard furiously as he started in without preamble. 
 
    “The foreign assassins have been spotted all around the castle grounds today,” the king informed me. “They have to be planning something, but what? My intel is absolutely frantic.” 
 
    I calmly nodded my understanding, but then he planted his feet and faced me with a harried expression on his face. 
 
    “Are you going to address this or not, Master Morgan?” he demanded. “You’ve left me with no information, no updates, no--” 
 
    “I’ve killed two of the five men,” I assured him, and he blinked a bit in shock. “But there have been some… complications… with the other three.” 
 
    “Complications?” The king stared at me intently.  
 
    “Yes, but I’m addressing the issue tonight.” 
 
    “Tonight?” the king parroted me for the second time. 
 
    I could see from his expression that the king’s first instinct was to assume I was only coming up with this answer because I was being put on the spot, but he paused mid-scoff and gave me another look, like he’d forgotten for a moment who he was talking to. 
 
    “Right,” he said gruffly. “Well, then. More useful than the bunch of numpties I’ve got trying to handle the situation at the moment. I was unaware that you had dealt with two of the assassins. What’s your plan now, Master Morgan?” 
 
    I knew the king would be alert to the slightest hint of unease on my part, so I answered him unhesitatingly with some nuggets of truth. “These men are desperate to get the job done with, and they’ll act at the first opportunity. That’s why they’re throwing caution to the wind. They don’t anticipate this going badly for them.” 
 
    The king’s face went through a series of different expressions as I spoke. In the end, a look of mingled stress, frustration, and curiosity overcame his features.  
 
    “Why are these fiends so desperate all of a sudden?” he asked. “They’ve been sneaking around here for weeks like a pack of weasels. What’s changed?” 
 
    His intel was still out of the loop, then, it seemed. But at this point, that was all the better. 
 
    “Well,” I hedged. “There were five of them, after all, and as you said, it’s been weeks now. All they’ve succeeded in is firstly, catching your attention, which is clearly the opposite of what they were supposed to do, and secondly, getting two of their men killed. If they’re well-trained enough to be so elusive, then… Well, whoever went through the trouble to hire them probably isn’t so happy that they haven’t finished you off, yet.” 
 
    The king’s eyes bulged slightly at the bluntness of my last few words, but he recovered himself quickly and appeared to mull over what I’d said for a moment. Then he seemed to accept it. My words had an obvious ring of truth to them. 
 
    I had only skipped over the part where I knew exactly who had hired the men, and that it was a goddess of the wind. I doubted the king needed to know the full weight of the situation while he was already under so much stress. 
 
    I allowed the king these few moments to digest my statement before I went on. 
 
    “You asked what my plan is,” I finally continued. “Well, I have an idea, but you’re not going to like it.” 
 
    “I see.” He seemed unfazed by my bluntness, as if he knew by this point that I meant no disrespect. But he did seem wary. “Tell me.” 
 
    “If we give these assassins an opening tonight, they’ll take it,” I began. 
 
    “We…” he repeated slowly as he started stroking his beard, this time in a calmer manner. “And… just what type of opening would… we… be giving these assassins, exactly?” 
 
    “I need to stay in your sleeping quarters tonight,” I said bluntly. “And then leave the windows open to tempt them inside so I can kill them.” 
 
    “I beg your par-- you, in my sleeping chambers?” the king puffed up immediately. 
 
    I could tell that “you” wasn’t a personal insult geared toward me. It was just that, well… he was royalty, and I wasn’t. On top of that, and despite the unique trust he placed in me, I was still a man that he knew less about than he’d like to. Not that he hadn’t attempted to do some digging. 
 
    I didn’t want to ruffle his royal feathers too much, but I also needed this to go a little more quickly than it was at the moment. 
 
    “Surely you can sleep somewhere else for this one night?” I pointed out. 
 
    “Well, yes,” he blustered. “But… no one has ever slept in that room aside from me.” 
 
    “The whole point of my plan is to make sure it stays that way,” I reminded him. “If I’m able to lure these men to your sleeping chambers with the idea that you’re in there, then I can finally put a stop to this situation. Swiftly, and without error.” 
 
    The king still seemed to be digging in his heels about this, and it felt a bit childish to me at this point. 
 
    I sighed. “Do you trust me?” 
 
    “Exclusively, Master Morgan,” the king huffed again. Then, after a long pause, he reluctantly nodded. “Very well, very well. Come.” 
 
    He led me out the thick oaken door and past his guards without a word to them. 
 
    Their eyes followed me curiously as I passed, and I scowled a little at the fact that they had seen me working beside the king in my true form, but it simply couldn’t be helped. I couldn’t possibly appear in a mirrored form while discussing everything with the king tonight, and it was only logical that his guards would linger around him at a time like this. 
 
    I almost thought the king was going to blindfold me, but he seemed to think better of the notion, and he gestured for me to walk along with him up a steep staircase. 
 
    We crossed over a few landings and then up another few sets of stairs in the same manner, and I almost wondered if he was taking me by some roundabout route in the hopes that I wouldn’t be able to find this place again. It didn’t seem to be a point worthy of pursuing, though. I didn’t plan for this kill to require me sneaking about the castle. I wanted to end this whole situation in the king’s chambers. 
 
    It turned out that the king had an entire decadent suite of his own, but I supposed that shouldn’t have surprised me all too much. 
 
    The sun had finally set, and the room we walked into was extremely dim. The king approached a tall, shadowy figure inside the door, and after a moment, the bright light of a large oil-lamp flared up. In its light, I could see that the lamp was hung on the uplifted hand of a life-sized statue of a marble woman, and it lit up the whole room. 
 
    In this main chamber, the finery was so overdone I almost wrinkled my nose at the sight of it. The walls were paneled with rich, jewel-toned colors and overlaid by shiny gold patterns. An immense gold-chained chandelier hung overhead, and it contained what I was sure must be thousands of candles. They all showed signs of having been lit before, and I had to wonder who lit them for the king and how long it took. 
 
    The hides of all sorts of impressive animals served as enormous area rugs on the hardwood floor throughout the king’s chambers. Mostly I recognized them-- a bear, a snow leopard, a maned wolf. Some smaller ones were strewn along with thick, richly-colored blankets on the abundance of plush cushions, armchairs, and sofas. A huge, gold-plated hearth dominated one wall. 
 
    And directly across the room were the three tall, glass-paned doors that opened out onto a narrow balcony, where the king could stroll out first thing in the morning to look down on his kingdom. Thick, floral-patterned curtains with gold tassels were parted to the sides of them. 
 
    The king’s other chambers all branched off from this main one. I could see one that looked completely round with walls full of books and a ladder to reach them. Another seemed to be a marble-floored bath chamber, and the one next to it was made of paneled wood and had some sort of large, wooden barrel structure in its center. 
 
    “Sauna,” the king grunted. I looked around at him and realized he must’ve just been standing there watching me gaze around at all his finery. Then he waved me on into another room that branched off of the main one we were in. “My sleeping chambers…” 
 
    The first thing I took in about the king’s actual sleeping chambers was that there were three more small rooms branching off from his sleeping chamber, and I looked at them with a little dismay as I tallied the count to seven rooms total that made up the king’s suite. Two appeared to be completely full of his clothes. Another had a small, low, arched entrance almost like a cave, and when I knelt slightly to peek inside, I saw that it was strewn with a ridiculous amount of cushions, pillows, and blankets. Murals of fields and flowers covered the walls of the low room, and another mural of the sky was painted on its ceiling. In the pillow-free section of the room there were some golden, jewel-encrusted bowls that rested on the ground. 
 
    The king sounded a little embarrassed when he explained what I was looking at. “The royal dogs’ room.” 
 
    I managed not to laugh. “Where are the royal dogs?” 
 
    “Hunting,” he said briskly, and he sounded like he wanted very much to move on from the matter. “So, Master Morgan… You have my sleeping chambers for the night. I trust you won’t abuse the privilege.” 
 
    I nodded and maintained eye contact with him so he would know I meant it. “They’ll be entering through the window, so… you won’t need to worry about these guys roaming around the castle.” 
 
    This seemed to confirm what he’d been about to realize he should ask, and he nodded in a relieved way. 
 
    Then he raised a finger. “There, er… There are two entrances to the hall that lead to this room. We came through one of them. The other is in the opposite direction. Shall I, ah…” 
 
    “Post as many guards as you feel necessary,” I said. “Outside the hallways. But under no circumstances are they to enter this chamber, no matter what they hear. I’ll be out by morning.” 
 
    The king just looked at me for a few more moments, and then he held out his hand for me to shake, just as I’d hoped he would. I clasped it firmly, and the king clapped me on the shoulder once as we shook hands. 
 
    “Well, then.” He stepped back and clapped his hands together. “Are you, er… well-supplied with weapons? Is there anything I can provide?” 
 
    I could feel the need to morph steadily building, and I shook my head as I managed to hold it off. Then I patted the cloak that was thrown over my back to conceal my weaponry. “I’m well-equipped, thank you.” 
 
    The king lingered for a few moments more, and my hand tingled like it might lose the imprint of his form any second if I didn’t hurry this mirroring along. I slowly inhaled and rubbed the back of my knuckles while I willed the magic to sustain. 
 
    “Very well,” the king finally said. “I’ll… I’ll leave you to it, then.” 
 
    I nodded, and he turned a little awkwardly to exit the room. I turned away as he crossed it to hide the contorted expression of effort on my face in case he looked back. 
 
    I heard his footsteps alternate between clomps and muffled thuds as he crossed the hardwood floor and rugs of the main chamber, and then, at long last, the snap of the big, ornate door closing behind him. 
 
    I waited for only a few seconds before I darted into the nearest royal closet, and the breath I’d been holding burst out of me. In the same motion, I managed to unclip my back strap, so my sheathed weapons thumped to the ground as the strap slithered off me. My chest immediately swelled to be burlier while my shoulders narrowed slightly, which was an unsettling sensation to experience all at once. I felt more of my body’s proportions change somewhat, but mercifully, the king was still surprisingly fit for his age, and I still felt strong and vigorous, if not quite in the same way. Compared to some of the guises I’d taken up, I knew this was something I could easily adjust to. 
 
    My shirt, however, could not, and I cursed quietly as two top buttons snapped off at the change, but that was the worst of it. 
 
    I felt my hair retract and practically snap against my head like springs before uncoiling a little and settling into place as the king’s loose auburn curls, like it had held the same kind of tension as my face from withholding my morphing. 
 
    A few seconds later, all was done. But before I went to examine my appearance, I carefully scanned over the king’s absurd amount of garments. I soon realized this particular room must be purely dedicated to his court clothes, so I crossed over to the other closet to search and was rewarded with the find of a huge array of more casual clothing. 
 
    “Hmm,” I mumbled under my breath as I looked over them. 
 
    I had a strong preference against wearing any of the king’s comically long night-shirts, which were essentially dresses, so I was relieved to spot some average-looking flannel pajama pants. I grabbed a pair and then snatched up a loose matching tunic and my weapons belt. Then I left the royal closet and made my way to the king’s bath chambers, and I peeked into each room before I entered just in case. 
 
    On my way, I stopped to bar the main door that led out to the rest of the castle and then turned its three separate locks below the bar with a satisfying series of clicks and snaps. I also stopped to yank the thick, ornate curtains shut over the tall glass doors to the balcony, which shut out the night’s pinprick stars, dim crescent moon, and any possible eyes watching the king’s chambers. 
 
    I dressed and gave my appearance a quick once-over in one of the bath chamber’s huge, wall-spanning mirrors. As always, my eyes were still my own, but it was still disconcerting to have the rest of the king’s naturally stern-looking features staring back at me in the mirror. 
 
    Then I realized there was a third eye staring at me in the mirror, and I started when it blinked once. 
 
    It was Nara’s pendant, still on the chain around my neck. 
 
    Well, that was it, then. I seriously doubted Nara would assume I’d given the necklace to the king to wear, and knowing her attention to detail, she would certainly recognize my eyes in the mirror. I could only imagine all the questions she was warring with right now where my powers were concerned. 
 
    I lifted the pendant up slightly with my hand to look down at the long-lashed, green eye, and it fluttered a few times. I got the very strong image in my mind of Nara batting her eyelashes at me, and I had to grin as I released the pendant and then made sure it was facing forward on my chest outside of the tunic. 
 
    Then I paced across the chambers on quiet feet as I made the rest of my preparations. 
 
    I quickly shoved all the fur rugs out of the way so I wouldn’t be tripping and sliding around the room in my likely struggle with the assassins. I thought it might immediately draw suspicion if they could see from outside that there were rugs shoved up against the walls, so I ultimately decided on stuffing all the rugs and most of the giant cushions into the library before I snatched a book from it and closed the door. Then I closed the doors to the other adjoining rooms except for the actual sleeping chamber. I left this slightly ajar, hoping to add to the quick assumption that the king had just woken from a restless sleep to go sit by the balcony door. 
 
    I felt slightly naked without my typical ranged weapons, but this was a different sort of ambush than the ones I usually carried out. In this one, I was the bait, and the bait couldn’t be sitting there armed with a crossbow. 
 
    I rearranged my weapons belt to have my two smaller blades within grasp on my hips, and then I shook the tunic down to swing over them and placed my longsword just within reach in the shadows. 
 
    I had almost decided to throw all the balcony doors wide open, but I thought that might be a step too far. I ultimately decided on leaving one halfway ajar. Then I positioned myself within view from the window on one of the few remaining cushions in the room, opened the book I had grabbed to a random page, and spread it out on the cushion next to me as if I’d been reading. 
 
    Finally, I did another quick check of the necklace Nara had given me and made sure it was still secure. As I settled in, I readied myself mentally for what was ahead of me. I stopped thinking of what might happen if I failed in this task, and settled into complete and utter awareness of the room around me instead. 
 
    Then I waited. 
 
    The night was still and silent except for some distant, ambient screeching and what I thought might be the distant clack of an immense beak somewhere in the hills below. Every now and then, an occasional breeze gusted across the balcony and made the glass door sway slightly. 
 
    Then I heard the echo of a now-familiar whistle. 
 
    Next came a swift rush of wind, followed by a quick series of thuds that signaled three pairs of feet landing on the king’s balcony.  
 
    They were here. 
 
    I leaped up and faced the glass door head-on, hoping the Headmistress was still watching closely from the pendant that hung around my neck. 
 
    The bald man darted in first through the open door. The light of the oil lamp reflected off his fleshy head as he moved into its glow with quick, light steps. 
 
    Then the black-haired man sent the same door crashing open as he entered, and the bald man’s cruel mouth twisted in annoyance. He didn’t take his eyes off me, but he still didn’t quite react in time when I snatched up the candelabra next to me and lobbed it viciously at his head. 
 
    A very likely response if I were indeed the king right now. 
 
    A few feet away from him, the airborne candelabra veered abruptly off course with a gust of wind and crashed through one of the doors. Glass shards rained out onto the balcony, and I ground my teeth as I realized these assassins were still armed with some wind powers. 
 
    “Come on, Nara,” I muttered under my breath as the bald man looked at me with cold fury in his eyes. 
 
    Then he gave a start of recognition, and he looked harder into my eyes like he was trying to make sure he wasn’t hallucinating. I knew he must have recognized me now. 
 
    I took advantage of his inert state by sending an unlit candlestick hurtling at his face, and then I immediately snatched up my katana from the ground to parry the black-haired man’s swing as he jumped in to charge at me with his sword in hand. 
 
     A dull thunk told me that the candle had met its mark on the bald man’s head, and I felt a surge of elation at the apparent failure of the wind shield that had protected him a moment before. 
 
    Nara’s spell must be working. 
 
    Now the black-haired man was sending a relentless barrage of slashes and blows at me with his sword. He seemed more determined than ever to make up for his past blunders, and his surge of savage energy was now making up for his lack of finesse. 
 
    He clearly wasn’t as diligently trained as my own assassins, but his wild abandon made him just as lethal. 
 
    And yet, I knew too well how to deal with his type. 
 
    “Guards,” I barked toward the door behind me. I wanted to keep up the facade of the fearful monarch for the less observant black-haired man, who hadn’t even seemed to give my eyes a second glance in his haste to kill me. I lurched a little and angled my body slightly to the left like I was about to turn and make a run for the door. 
 
    My feigned slowness and appearance of age made the black-haired man cocky, and he darted forward and swung his blade at me high from the left, clearly thinking I would run right into the strike and aid him in decapitating me with a single blow. 
 
    Quick as a cobra, I ducked under his blow while I drew my curved dagger and brought the blade directly up into his gut. A wet, stunned gurgle burst forth from his lips as I wrenched the chisel-like blade from his toppling form and then used the momentum to twist and slash at the approaching bald man with my matching curved longsword. 
 
    I knew without having to check that the black-haired man was done for, but the bald man stopped on the verge of attacking me. He took one good look down at his companion who was now sprawled on the ground and then glanced up at my eyes again. Then he turned and snarled something unintelligible over his shoulder at the brown-haired man who had entered behind him. 
 
    The two of them swiftly raised blue stones in their hands and started making a quick, complex gesture. 
 
    I was briefly tempted to watch them and laugh ominously when their goddess didn’t answer their call for help, but gloating wasn’t really my style, and this was too good of an opportunity for a strike to miss out on. I dropped sideways into a roll and then arced my sword sideways at the bald man’s unguarded legs with all my strength. I was rewarded by a pained snarl that ramped up into a guttural shriek as the sword bit deeply into his flesh, and his legs crumpled. 
 
    To the right of me, the brown-haired man was poised to sweep down on me and clearly hoping to take me out quickly while I was rising from my roll to finish off his bald companion. 
 
    Fortunately, I was trained to multi-task. 
 
    I surprised the brown-haired man by abruptly switching directions to launch myself directly up at him in a furious stab. 
 
    Even for his smaller stature, the man was shockingly quick when he leaped into a movement that was half-turn and half-skip to avoid my curved blade. The blade still came up close enough that I heard the breath whoosh out of him as he sucked in his stomach. 
 
    It was too late for me to pull out of this headlong jump, so I made the most of my momentum and rolled into a somersault. I was thankful I hadn’t brought my two-handed sword as I pushed off the ground with my sword and dagger in hand and stood perfectly poised to come down on the bleeding bald man like a thunderbolt. 
 
    To avoid making skin contact, I abruptly angled my pajama-clad legs forward at the end of my descent and brought my knees crashing into the bald man’s chest to bring him down on his back. 
 
    This wasn’t my most graceful maneuver, but it was undeniably effective. 
 
    At first. 
 
    I landed on top of the bald man and sent the point of my sword directly at his face, but he twisted like an eel and headbutted me with an impossible amount of force. Suddenly, I was airborne as I pitched backward across the room, and as I hit the wall with a crash that sent pain jolting all the way up my spine, my two blades were shaken from my grasp. 
 
    The world reeled around me, and I dimly heard the distinct series of clatters that must’ve been my blades bouncing and skittering away across the floor. 
 
    “Fuck,” I grunted breathlessly as I clutched at the wall and scrambled to regain my feet. 
 
    I didn’t think the abnormally-strong headbutt had actually involved any skin contact with the bald man thanks to the king’s thick curls that spilled down to cover my forehead, but I dizzily touched a hand to my jaw just to make sure. A brief wave of relief swept over me as my fingers found the scratchy beard of the king still attached to my face. 
 
    Then I got my bearings and snatched my last weapon from its sheath: the smaller, curved short blade. Even with how quickly it could be drawn, I still slid it free just in time as the brown-haired man crossed the room in quick strides toward me. He now had two of his own curved twin blades in hand. 
 
    In my experience, less-trained fighters almost always assumed that two weapons automatically made them twice as powerful. But those types of fighters tended to be unaware of the fact that wielding two blades also took twice as much skill and practice, at the very least. 
 
    Ironically, such unskilled fighters would often quickly reveal this to me by trying to put on some sort of showy display of whirling the two blades around before they attacked, and this would unwittingly make it obvious this wasn’t their specialty. 
 
    The brown-haired man made no such attempt to put on a show. Just by the way he held the blades, I could quickly see that in this case, two weapons likely did make my opponent twice as dangerous. 
 
    This assassin knew a thing or two. 
 
    He came at me like a whirlwind and rained sharp, savage blows at me from every angle. I furiously parried his first few slashes while I adjusted my footing, but my blade was slightly shorter than his, and our curved blades interlocked too easily. If I were disarmed this way, I would be screwed. My opponent, on the other hand, would still have a blade left over even if I managed to loop one out of his hand with my own. 
 
    Along with that, I could see the bald man shifting in my peripheral vision, and I couldn’t risk engaging in an all-out, two-swords-against-one type of battle with the added risk of him pulling some kind of skullduggery, wounded or not. 
 
    I kept a sharp eye out for a way to even out the odds before I invested too much energy in the fight by launching into an unwise attack. I ducked, side-stepped, and feinted a series of blows while I carefully allowed the brown-haired man to press me backward and sideways until I was closer to the wall next. 
 
    One of the pale twin blades skimmed so close to my jaw that some of the king’s whiskers were sent flying with a soft, deadly snick. Quick as a cat, I jerked back and side-stepped again. Then I finally made it right up next to the wall where a few smaller, fluffy cushions of the king’s remained strewn on the floor. When I ducked and risked sending another blow glancing off my sword, I took the chance to kick up one of the cushions at the brown-haired man’s face. 
 
    Just as I’d hoped, one of his whirling, curved blades sank into the flying cushion. Then a cloud of feathers exploded to rain down everywhere as the cushion burst, and the torn fabric was sent flying to the side with the curved blade still hooked into it. I heard it clang off the gilded hearth as it fell inside, and I allowed myself one small smile as the brown-haired man cursed. 
 
    Then, before I could make another move, a strange, high-pitched quivering sound thrummed through the air. 
 
    Just in time, some instinct told me to duck, and I felt a trace of searing heat just barely miss the back of my neck as something shot through the feather-filled air in the spot I’d just been standing in. 
 
    It hit the wall with a quivering splat that made me jerk my head around to look, and I saw something that resembled a wickedly sharp porcupine quill embedded in the gilded wooden wall. It had a tuft of fluffy feathers threaded onto one end, and the wall around it was splattered with some sort of acidic-looking yellow substance that smoked slightly as it ate away at the paint right in front of my eyes. 
 
    It was a blow-dart and had clearly been coated or filled with some sort of extremely toxic substance. 
 
    “Shit.” I let the air hiss out between my teeth as I dropped down to a crouch and cast a quick look across the room. 
 
    The bald man had struggled to his knees and propped himself against a cushion for support. Blood still seeped from behind the hand he held clamped over his wounded leg. He was pale-faced, but he looked alert, and I could tell this stubborn bastard was pretty decently trained as well. 
 
    In his other hand, he held a long, thin tube that he had just lowered from his lips. It was a blow-gun, and the bald man had it pointed directly at me to fire for a second time. 
 
    When I glanced forward again, I realized the brown-haired man wasn’t going to engage with me anymore. Instead, he was just waiting there to sweep down on me with his remaining blade if I threw myself flat for cover or tried to jump into another upward strike with my blade. 
 
    In a split second, I knew what I had to do. 
 
    The bald man pursed his cruel lips and raised the tube to them, but I abruptly hurled my blade at the brown-haired man’s face. It wasn’t anything close to a decent throwing blade, but it had the exact effect I wanted. Without missing a beat, I launched myself directly at his legs while he raised his sword to block the airborne blade. 
 
    He grunted in surprise and dismay as I got his legs in my grip and bulled forward to bring him down in a tangle. In the last several minutes, he had clearly come to realize that I-- or in his view, the king-- was a trained fighter, and relinquishing my only visible weapon in such a risky move was now a completely unexpected move from me. 
 
    It was a calculated risk on my end, but still not one I would have taken if I’d had any other choice. 
 
    The bald man was delayed now, unable to send over any more darts for fear of hitting his fellow that I was now interlocked with in a furious battle that was made all the more furious by my need to avoid direct skin contact. 
 
    The brown-haired man had no such limitations, and he wasted no time in trying to sink his knuckles into my eye in a vicious punch as our interlocked blades went skating away across the floor together. 
 
    I managed to twist my upper body to the side to avoid this. Then I slammed my elbow into his ribs as I turned back with all the force I could muster. 
 
    The brown-haired man let out a sharp wheeze and doubled-over, and I heard the rest of his breath choke out of him when I slammed my palms down onto his back and leap-frogged over his head. 
 
    I could see the bald man raising his blow-gun again to aim at me once more. At the same time, the brown-haired man was staggering to his feet a few feet away. 
 
    And suddenly, I knew how to end this. 
 
    I waited frozen for the right moment to perform my split-second maneuver, and the time couldn’t have amounted to more than a few seconds, but it felt almost like an eternity, with my pulse hammering a violent beat in my ears. 
 
    As the bald man across the room pursed his lips again, I spun sideways without warning and hooked my pajama-clad arms under the arms of the brown-haired man from behind as he stumbled. The sharp huff of air that the bald man blew into the tube seemed to echo through the chamber as I furiously jerked every muscle in my body taut to spin quickly back into place, now with the disoriented brown-haired man in my grip as a shield. 
 
    He didn’t even scream as the blow-dart lanced through his neck instead of mine. His whole body just jerked once and then slumped against me lifelessly as the dart’s venom boiled through his throat and choked off his breathing. 
 
    I shoved the brown-haired man out of my arms unceremoniously, and he toppled to the ground at the feet of the marble statue. 
 
    Just as I lifted my head, a knife like an icepick went whistling within an inch of my ear and thudded into the wall behind me. 
 
    “What the hell?” I growled more in annoyance than surprise. 
 
    How did that bald bastard still have more weapons left? 
 
    It appeared he was out of his acidic blow-darts, but there was another deadly object in his hand now. 
 
    I dropped into a crouch again as it came whistling by, and I couldn’t help but admire the man’s aim when he was severely wounded and propped up against a cushion. Then I shifted forward again and tried to work out the quickest possible way to eliminate this final man who was starting to seem impossible to kill. 
 
    He somehow possessed incredible strength, which I could only assume he’d gained from one of the many tonics around that could offer as much, and his arsenal was apparently bottomless this evening. 
 
    Then he withdrew a hand from his pocket holding another one of these strange, icepick-like weapons, and even more of them came clattering out of his pocket as he did. I couldn’t stop an audible growl from escaping my lips at the sight, and I saw his own mouth curve upward into a grim smile. 
 
    But then, so quickly that neither of us had time to react, a bright, blazing light flared up in the night sky outside, and it only continued to get brighter. I squinted as I looked out and saw that a red-hot ball of flames was hurtling through the sky directly toward the king’s windows. 
 
    And somehow, there was a pair of beautiful, blazing red eyes at the center that were oddly familiar to me.

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    The fireball burst in through the remaining glass door with a deafening crash, and a panicked shriek burst from the bald man when it descended directly on top of him. The fire was growing dimmer, but it was thrashing and roiling furiously as it both pummeled and burned the man, and his strength and arsenal were no match for his opponent now. 
 
    I gaped in utter shock and stumbled backward, and I squinted into the fiery fray as I tried to decide if I was really hearing Cinis’ furious shrieks right now. 
 
    It was hard to decipher anything in the smoldering chaos, but the level of fury emanating from the flaming creature was distinct. 
 
    I knew this fury well. 
 
    Finally, the flames faded enough that I could see there was indeed a person inside them. She got to her feet over the man’s lifeless body and approached me, and the remains of the flames she was cloaked in flickered out. 
 
    I didn’t know if Cinis had purposefully set out to fight by my side without bothering to get dressed, or if her clothes had been sizzled off by the flames when she let her powers overtake her. Either way, she was completely naked as she sauntered up to me as casually as if we were meeting for dinner. 
 
    Fuck, this woman could stop an all-out war with those curves if she had to. 
 
    My vision tunneled as only her supple and swaying figure remained in sight, but it could have also been her ruthless slaughter of my opponent that was overwhelming my senses so much. 
 
    “Dex,” Cinis said in her husky voice, and she closed the last distance between us with a few quick bounds. Her perfectly-shaped breasts bobbed mesmerizingly, and I forgot she’d spoken my name until she said it again, more insistently, and with a touch of concern. “Dex?” 
 
    “Hmm?” I shook my head briskly. 
 
    “Did you see me destroy that man?” she asked with a giddy laugh. Her eyes were smoldering red. 
 
    “Cin,” I said, and I felt like my voice would explode with all the things I was feeling in reaction to her arrival. I was concerned and angry that she’d risked herself for me, and more than a bit pissed that she’d once again disobeyed my orders. 
 
    But I was incredibly grateful, and more than a little awed at her fiery display. 
 
    I was also extremely turned on, and it took all my strength not to crush the naked queen against me in a kiss. 
 
    Instead, I wordlessly crossed the room to nudge the black-haired man’s lifeless body with the toe of my boot. His hand was still slightly warm, yet the luminous stone still clutched in it radiated a deadly cold as I picked it up with my sleeve, or rather, the king’s sleeve, and pocketed it. 
 
    Then I approached the brown-haired man’s body and did the same, but I took great care to avoid the still-smoking area where the poisoned dart was lodged in his neck… or what remained of his neck. Half of the flesh had been eaten away. 
 
    As I tore my eyes away from this gruesome sight and stood to approach the bald man’s body last, I saw that Cinis had saved me the trouble of looting his charred corpse to retrieve his stone, too. She stood from her position kneeling over him and then walked over to meet me halfway. 
 
    The Ember Priestess held out her hand palm-up, and when she opened her fingers, I saw she had the stone clutched in a singed scrap of fabric she must’ve taken off of the bald man. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said quietly as I carefully took the stone from her pale hand and added it to the other two in my pocket. 
 
    “What will you do with them?” the queen asked with a slight furrow on her forehead between her still faintly-glowing eyes. 
 
    “Keep them locked away with the others, most likely.” I shrugged. “I just don’t want them ending up in the wrong hands.” 
 
    I left it unsaid that anyone’s hands would’ve been the wrong hands, because if the power of the wind goddess still resided in these stones, they were best kept far away from any mortals. 
 
    My statement included the king doubly, because I wanted to be able to approach him about the wind goddess thing in my own time. I planned to do this soon, since the situation likely was far from over, but the thought of facing any demands for information before I’d had a good night’s rest was something I hoped to avoid. 
 
    I still had some anger simmering under the surface about Cinis going against my orders to show up here, and the queen seemed to sense this, because her lower lip poked out a little as she watched my face. 
 
    “I had to come make sure you were okay,” Cinis murmured. “I couldn’t help it, Dex. You’re going to be the father of my children, and… I couldn’t just let you fight alone. I hung back, and I was very patient, but then I saw that bastard wasn’t backing down and… well. I love you.” 
 
    “I love that you care, Cin, and thank you, but…” I sighed. “Please never do that again.” 
 
    She gave me the shadow of a stubborn frown but didn’t say anything. 
 
    “I asked you to stay in the Ardere for a reason,” I reminded her. “You’re the queen. And Ephy--” 
 
    “Ephy is perfectly safe,” the fiery queen assured me with a small smile. “She’s even made friends with a few of the fire fairies.” 
 
    I shuddered slightly at the memory of the fire fairies trying to drag me off, but I had to grin at the thought of my sweet siren enjoying the beauty of the firelands again. 
 
    Then I sobered up as I thought of the wind goddess, and the fury that would come when she realized she’d been thwarted in her plans. I didn’t think there was a way of her knowing that her servants had been killed just yet, but I couldn’t be sure, and if she had tried to contact them, and had met with the resistance from Nara’s spell, then that fury could already be spurring her into some kind of action. 
 
    “I need you to go back to the Ardere, Cin,” I said firmly. “I don’t know what kind of threat this wind goddess presents at the moment. We have no idea if she’s powerful enough to personally wreak havoc with the winds this far from her domain, or what she might do next… I need you to stay in your palace for the night, and then bring Ephy back to my estate in the morning.” 
 
    The queen seemed to see the sense in my words. 
 
    Then, to my surprise, she kissed me full on the lips despite the fact that I hadn’t morphed back into myself yet. The immediate tingle in my limbs warned me that I was dangerously close to mirroring my lover by accident, but I could hardly focus on this. I just tried to remain as I was long enough to enjoy Cinis’ kiss, and then she giggled when she pulled back, most likely at the bold scandalousness of kissing the King of Ocadia. 
 
    But I didn’t find out, because at that very moment, the voice of the real king sounded outside the door. 
 
    “Master Morgan!” He rapped sharply on the door. “Are you well?” 
 
    “Go,” I hissed at Cinis as my heart rate lurched up a notch. 
 
    She gave me one last lusty look and then jumped in alarm as the door rattled. 
 
    Then the naked queen darted back out onto the balcony, leaped gracefully upward as she spread out her wings to gain more height, and flew off into the night sky. 
 
    “Master Morgan!” The door thumped and rattled again, and I hurriedly morphed back into myself just before it burst open on its hinges, and the wooden bar went flying. 
 
    I had no time to change my clothes or move another inch, though, and the king’s eyes widened in shock as he saw me standing amidst the bloody mess I had made of his room. Then his eyes fell on the body of the black-haired man, who was closest to him, and he jumped back a little. The other two bodies didn’t escape his notice, either, and I saw his gaze linger for a few moments on the now slightly charred remains of the bald man lying inside the shattered glass doors. 
 
    Then the king looked at me again, and his eyes bulged wider into a scandalized stare as he took in the fact that I was dressed in his own clothes.  
 
    His mouth just gaped for a moment before he seemed to find his voice. “Master Morgan… You…” 
 
    “Sorry about the clothes,” I said carefully. “I didn’t mean to get them so… bloody.” 
 
    I got the impression that it took a great effort for the king to pull his focus away from this, but finally he spoke in his normal, gruff tone. 
 
    “I expect you had to lure them in somehow,” the king muttered. “Otherwise, it would be my own body needing to be cleaned off the floor. I’m grateful, Master Morgan, truly.” 
 
    I nodded respectfully, but I could hardly focus on him. Seeing Cinis had brought my women to the forefront of my mind, and the dangers this wind goddess still posed were undeniable. 
 
    This battle had only just begun, and while I trusted Cinis to keep herself and Ephy well-guarded tonight, Nara was directly involved in this fight now. 
 
    She had single-handedly blocked the wind goddess’ powers for me, and I needed to check that she was safe. 
 
    “Well, I really should be--” I promptly started as I dug around the mess to locate my three blades, but the king cut in. 
 
    “We ought to discuss your reward,” the king insisted. “You’ve done me an incredible service, Master Morgan.” 
 
    “We’ll get to that another day,” I said firmly and sheathed my sword and the two smaller blades. “That, and your future safety. I’m concerned that removing these assassins will not be the end of the larger issue here, but right now, I have someone I need to check on. Would you mind terribly dismissing your guards in the hall? I’d hate for them to, uh… understand precisely what I’ve been up to this evening.” 
 
    The king seemed a little cross, but after some grumbling, he strode out of the room, ordered his guards away, and gestured me out of his chambers as soon as the coast was clear. Then we spent a long and silent walk striding side by side toward the secret passage at the base of the castle. 
 
    “I trust you’ll be back soon,” he said with a beady-eyed look when we reached our destination. 
 
    “I’ll be back.” I nodded. “You have my word. Have a pleasant evening.” 
 
    He opened his mouth like he might protest at my partial agreement to his words, but I set off down the passage, and after a few moments his voice echoed from behind me. “Thank you, Master Morgan.” 
 
    When I emerged from the fake drainage lid and poked my head out of the shrubs, the castle grounds around me seemed deserted, and I quickly shimmied out of the bushes and set off toward the Witches’ Estate. 
 
    I was nearing the walls when a figure came rushing at me out of the blackness and then stopped short a few feet in front of me. 
 
    “Incrassatum,” I said in a mild voice. “How are the witches?” 
 
    “As normal as they’re capable of being, I believe,” the wolfish assassin assured me. Then she eyed me up and down and smirked a little. “Didn’t realize it was you until the moon shined off your hair.” 
 
    Her stare reminded me that I was still wearing the king’s clothes, and a small chuckle escaped me. “My work tonight required a different style of clothing.” 
 
    “Glad you’re alright,” Incrassatum snickered a little and then gave me a hint of a smile that was as close to genuine as it got for her as she looked at the bloodstains. 
 
    “Thanks.” I grinned at her. “You can head home now, alright? I’ll be there shortly.” 
 
    She nodded. “Well, they do seem capable of taking care of themselves. Are you bringing the head witch?” 
 
    This seemed to be a casual inquiry, but I noticed a slight difference in Incrassatum’s tone, and I thought she might actually be taking a liking to the Headmistress. I tried to remember the last time Incrassatum had seemed to take a liking to anyone, but I came up short. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m bringing her,” I said in a casual tone. “Oh, and… Don’t forget to bring Spodium with you.” 
 
    Incrassatum scowled a little and then prowled off. 
 
    I inched my way through the shrubs of the secret entrance. After a few steps inside the yard, a rush of stony wings crackled around me, and I looked up to see three of Rhona’s stone gargoyles flapping overhead. They loomed menacingly over me as they blocked out the moonlight, but they didn’t attack. They just continued to circle me for a moment before turning and flying off together toward the sanctum. 
 
    As they turned, I saw all three gargoyles open their mouths and release a string of bizarre sounds that were almost like a dog’s bark, but with a harsh, stony tone to it, and it was interspersed with a low sharp sound like boulders splitting. 
 
    The noise faded as they flew out of view, and I made it down the rest of the winding path through the towering plants without even the bell-like flowers announcing my presence. They just fluttered innocently in the slight breeze, with their electric-orange color clearly visible, even in the darkness. 
 
    It made me wonder where all the spectacular defenses were that the witches had been whipping up. Other than the gargoyles, I’d seen no sight of them, although I supposed Nara had likely reminded her coven to exclude me from their spells as they had with my assassins who’d been standing watch. 
 
    I was a little relieved to see that the witches had kept everything in order here, and not even an ornery gust of wind swirled around the place, but that didn’t ease my concerns. I despised getting others caught up in the crosshairs of my work, but tonight it had been necessary to do so. I didn’t regret involving Nara, but I would be damned if I let anything happen to her because of my work. 
 
    Even if her estate did look to be unscathed so far, I knew we were all far from being in the clear. Anything could happen in the upcoming days, and there was only one way I felt certain I could ensure her safety. 
 
    And that was if I looked after her myself. 
 
    The gargoyles must have alerted the witches to my arrival, because I heard the sanctum’s door burst open just before I came into sight of it, and as I walked forward, the gray-haired Griselda came bustling out onto the doorstep. 
 
    “Oh!” she dithered on the doorstep for a moment. She looked and sounded every bit like a kindly, feeble old witch, and then she turned over her shoulder and screeched in a deafening tone. “Headmistress!” 
 
    Griselda beckoned me into the witches’ sanctum for the second time, and I followed her inside. 
 
    There were only a few witches in the cavernous chamber of the ground floor. Amongst them was Rhona, who was scratching one of the gargoyles under its stony chin like it was a dog. Then it took off in a low flight toward the door, and I stepped out of its way. It gave me a quiet, stony bark in passing before it trundled out the door to resume its patrolling of the grounds. 
 
    A moment later, there was a great clattering and clomping from the stone stairs as Nara came clambering down in her platform shoes. As soon as she saw me, she came running, and she leaped at me with unrestrained excitement to latch onto me in a hug. I was exhausted from my fight with the assassins, but I spun the giddy witch around in a circle before I set her down on the ground in front of me. 
 
    “Hi, Nara,” I chuckled. “I take it you enjoyed your spellwork?” 
 
    “I feel fucking amazing,” she gushed. “It’s been ages since I did some risky spellwork, although I personally didn’t see much of the risk up in that sweltering attic. But you… you positively slaughtered all those men!” 
 
    The Headmistress shook her head in amazement. 
 
    “Did you see the whole thing?” I asked with a slight frown. 
 
    “Not exactly… It’s already a bit of a complicated spell that I was doing, and it involves a lot of bowing, kneeling, and chanting.” She rolled her eyes to show what she thought of this sort of devotional magic. “And then my modifications made it a bit trickier. But after that, I was able to watch more while I held the spell in place, kept the fire burning, and whatnot. And when Cinis flew in through that window…” 
 
    Nara shook her head again with an awed expression, like she couldn’t even find words good enough to praise Cinis’ fiery attack. 
 
    I caught something else in her face, too. An expression that reminded me of the arousal I myself had felt at the approach of the nude queen. 
 
    “She was absolutely incredible,” I agreed. 
 
    “As were you,” Nara hummed, and she sent me a pointed look. “It’s so very odd, but I could have sworn I saw you impersonating our prestigious ruler this evening… in a most convincing way.” 
 
    “Did you?” I asked with the firmest of poker faces. 
 
    “Yes.” The Headmistress narrowed her eyes. “Curious bit of magic you have there, Dex. I’m not sure I’ve ever come across anything like it…” 
 
    “I see.” I ignored her obvious prying and chose to broach my own conversation about the concern that had been lurking in my mind, and the main reason I’d come. “Listen, I appreciate your help in all this, and words can’t even express how impressed I am, but I’m very concerned for your safety. I don’t want you being alone tonight.” 
 
    The witch looked caught off-guard by the earnestness of my tone. 
 
    “But I won’t be alone, exactly,” Nara protested. “My coven--” 
 
    “Your coven didn’t do anything to enrage the Goddess of the Prevailing Winds,” I reminded her. “You did, and there’s even the chance that she knows exactly who you are, thanks to those birds. We don’t know what will come of this, but I guarantee our efforts tonight won’t be overlooked. I can’t allow you to stay here, where this goddess could easily find you.” 
 
    Nara’s face darkened at the mention of the birds and the dangers ahead. Then she bit her lip. “Well… Where else would I go?” 
 
    “My estate,” I said immediately. “It’s the safest place in Ocadia, and thanks to your work in blocking the winds, the wind goddess should have no idea it was me in that chamber destroying her plans. Do you think your witches can hold down the fort for tonight?” 
 
    Nara blinked her dark green eyes rapidly, and her cheeks blushed a beautiful red. I could practically hear her brain scrambling to interpret my invitation, and I sent her the subtlest grin. 
 
    Her cheeks only blushed darker at this, but she quickly pretended to be unaffected. 
 
    “Of course, they can,” the Headmistress chuckled lightly. “Hmm… Well, I suppose it makes sense that I’d be safe at your estate. Let me just go inform…” 
 
    She hurried off toward the knot of witches by the stairs, and I moved to look out the closest window. The night seemed calm and still as before, but there was something eerie about it that I couldn’t quite place. 
 
    Not long after, Nara returned to my side. She nodded at me, and I pulled her out the door with me to leave. 
 
    “Goodbye, Master Morgan!” Griselda quavered at me from the doorstep, and I gave her a friendly wave as we passed. 
 
    Then silence closed in around us while we wove down the path. 
 
    “So, who are you leaving in command?” I asked the Headmistress. 
 
    “Oh, all of them, really.” Nara waved her hand carelessly and ignored my dubious expression at this chaotic idea. “But Rhona will take the lead. That’s what I’ve been grooming her for, really.” 
 
    “The gargoyle girl?” I asked with a grin. She definitely had the spirit of a commander, from what I’d seen of her. 
 
    The Headmistress chuckled at my description of the young witch. “Yes. She’s a bit headstrong, but I plan to see that she grows out of it.” 
 
    When we got back to my estate, I was relieved that no one pressed me with too many questions just yet. I was excited to tell my assassins that the threat of the foreign assassins had been eliminated, but right now, it sounded like a lot to deal with. 
 
    As I approached, I could see that Incrassatum and Spodium had relieved Pamphrus and Vulnus to take the night shift in patrolling the estate. Incrassatum gave me another one of her oddly reassuring nods, and even the energetic Spodium merely waved, like she was afraid of receiving another elbow to the gut if she bothered me. I gave them both a tired grin and continued inside with the Headmistress at my side. 
 
    Even Mazne didn’t fuss over me too much, though that might’ve had something to do with the presence of Nara, and maybe the fact that I wasn’t covered in actual brains today. 
 
    “Will you be joining me in my sleeping chambers?” I asked the Headmistress in a tone of utmost politeness once we were out of earshot. 
 
    Nara shot me a coy look, and the same pretty blush dotted her cheeks. “Perhaps… I could be convinced to.” 
 
    I took this as a likely yes, and my thoughts were confirmed when she immediately trailed along after me to my sleeping quarters. 
 
    Inside, she approached me slowly, and she gave me a little smile while she examined me with her lucid green eyes. Even in the dimness, they shone like two emeralds. 
 
    “I don’t know how I’ll repay you for looking after me tonight, Master Morgan,” she murmured with a funny mixture of sincere gratitude and playful sultriness. 
 
    “You looked after me as well,” I chuckled quietly and allowed her to walk her hands up the buttons of the king’s bloodstained shirt that I was still wearing, but my voice was serious and steady when I answered her. 
 
    “Maybe I should do more, though?” she whispered.  
 
    “You’ve done a hell of a lot just by involving yourself in this situation to begin with, Nara,” I assured her. “Thank you.” 
 
    The Headmistress seemed touched by this, but I could tell she wanted something more. She seemed determined to play coy with it, too. 
 
    “Yes, well,” she mused. “I’ve never let another man wear my little eye charm on them before. Meant quite a bit to me, you know… In fact, very few men have even enjoyed my company at all. I’m very particular…” 
 
    She leaned in close to me as she spoke, and her ripe breasts pressed up against me again. Then she idly brushed back her dark, wild hair, and she still smelled a bit like driftwood smoke, with a hint of something herbal or flowery like winter Daphnes. 
 
     It was a scent that seemed to wake me up a little, and I was suddenly even more aware of the witch’s alluring appearance. “He must’ve been a lucky man.” 
 
    “Oh, he turned out to be such a swine… Nothing like you, really,” she murmured a little absently as she seemed to finish studying my face. Then she looked me up and down. “Hmm… Your clothes are a bit bloody. Perhaps you should remove them and set about convincing me to stay here with you some more.” 
 
    “Should I?” I cocked an eyebrow. 
 
    She answered me by trailing her hands down my chest and then reached down to start pulling off the king’s shirt and then the flannel pants. But despite her playful seduction, she now seemed strangely shy. 
 
    I got the feeling she was waiting for me to take the lead, and I wrapped my arms around the witch. 
 
    She practically melted against me right away as we kissed. 
 
    After a long moment, she pulled back a bit and addressed me in her most prim and proper voice. “Perhaps… you could convince me with a bit more… vigor.” 
 
    I looked at her for a moment with an appraising expression. Then I grabbed her by the hips to turn her around and pushed her up against the ivy-covered wall. She gasped a little and braced her hands against it, and I reached up and pulled them upward to join above her head before I closed my hand around both of her dainty wrists to anchor them against the wall. 
 
    “Like this?” I asked under my breath as I pressed her against the hard surface. 
 
    “Mmm… Yes, absolutely.” The Headmistress trembled in anticipation. “I quite like that…” 
 
    “You’re a very naughty witch,” I chuckled. “Do you know that?” 
 
    “You have no idea,” she half-moaned. 
 
    I grinned at the sultry sound of her words, but I couldn’t deny there was a bit of a challenge in her tone. 
 
    A challenge I was eager to accept. 
 
    She gasped softly again when I tugged her dress up to expose her pussy to me, and she shifted her feet to spread her legs slightly as if to beckon me onward. I let her feel the weight of my chest pressing her against the wall while I slowly breached the entrance of her waiting pussy. 
 
    It felt like Nara’s soft, wet passage quivered with the effort of accommodating me as I fully sheathed myself in it, but the Headmistress still moaned with pleasure, and she tried to squirm eagerly back onto me when I slowly pulled most of my dick out of her and shifted back a little. 
 
    I kept one hand locked around her wrists overhead, so she was stopped in her attempt. 
 
    Then she abruptly arched her back to bring her back side toward me, and at the same time, she shifted to bare her pussy to me completely. “Just fuck me already, Master M--” 
 
    The Headmistress fell silent in the middle of her playful use of my title as I yanked down the top of her corset dress and sent the rest of its buttons spinning to the floor. Her breasts spilled free, and I cupped one with my spare hand before I pinned her against the wall with my chest again. She shuddered and moaned when I filled her passage with my rigid cock for a second time, and I used the type of quick, rough thrusts that she was practically begging me for.  
 
    I felt her hands move to clutch at the air, and she bit her lip over a whimper of pleasure when I started to fuck her in earnest. 
 
    “Say my name again,” I whispered raggedly in her ear before I gently bit at her neck. 
 
    “D… Dex?” she gasped breathlessly. 
 
    “No…” I growled as I slowed and almost pulled out of her again. 
 
    “I said Master--” Another sensual whimper came out of her as I plunged my aching dick back into her passage again. “Master!” 
 
    The sensation that I had tamed the sassy, willful witch made fucking her even more pleasurable, and I took her with a mindless, carnal intensity. Tremors of pleasure ran through her entire body while she moaned and pushed her hips against me to receive every bit of my cock, and I relentlessly tested the limits of her tight, wet sheath no matter how loud her moans got. 
 
    I couldn’t hold back a low moan of my own as Nara arched into the pleasure of her shuddering climax, and when I continued to fuck her throughout it, her moans turned into passionate shrieks. The sultry witch was surrendering completely to me in the throes of her orgasm, and she continued to spasm against me while I thrust inside her without mercy for another few minutes. 
 
    “What’s my name?” I growled in her ear one more time. 
 
    “Master!” she whined as she continued pressing herself irresistibly against me. 
 
    Then I lifted Nara’s hips slightly into the air and pressed her whole body against the ivy-covered wall with mine as I plunged my cock deep inside her one more time. I held her there while I sprayed what felt like an endless torrent of cum into her womb, and she gasped and spasmed again with each pulse of my cock like she was attuned to even my slightest movements. 
 
    Finally she collapsed down against me and then whimpered again as this just succeeded in planting her even more firmly on my shaft. I was still hard just from the pleasure of fucking the Headmistress into submission, and she quivered against me while she caught her breath. 
 
    I chuckled and planted my hands on her hips to lift her off my cock while I turned her around, and she gasped again as it slid wetly out of her. She playfully slapped at my hands at first when I went to slip the rest of her dress off of her, like she hadn’t just begged me to pin her up against the wall and fuck her. 
 
    Still, I had her bare in a matter of seconds, and Nara wore a languid, dreamy expression on her face when I picked her up to set her on the bed. At first, she didn’t appear to notice that I stood back to fold my arms and admire her as she stretched out naked on my sheets with my creamy seed dripping out of her, but I took my time enjoying the erotic view. 
 
    It was one I’d imagined several times in the last couple of weeks. 
 
    The witch was slim and long-limbed, but still curvy even without her scandalous dresses to emphasize it. Her breasts were high and full with nipples the color of mulled wine, and they rose and fell at a slower pace as she caught her breath after the fucking I’d given her. 
 
    As I admired the length of her spread out on my bed, I felt like I had plucked some exquisite, forbidden wildflower from one of the bristling, thorny plants that surrounded the Witches’ Estate and had somehow lived to tell the tale. Not only that, but this wild, witchy flower seemed to have bloomed just for me. 
 
    Then the satiated witch peeked one long-lashed eye open to see what I was doing, and she snatched at me to yank me into the sheets with her. I allowed myself to be tumbled into them, and then I settled in with her at my side. 
 
    To my surprise, she blinked sleepily and nodded off before I did, despite my exhaustion from the insane day I’d just gone through. 
 
    I felt peaceful, though. I had overcome the hurdle of killing the three mysterious and powerful assassins, and better still, I’d managed to do it without revealing my mirroring powers to the king. The fact that I hadn’t exploded anyone recently was another welcome simplification, although I definitely wouldn’t have minded if that stubborn bald bastard had burst like an overripe melon before my eyes. At least I had seen him savagely eliminated by my lethal, bodacious fire queen. 
 
    There also seemed to be a strong possibility that I would truly be able to harness these mysterious water powers that I now possessed. Although there was still the ongoing goddess scenario to investigate, I was sure I would still have a chance to explore my abilities a little more now that there wasn’t such an urgent situation right on my doorstep. I even had a feeling I could fit in some fruit-exploding target practice throughout the process of figuring out how to fully defeat the Goddess of the Prevailing Winds in her plot to seize control of Ocadia. 
 
    It felt like I was in a good place despite the utter chaos of this week, and the sexy, scandalous witch slumbering next to me made it all the better. I had a feeling Cinis and Ephy would feel the same, and I smiled lazily at the thought of what the fire queen would say if and when she saw Nara in my bed… or, more likely, how long it would take for her to jump in bed and join us. 
 
    I put it at no more than three seconds.  
 
    After a while, I felt myself starting to drift off into sleep. Just as I was about to doze off, though, I heard something odd from outside that immediately made me shoot up straight in bed to listen. 
 
    The noise was a growl, and even as I sat there and listened to it, it ramped up into a fierce snarl that bordered on a roar. 
 
    It was Nimith. 
 
    Alarmed, I jumped up and sprinted to the window. 
 
    When I looked out, at first I just saw the night’s blackness. But after a moment, something came swirling and soaring into my view, and I stared at it as I tried to figure out what it was. 
 
    Then I saw a pair of eyes staring at me out of the darkness. They were a yellow-gold color that was almost shocking to look at, like the eyes of a hawk, and I quickly realized I had seen them before. 
 
    The wind goddess’ face didn’t fully materialize, but from her eyes alone, I could tell without a doubt that she was now looking directly at me, rather than toward me, the way she had when I’d seen her in the water. 
 
    Her liquid gaze was filled with fury, and the look in them clearly said she knew exactly who I was and where to find me. 
 
    I stared back at her eyes in a sort of horrified trance, and even the renewed snarling of Nimith barely shook me out of it. 
 
    Then the nipitar came into view as she soared up into the air on golden wings and snapped her long, razor-sharp teeth savagely at the appearance of the goddess. 
 
    When Nimith’s teeth chomped furiously down it, the vision quivered and shattered into a fine dust that blew away in a sudden gust of wind. 
 
    But I knew she wasn’t truly gone. 
 
    The wayward wind goddess knew I’d thwarted her efforts tonight, and even though I had no idea what her ultimate goals were in all this, there wasn’t a doubt in my mind that she would try to get back at me for my meddling. 
 
    My troubles with the wind were only just beginning. 
 
      
 
    End of Book 3 
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