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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 
 
    “Shh, you have to be quiet.” I pressed my finger to my lips as I glanced back over my shoulder at the woman pressed in behind me. Her vibrant red hair was coiled atop her head in an elaborate bun with strands curling down to frame her delicate, heart-shaped face.  
 
    Her hazel eyes were wide and practically gleamed with excitement, even in the darkness of the ill-used palace corridor. She held tightly to my free hand underneath my cloak. 
 
    “I’m being quiet,” Maggie replied, though her voice was laced with another round of giggling.  
 
    I couldn’t recall a time I had seen the Duchess of Ocadia so giddy. One of the many things I loved about her was her usually subdued personality, and it was refreshing to see a new side of her as I tried to guide her through the bowels of the palace.  
 
    She probably knew the palace walls far better than I did, but I had a skill she didn’t. I knew how to sneak and how to hide. It came with the territory of being a Master Assassin, though this was the first time I had used some of the skills in my well-stocked arsenal to sneak a future heir to the throne out of her uncle’s palace.  
 
    “Not quiet enough,” I said, but even I couldn’t make myself sound too angry with the eager duchess. I turned my focus forward again, if only to keep myself from doing something else with my time, like kissing her perfectly pink lips.  
 
    It had been nearly a month since the chaos caused by Mihany, the Goddess of the Prevailing Winds, had finally come to a blessed close. After what felt like weeks on end of harassing the entire kingdom of Ocadia, I had finally managed to not only banish the shadow selves of her two goddess sisters, but tame the goddess herself.  
 
    The final battle had been full of surprises, and I could still feel one of them roiling under my skin like some sort of current. I had taken all of the knowledge I’d obtained about Jolin Obhain, the last hero to destroy a shadow self, and I had put it into practice by making the ultimate sacrifice.  
 
    Myself.  
 
    I had been willing to lay down my life for the greater good of the kingdom of Ocadia, and through that sacrifice, I had absorbed some of one of the Wayward Wind Goddesses’ powers as her shadow self was fully destroyed with no hopes of returning this time. I could still feel the power underneath my skin like some sort of splinter. 
 
    No, not quite a splinter, because it was far from unpleasant, but it was something new and wholly different than anything I had ever felt before. It was different even from when I had stolen some of the water from the sacred spring of the Water Goddesses to become my siren lover, Ephelia’s, life force. 
 
    This was something that felt more wild and untamed, and I wasn’t quite used to it yet.  
 
    “Thank you again, Dex,” Maggie’s voice was soft and low, and she pulled me from my thoughts of the new wind power that had made itself at home in my body. “For doing this. It means the world to me that you would do something like this, especially when you don’t have to.”  
 
    “You don’t have to thank me,” I told her. “I would gladly do anything that would make you happy. Even if it includes hiding from your uncle’s guards.”  
 
    In my pursuit to figure out how to destroy Mihany’s sisters for good, I had needed to uncover as much information about Jolin Obhain as possible, and that in turn had led me to an ancient wizard named Ezralore Havet.  
 
    Ezralore was apparently an old friend of Gozis the Darkmaster, and the necromancer had pointed me in his direction when I had inquired about information. I hadn’t known what to expect when I’d stumbled upon Ezralore’s tent in one of the more reputable, ordinary markets in Ocadia. Maybe some sort of dusty tome or decrepit old man who couldn’t offer me much help at all. But instead, I had met a surprisingly sprightly man of just over a thousand years old who had somehow recognized me for what I was. 
 
    Ezralore Havet had known that I was a mirror mage, and he’d asked me to return to his tent so the two of us could have another discussion.  
 
    He hadn’t asked that I bring the heir to the Ocadian throne with me, though. That was my own strange addition to the already strange event. But I owed it to Maggie to let her meet the wizard, because if it hadn’t been for her, I wouldn’t have found the information I needed in the first place.  
 
    She knew the palace’s library like the back of her hand, and as it had turned out, she was perhaps the only person in the kingdom who had grown up knowing the truth about the hero Jolin Obhain. He had been a real man, with real feelings and friends he exchanged letters with. One of those friends, of course, had been Ezralore himself.  
 
    Maggie had been so eager and grateful upon my promise to bring her to meet the wizard that she had gladly gotten onto her knees in the back rows of the library and--  
 
    It wasn’t the time to think about that, or I really would find something a bit more thrilling than sneaking through the palace and dodging guards.  
 
    “Come on,” I said.  
 
    I poked my head around the corner as I watched one of the many processions of guards march through a long, winding corridor before turning at the end of the hall and disappearing from view. Once the coast was clear, I quickly pulled Maggie along behind me as the two of us darted from one hall to another without being seen at all.  
 
    “This is so exciting,” Maggie whispered. She at least had made an attempt to lower her voice a little, and I could appreciate the effort, even if she was still far from being a wholly capable assassin. She was much too pretty to be able to blend easily into crowds.  
 
    The two of us were nearing one of the many exits from the palace, and it felt like the first victory of the day was just within reach. I glanced around once more, and the hood that covered my white-blond hair slipped from my head as I did so.  
 
    No one would find it odd that I was within the palace walls, thanks to the king’s well-received lie that I was his weapons master, but that wouldn’t exactly stop the guards, or the king of Ocadia himself, from questioning why I was sneaking around with the heir to the throne.  
 
    I kept Maggie close to my side as I tugged her along with me through a narrow doorway. The chill that filled the air in the dark, cobblestone hallways vanished in all but an instance as the two of us ducked into the heat of the busy palace kitchen.  
 
    There were a handful of peasant-looking palace employees milling about the kitchen in various stages of baking, chopping, and butchering in preparation for the many-coursed meals that would inevitably be served throughout the day for the king and the other various important people that came in and out of the palace walls. 
 
    The heat that filled the large space was sweltering, and I instantly wished I didn’t have on my cloak. A large fire roared beneath a massive cast-iron cauldron where a woman in a dirty apron used a large wooden spoon to stir some sort of stew. 
 
    The scent coming off the concoction was enough to make my stomach growl in appreciation, and it was a definite reminder that I hadn’t eaten anything that morning. I wondered if Ezralore would have anything to eat when we arrived.  
 
    I had sent him a message via bird, thanks to Nara’s strangely brilliant new messaging system, to inform him that I would be coming by that morning, and that I would be bringing a guest along with me. Though, upon second thought, maybe I shouldn’t ingest anything that Ezralore might try to give me.  
 
    The last time I’d been to his strange tent in the markets, he had tried to get high with me. I wasn’t sure that was necessarily an experience I wanted to have in the first place, much less with Maggie there with me.  
 
    One of the cooks looked up as we quickly brushed past the large wooden table he was working at. He used a wickedly-sharp knife to easily dice up vegetables with the sort of precision I demanded from the assassins who worked at my estate, and I couldn’t help but be a little impressed.  
 
    If any of the workers were concerned about the fact someone was shepherding the heir out of the palace via the exit in the kitchens, they certainly didn’t act like it. No one said a word as the two of us quickly made our way out through the heavy wooden door that led to a tamped-down dirt path.  
 
    As soon as the door swung shut behind us, Maggie let out another loud peal of laughter, only this time, I didn’t bother to remind the duchess she should be quiet. We were decidedly alone, but I still gave a cursory glance around to make sure I had the entire situation scoped out. 
 
    It was one of the many things that had kept me alive as an assassin, and even though I wasn’t on a job, it never hurt to be overprepared.  
 
    If I had thought the foul weather that blotted out the sun would be enough to dampen the duchess’ giddy mood, I was sorely mistaken. Even the dark, rolling clouds couldn’t stop her from giving an eager little twirl.  
 
    Her dress was made of some sort of fine, exquisite purple material that was perfectly tailored to her chest and the narrow taper of her waist. The skirt draped delicately from her hips, and as she spun, I was able to see that the material wasn’t just a pale purple. It was made of layers and layers of thin, silky fabric in all sorts of lovely pastels that I could only see when she moved. 
 
    I hadn’t been able to appreciate the craftsmanship of the dress, or more accurately, how it looked as it clung to her perfect body, in the darkness of the palace’s back halls.  
 
    Her breasts were pressed tightly against the chest of the bodice, and each breath she took made them swell upward in a way that was decidedly distracting. Her pale, freckled skin was almost luminescent in the surprising darkness of midday, thanks to the roiling clouds overhead.  
 
    The storms were far from the monstrosities that Mihany had bestowed upon the kingdom during her goddess-sized temper tantrum a month before, but they were still far from welcome. For the last handful of weeks, near incessant storms and rainstorms had blown in from the North without an apparent cause, and it was beginning to get on my last nerve.  
 
    Was it too much to ask for a little sun now and again?  
 
    Just as I reached out to grab Maggie’s hand in mine, a large crack of lightning cut across the sky like a streak of white paint on a black canvas.  
 
    The duchess gave a surprised little yelp and all but threw herself into my arms. A fair pink flush tinged the tops of her cheeks, and she chewed delicately at her lower lip, as if she was embarrassed with the display of sudden emotion.  
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh as I tugged her closer to my side. I quickly whipped off my black cloak and draped it around her shoulders in an easy, fluid motion. I fastened the clasp at the fragile hollow of her throat, and while I was more than a little sad to see the view of her breasts go, it was definitely more important that she didn’t get spotted.  
 
    “There,” I said as I tugged the hood up over her bright red curls. “Now you’re hardly recognizable. Come on, before the storm can--”  
 
    But the words had barely left my lips before there was another loud crack of thunder, and suddenly, rain began to pour from the sky like someone had cut it open.  
 
    Great.  
 
    I was really getting tired of these fucking storms.  
 
    Before I could find myself thoroughly drenched by the relentless rain pelting down around us, I raised one of my hands in front of me in an innocuous display.  
 
    But the gesture was far from mundane, because as I did so, the raindrops that threatened to soak both me and the duchess to the bone bounced harmlessly off an invisible sort of barrier.  
 
    It was one of the tricks I’d worked out during the catastrophic storms Mihany had gleefully launched at the kingdom. Thanks to the water magic swirling through my veins, I was able to keep all the water at bay at only the cost of the aquamarine mark on my torso glowing brightly beneath my tunic.  
 
    “You’re amazing,” Maggie said as she peered up from beneath the hood of her borrowed cloak. There was wonderment on her face as she stared at the raindrops harmlessly hitting the barrier of sorts that I had constructed around us.  
 
    It was more accurate to say that I was simply repelling the water, but it looked more impressive than it really was.  
 
    She reached out in front of her and past my defenses, and she let the water rain down onto her bare fingers. Then she turned her hand over slowly, as if she couldn’t quite believe what she was seeing.  
 
    Something like pride swelled up in my chest as I watched her fascination with my powers.  
 
    “Come on,” I told her again. “We need to keep moving before someone else tries to leave the kitchen.”  
 
    I kept Maggie tucked closely against my side and briskly started to guide the duchess away from the palace. One of the many things I had learned in my time as an assassin was if I couldn’t avoid getting spotted, it was best to make it appear that I belonged. I kept my pace casual as I walked, but I didn’t dawdle, either.  
 
    I really didn’t want to know what would happen if one of the many, many guard patrols stopped us as we maneuvered through the palace grounds and toward the markets. 
 
    “How are the others?” Maggie asked as I ushered her down the tamped dirt road that led in the direction of the nearby markets.  
 
    “The others?” I repeated and tilted my head to the side to get a better look at the duchess’ face under the hood.  
 
    “The other women,” she elaborated with a shy smile.  
 
    “Ah, they’re all doing well.” I nearly laughed as I recalled the first time the ‘other women’ had met Maggie. It had been a bit of a chaotic scene as Nara and Cinis dropped down from the sky, and meanwhile Ephy had burst out of a nearby fountain in the palace gardens.  
 
    “The Queen of the Ardere is pregnant, isn’t she?” Maggie asked. “How far along is she?”  
 
    I was oddly touched as Maggie recalled details about my life and the other women that shared it, and I felt a smile work its way onto my face as I continued to guide the duchess further from the palace.  
 
    “She is,” I confirmed. “Just over two months now. But she isn’t the only one who’s pregnant. Ephelia, my siren, is pregnant as well.” 
 
    “Oh!” Maggie clapped her hands together in a show of giddy excitement. “How wonderful! I had no idea, this must be recent then, isn’t it?”  
 
    I nodded and felt my smile widen as I thought of my two pregnant lovers. They had asked me to claim each and every part of them, and I had done just that. I had been curious as to what the child of a fire descendant and a mirror mage would look like, but now I was just as interested in finding out what happened when a mirror mage and a siren had a child.  
 
    “It is,” I confirmed. “They’re both incredibly pleased. I’ll be sure to tell them you asked after their conditions. I’m sure Ephy especially will be touched. She’s rather fond of you.”  
 
    “I have no idea as to why,” Maggie said. “I’m nothing special.”  
 
    I couldn’t help but give a surprised laugh at the sound of that. “You have no idea how special you are. Later, I’ll be sure to remind you, but as for now, unfortunately, we have plans.”  
 
    As Maggie caught the meaning of my innuendo, her pale face flushed a lovely shade of pink, and she ducked her head down so the hood fell further over her face. As if that would somehow prevent me from knowing about her full-bodied blush. It was one of the many things I found so adorably endearing about the duchess, but it wasn’t the time to dwell on that.  
 
    We turned a corner that led off the palace grounds, and alarm rose up in my chest. 
 
    Ocadian soldiers were trouncing through the streets. 
 
    The patrol was small, only about five or so guards, but they were prowling with a distinct dedication that I knew was, in a way, my own fault. 
 
    After everything that had happened with Mihany, I had urged the king to set up more frequent and even extra patrols, not only around the palace, but in the surrounding area as well. The immediate threat from the wind goddess had dissipated as I had effectively tamed her, but it hadn’t lessened my concern for Maggie’s well-being. 
 
    The duchess was many wonderful things, but neither she nor her uncle were magical, and they both needed protection. The whole of Ocadia and its protection sat on both of their shoulders, so it would have been foolish to suggest that the king do anything to the contrary. 
 
    Even if I was sort of regretting it now as the patrol slowly made their way toward us with a sort of regularity that told me this was one of their usual routes. 
 
    “Shit,” I hissed under my breath and tightened my grip on Maggie’s arm as I tugged her along the dirt road just a little faster.  
 
    There was a small building just up ahead that I thought was originally intended to be used as a guard tower near to the palace, but was currently being used to house various extra weapons and added magical defenses in case of an emergency. 
 
    It had been another one of my suggestions that I was glad the king had taken into effect. While none of the guards themselves contained any sort of magical ability to my knowledge, they would still be able to do something as simple as throwing one of the many strange potions that Nara, my witch lover and the Headmistress of the Witches’ Estate, and her coven had cooked up to ward off any potential threats.  
 
    To my surprise, Maggie let out a little giggle as I quickly pulled her along and tugged her flush against my chest. While my cloak covered her easily recognizable red hair and the fine material of her dress, I wasn’t willing to take a chance that she would be recognized. It would be a shame if we were caught after we had just made our first steps off the palace grounds. 
 
    Despite the fact this was my idea in the first place, I couldn’t help but wonder if I had managed to make a mistake. 
 
    It was a strange, uncommon feeling, as I wasn’t exactly prone to those sorts of things. I was the sort of man who thought through things form every potential angle and looked for any chinks in armor or flaws in any of the plans I, or the people around me, crafted. This plan hadn’t been any different, and though I knew it was good, I still felt a surprising surge of anxious energy rock through me as the patrol shuffled by without sparing us so much as a second glance. 
 
    I was just glad Maggie seemed to have gotten her surprising nervous giggles under control. I looked down at the duchess who was pressed into my chest and expected to see her cheeks with their usual flush, but instead, I saw a strange, almost elated giddiness in her eyes that made my heart leap in my chest.  
 
    For a moment, I was so taken aback that I nearly let the water magic keeping us dry falter. 
 
    Nearly, but not quite. 
 
    If I wasn’t mistaken, I could have sworn Maggie was actually enjoying this.  
 
    “Come on,” I said to her in a low tone.  
 
    Once I was sure the palace guards had retreated far enough out of sight on the rest of their usual patrol, I slipped away from the side of the building with Maggie in tow.  
 
    She almost tripped over her own soft, satin slippers, and I was concerned for a moment that I was moving too quickly for her. I immediately slowed my pace, but as I looked over at the duchess to get a better look at her and gauge her reaction to the situation, I saw a brightness in her eyes and an eager curl to her beautiful lips.  
 
    I definitely wasn’t imagining it. 
 
    She was enjoying this. 
 
    I had to bite back a laugh, but I wasn’t really that surprised. Maggie had all but begged me to take her virginity in the palace gardens, which were far from a secluded space. And again, she and I had fucked in the palace library, even with a stranger moving just a few shelves away from us. There was clearly something to the allure of doing what she shouldn’t that affected the duchess in a way that made her cheeks flush and her eyes light up.  
 
    It was a good look on her.  
 
    “This feels like something out of one of my stories,” she whispered to me as we made another turn down the road. It had shifted now into uneven cobblestones that were slowly becoming more and more uniform as they led to the bustling, winding paths that made up the city markets surrounding the palace. 
 
    Maggie’s hazel eyes were wide with wonderment and awe, and she whipped her head back and forth like she had never seen something so fascinating.  
 
    “Is this your first time outside of the palace walls?” I asked with a start. It very well might have been something she had never seen before, and the thought was strange. 
 
    There was an innocence to Maggie that I adored, but even then, sometimes it still took me by surprise. It felt like I had somehow lived a thousand lives in my time, and Maggie had only lived the one. It made her different from my other lovers, all four of whom were older than I was.  
 
    She shook her head with such a ferociousness it nearly made the hood fall away. “No, well, not like this. My uncle and I have ridden through in royal processions, but that is different than something like this. I have never been this close to my people without all of my guards.”  
 
    “Are you worried?” I asked as the two of us started into a slower, more casual pace. “To be out without all of the guards?”  
 
    Maggie turned her wide, innocent eyes on me, and despite the fact I had kept almost all the water from us, a few droplets had still managed to sneak through my protections and dotted her long, dark eyelashes like jewels.  
 
    “How could I be worried?” she asked. “I am with you, Dex, and you would never let anything happen to me. You’re the bravest and most capable man I have ever met!”  
 
    I grinned. “Are you sure you’re not just saying that because I’m bringing you to meet one of the men from your stories?”  
 
    “I would never!” Maggie gasped in mock offense, but her cheeks still tinged.  
 
    I had to fight the urge to say any of the dozens of things I knew could make the heir to the throne burst out into a full-body blush. We had things to do, and besides, there was plenty of time for that later.  
 
    We had now safely maneuvered into the thick of the markets, and there was a sort of relief in that. It was far easier to melt away into a crowd than it was to hide in the middle of an open space, but I wasn’t about to let my guard down. Maggie was still the duchess, and by her own admission, she had never engaged with her people this way. I didn’t want her to become concerned or frightened.  
 
    “Oh, my!” Maggie gasped and pulled her hand from mine without hesitation. She quickly turned before I could stop her, and set off toward one of the nearby market stalls.  
 
    Yeah. I didn’t really have to worry about her freaking out.  
 
    “Maggie!” I hissed in a low tone as I tried to catch her attention, but the redheaded duchess was already too focused on the wares of the nearby stall. 
 
    At first glance, it wasn’t anything spectacular whatsoever. Honestly, the longer I stared at it, I still couldn’t find anything spectacular about the seemingly regular-looking stall, but Maggie was clearly enthralled as she pushed through the crowd with the ease of a fish darting upstream.  
 
    She came to a halt in front of the bookseller, and I didn’t have to see her face to know her eyes were wide and guileless. 
 
    It was a small stall by the market’s standards, and wasn’t even a permanent structure, though those were rare enough as it was. Before Mihany’s many storms had trashed the market, they had been a little more common, but most of them had been destroyed. 
 
    The merchants who hadn’t rebuilt their stalls entirely had settled for using various tents and pop-ups until they could figure out something more permanent. In fact, the only person I knew whose stall had remained entirely untouched amidst the chaos of the storms was Xerzor, an ancient alchemist who had a magiked building he worked out of.  
 
    It was a small wooden structure that had seemed entirely impervious to the winds and buffeting rains of the supernatural storms, and I had actually taken shelter there for a brief time before I borrowed Xerzor’s face at the time. He was one of the few merchants in the surrounding markets who was familiar with my true profession, as well as my mirror mage abilities, and I was glad to count him as a friend. 
 
    I didn’t, however, know this bookseller who was now engaged in some sort of conversation with Maggie. 
 
    I pushed through the thick crowd that passed by with ease and came to stand next to the duchess. She seemed entirely unconcerned about the fact she could be exposing her identity as she animatedly spoke to the plain, peasant-looking man about bookbinding techniques.  
 
    He had a startled, almost glazed look in his eye, and it was one I recognized well. This was clearly a man not used to beautiful women taking time to speak with him, especially one like Maggie, who radiated a sort of untouchable, pure energy.  
 
    “Maggie,” I scolded gently as I grabbed her arm and quickly tried to tug her away from her conversation.  
 
    It was as if my reappearance pulled her out of a daze, and she looked up at me with a sheepish smile spreading across her fair features.  
 
    The bookseller seemed annoyed at my sudden appearance, and opened his mouth as if to complain about me stealing his customer. I looked over Maggie’s shoulder and shot him a withering glance. 
 
    He closed his mouth so quickly I could all but hear his teeth as they clacked together.  
 
    “You’ve got to be more careful,” I said quietly. “Someone could recognize you, and then we would both be in trouble.”  
 
    I hated having to scold the duchess, but her eyes immediately softened as I beckoned her away from the bookseller and back into the ever-moving crowd of people with ease.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Dex,” she said softly, and it was clear she meant it. Her hazel eyes were wide and apologetic as she stared up at me. “It’s simply that all of this is so… well, it’s so magical, isn’t it?”  
 
    “Magical?” I fought a laugh.  
 
    “Yes! I know that sounds silly to you, and that you probably think me silly for thinking it, but isn’t it just?” She looked up at me with such an open expression, it nearly hurt. “In a few simple moments, I feel as if I already understand my people more than I ever have before. I have never seen so many magic users up close, nor so many beautiful, wonderful things.”  
 
    I looked around, and I tried to imagine everything through Maggie’s untainted eyes as I pulled her along into a nearby alleyway to keep us both out of sight.  
 
    I saw the merchants and shopkeepers I was familiar with in the market, even if I did not know them directly. There were people selling weapons, books, tunics, and even magic-infused fruits that had often strange and addicting effects. I saw druids in their thin linen robes passing by alongside conjurers in their diaphanous, purple garments. There were elemental magic users huddled in a small group in long cotton robes in various hues of earth tones, as well as a few more eclectically dressed women milling about that I knew had to belong to Nara’s coven.  
 
    The large fountain nearby was surrounded by families with small children who were throwing dull bronze coins into the water, like it might grant them wishes. And the thing was, it actually might.  
 
    Ocadia had the highest concentration of magic users out of all the kingdoms on the continent, and it was hard to imagine that anything was impossible here, especially when surrounded by such a bustle of people.  
 
    So I could understand what Maggie saw, and the strange beauty of something I had deemed so regular and mundane that it hardly felt worth noting at all most days. But when I looked down to tell the duchess this, and that I understood but still needed her to be more careful, she was gone.  
 
    “Shit,” I hissed again and quickly began to scan my surroundings. My sight wasn’t magically enhanced, but it was better than most thanks to my training.  
 
    It didn’t take me more than a handful of seconds to catch sight of a slim figure in my familiar dark cloak milling about near a performer at the corner of two portable stands. The one to the left seemed to sell woven tapestries that exhibited various stories from legend, and the other claimed to sell real dragon bone trinkets.  
 
    The performer was a beautiful woman dressed in floating garments that were so thin and sheer, it was as if she was wearing nothing at all. They seemed to float around her like they were impervious to the elements that poured down around us as she danced in an admittedly enchanting circle.  
 
    Maggie was only one of many people who had gathered around the woman to toss coins into the small woven basket at her feet. If anyone was aware as to who Maggie was, they didn’t show it. 
 
    I cut my eyes from side to side, and anxiousness rose up in my chest as I saw yet another group of familiar palace guards approaching. They walked in a formation of six through the center of the street with their hands on their crossbows, like they were ready to shoot at any instant.  
 
    A few familiar-looking potion flasks and vials hung from the belts at their waists, and the bright colors stood out in shocking contrast to the slightly drab uniform of a palace guard.  
 
    I darted out from the alley faster than any normal human was capable and was at Maggie’s side in an instant. I opened my mouth to scold her once more, but the unabashed joy on her face stopped me short.  
 
    Was she going to send me into an early grave with her carelessness? 
 
    Most definitely. 
 
    But there was something about seeing the look on her face and the pure delight in her posture that made me swallow my words back down.  
 
    This time, all I had to do was reach out to touch Maggie’s arm to have her attention back on me. She looked up at me with her eyes blown wide, and it was almost like she hadn’t even realized what she was doing, like she had been lured away from me without her own volition.  
 
    “Keep your head down,” I warned in a whisper so low that I knew only she could hear.  
 
    She was soaked now, since she had left the protective radius I’d been able to give us, but she didn’t look as if she minded. The cloak had kept much of the water off of her, but the dark, woolen material was damp and clung to her slim form like a curtain.  
 
    Maggie did as I said and quickly ducked her head down and pressed herself closer into my chest. I sighed and let my protections against the water drop, and suddenly, I was just as wet as everyone else around me. It was a small price to pay to blend in with the crowd, though I was less than fond of the sudden chill it shot through me.  
 
    I didn’t have to move my head to track the movement of the palace guards with my eyes. In front of us, the beautiful woman continued to dance like she didn’t have a care in the entire world, but my focus wasn’t on her. I watched from the corner of my eye as the six guards made a slow path down the center of the cobbled street, but there didn’t seem to be any panic in their motions.  
 
    That was good, it at least meant no one was out looking for Maggie, which meant our escape from the palace itself had gone unnoticed.  
 
    A cacophony of applause broke out around me, and even Maggie started to clap her slim, fine-boned fingers together with eager glee. The guards turned the corner, and I finally turned my focus back to the scene in front of me. 
 
    The dancer had clearly finished her routine and had dipped down into a slight bow. Up close, she was even more arrestingly beautiful than I had taken her to be from across the street, and the light, floating materials of her insubstantial gown seemed to be controlled via some sort of magic.  
 
    On another day, I might have attempted to stay around to watch a little longer, but it wasn’t another day.  
 
    I looped my arm around Maggie’s waist to tug her away as she quickly threw a handful of golden coins, far more than the performance was really worth, into the basket at the woman’s feet.  
 
    She looked up in surprise as the coins landed with a musical jingle amongst the rest of the meager offerings, as if trying to figure out where the generous gift had come from. 
 
    “Aaaand it’s time to go,” I mumbled and pulled Maggie away in a brisk motion. The duchess wasn’t exactly the best at keeping a low profile.  
 
    “That was so lovely!” Maggie exclaimed. “Have you ever seen something as beautiful? I have never seen someone dance like that before. Is that common here? Are there other dancers like her? I wish I could have asked her name. My uncle is often looking for entertainment when we have important delegates visit the palace, and she would have been lovely.”  
 
    Her voice wasn’t loud, but that didn’t matter. If anyone around us had been eavesdropping at all, they would have been able to piece together exactly who the beautiful redheaded woman was in an instant. 
 
    Yeah, okay. 
 
    Maggie was definitely going to send me into an early grave, wasn’t she? 
 
    “Shh,” I reminded her as I quickly pulled her back toward the alleyway we had been in only a few minutes before. I guided us into the narrow space between two of the increasingly rare permanent structures in the market, and we were provided with a small bit of reprieve from the rain.  
 
    I hadn’t been entirely honest with Maggie about why it was that I was taking her to see Ezralore. I hadn’t lied to her, but I had omitted something of the truth when I’d presented her with the idea. Yes, she had spent hours reading the letters between Ezralore and Jolin Obhain, and I would have done anything to make her happy, but it was very much for my own selfish reasons that I was visiting the ancient wizard as well. 
 
    How the hell had he known I was a mirror mage? 
 
    It wasn’t as if word had somehow spread to him about who I was. My intel around the city knew better than to be so careless. But I couldn’t reason through the strangeness of the situation for the life of me. 
 
    The last time I had met him, I had been wearing the face of a local farmhand who lived out near the Necromancers’ Estate. To both Ezralore, as well as the head of the Necromancers’ Estate, Gozis the Darkmaster, I was Yeven Grangor, a cutthroat who dealt in the darker shades of magic. 
 
    But as I had gone to leave the strange, eclectic wizard’s tent, he had told me something no stranger could have possibly known. He knew I wasn’t wearing my own face.  
 
    For my entire life, I had been the only mirror mage in all of Ocadia, and not even the former head of the Assassins’ Estate, Master Abbot, had known where the source of the power came from. Mirror magic had been unheard of until my master found me as an orphan and took me in to raise me.  
 
    But Ezralore knew something about mirror magic, and I was going to find out what.  
 
    And that also meant I had to explain some things to Maggie.  
 
    “What is it, Dex?” the redhead asked me, and seemed to pull me from the thoughts I had already spiraled into.  
 
    She was staring up at me in the dark of the alley with such an open, trusting look on her face that it nearly made me ache. She was pressed so close to me that I was able to catch the mouthwatering scent of honeysuckles that always clung to her skin, and I thought that if I breathed in deep enough, I would be able to taste them as well.  
 
    “Do you trust me?” I asked her.  
 
    “Why would you ask such a silly thing?” Maggie replied. “You are the strongest, bravest, most selfless man I have ever met. The entire time I have known you, you have done nothing but protect me and keep me safe, and I love you. Why would you have to ask if I trust you?”  
 
    I felt my heart rate pick up at the sound of those words: I love you. It wasn’t the first time, or even the second or third, that she had said them to me, but they still made me feel alive each time. There was something about a woman so pure and sweet as Maggie willingly giving me her love that made me feel like I really was the hero she thought me to be.  
 
    I took a deep breath. “Because I have something to tell you, and it’s… it’s something big.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    “What is it, Dex? You know that you can tell me anything, don’t you?” Maggie reached out and gently placed one of her elegant hands against my chest, like she could feel my heart. “I trust you more than anyone I’ve ever known, and more than anyone I ever will.”  
 
    “There are a few things you don’t know about me,” I began. I reached up to place my hand over her own that rested against my chest, and I wondered if she was able to feel my heartbeat in the tips of her fingers.  
 
    Maggie’s delicate eyebrows furrowed together, and she cocked her head as she looked up at me in surprise.  
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked. “I know about your water magic, and that you’re the head of the Assassins’ Estate. There’s more I still don’t know?”  
 
    She sounded almost stunned that there could be things larger than those two admittedly large secrets that I hadn’t shared with her yet, but there wasn’t any sort of blame or anger in her tone. If anything, she sounded curious, as if I had presented her with a particularly interesting puzzle.  
 
    Gods, I really loved this woman.  
 
    I gave her hand a small squeeze and nodded. “Yes. I’m not simply bringing you to Ezralore because I know you’d love to meet him. That’s part of the reason, but it’s not all of it.”  
 
    “That’s alright,” she said. “You can tell me anything, Dex.”  
 
    “You’re right that I’ve told you about my position as the head of the Assassins’ Estate, as well as my water magic.” As I mentioned the magic, the rune on my chest seemed to glow aquamarine in response. “But that isn’t my only magic.”  
 
    Maggie gave a surprised little gasp, but her eyes urged me to continue. 
 
    “I’m a mirror mage,” I said. As the words left my mouth, I felt as though a massive weight had been lifted from my chest in one, swift movement. I hadn’t even realized how much keeping that part of me from Maggie had taken its toll, but now that it was no longer a secret, I felt as light and free as one of Nara or Mihany’s strange birds.  
 
    Maggie’s expression grew puzzled. “A mirror mage? I have never heard of something like that before, and I have read all the texts in the palace library. I’ve never come across the mention of mirror mages. What does that mean?”  
 
    “It means I have the ability to mirror someone’s face,” I said. “Well… not only their face, their voice and body, too. I’m able to become another person temporarily.”  
 
    Maggie’s hazel eyes grew as wide as saucers, and her pupils were massive in the darkness of the alleyway. She stared up at me with something that might have been awe.  
 
    “You can become another person?” she asked. “Do you share their memories or-”  
 
    “No, no,” I said quickly and firmly shook my head. “It’s not like that. The other person, in the best scenario, isn’t even aware that I’ve taken on their image. It’s a transformation in a physical sense only.”  
 
    Any worries I’d had that Maggie might be afraid or worried about this sudden revelation of power was wiped away as I met her gaze. She stared up at me as if I was some strange and beautiful thing. It reminded me of the way I’d seen her watching the dancer in the street only a few minutes before, and all my concerns melted away. If anything, they were replaced with confusion.  
 
    Maggie looked almost giddy at my confession. There was a clear excitement in the way she stared up at me, and she seemed to be fighting a thousand different questions at once.  
 
    “You’re so incredible,” she breathed in awe. “How does it work, then? This mirror magic? You said the other person doesn’t know, so how do you do it? Do they still maintain their own face while you wear it?”  
 
    I was momentarily struck with the horrific image of a faceless man wandering around as I borrowed his features, and I suppressed a shudder. That would have been a bleak way for my powers to operate, and I was suddenly glad for the process I had never given a second thought.  
 
    “No,” I said quickly, and then again for emphasis. “No. It’s not like that. All it takes is a simple touch of skin to skin, and I can take on the person’s appearance without them being the wiser. Sometimes I have to… keep them occupied so suspicion isn’t aroused, but they definitely keep their own face on.”  
 
    “A touch?” Maggie asked. “That’s so… but I’m touching you now, and you aren’t wearing my face.”  
 
    As if to prove her point, she turned her palm against my chest so our fingers were now intertwined instead of her hand splayed against the mark of my water magic through my tunic.  
 
    I fought a chuckle. “It’s not instantaneous. It was much more difficult when I was a child, and there were times when it felt uncontrollable, but my former master was able to help teach me and train me to control my body’s reaction.”  
 
    “Was he a mirror mage as well?” Maggie asked eagerly. “How many are there? How have I never heard of this before?”  
 
    “No, no,” I said. “Master Abbot was a water mage, but he was able to train me as best as he could. Despite the fact that we had very different forms of magic, there is still an undercurrent of control that comes with being a mage that runs true for all mages. It’s like my ward, Elis. He’s a Conjurer mage, and despite the difference in our abilities, I have been able to train him to some extent.”  
 
    “This is fascinating,” Maggie said, and she really seemed to mean it. Whatever sort of reaction I had been expecting from the duchess about my grand confession, I hadn’t really expected scholarly interest.  
 
    If anything, her reaction made me love her even more. She wasn’t like Nara, Ephy, or Cinis, and she definitely wasn’t like Mihany. She didn’t have any sort of magical affiliation at all, and yet she wasn’t afraid or worried about my admission.  
 
    I wanted to kiss her so fucking bad, but I knew if I did, we would be spending far more time in the alley than we really should, much less in any of the various compromising positions I wanted to put her in. 
 
    “You’re taking this very well,” I admitted with another soft laugh.  
 
    “You said it’s just a touch, and that you can control it,” she said. “So does that mean you could turn into me right now if you wanted? Would you turn into me? I want to see what happens!”  
 
    Maggie had gone from simply curious to downright giddy at the idea I could transform into her right now, and I had to bite back a surprised sound from leaping out of my mouth.  
 
    I gave my head a firm shake. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”  
 
    “Why not?” The redheaded duchess frowned. 
 
    “It would be very strange,” I said, but Maggie seemed undeterred.  
 
    “Why would it be strange?” she asked. “Is there something in your magic that causes problems if the person whose face you mirror sees you use your ability?”  
 
    “No, that’s not-” I began.  
 
    “Can you only mirror into members of your sex?” she asked a follow-up question before I could entirely answer her first.  
 
    “That’s not it, either,” I tried again, but Maggie was practically burning with questions and clearly on a roll.  
 
    “I do not understand, then,” she said. “Why can’t you mirror me? Can you only mirror those with magic? That seems like a strange caveat to your powers, if it exists at all.”  
 
    I couldn’t fight the laughter that had been creeping up through my body any longer. Maggie seemed so genuinely puzzled by my refusal, and each of her questions seemed wilder than the last as she tried to deduce a reason all on her own. 
 
    “Maggie.” I tried to catch her attention before she could think of a dozen more questions to ask me. “It’s not that I can’t. I could mirror you if I needed to, but I don’t want to do that.”  
 
    “Why not?” she asked. She didn’t seem offended, just baffled by my refusal. I wasn’t sure if that was better or worse.  
 
    “Because I love you, and it would be very weird,” I said. “Trust me on that.”  
 
    She frowned just a little and pursed her plush lips. I wanted to kiss them, and considering I had no reason not to, I leaned down to make good on the desire, but Maggie apparently had more questions still.  
 
    “Could we find someone, then?” she asked. “Someone you would be willing to mirror? I would love to see it. It’s such a fascinating premise. Please, Dex?”  
 
    Any resolve I might have had started to crumble the second she turned those massive hazel eyes up on me, but when she said my name like that, I was a goner.  
 
    I sighed and held up both of my hands as if I could simply admit defeat that way.  
 
    “Alright, alright,” I said. “But before I do, I want to finish explaining why I told you this in the first place, that way you aren’t taken aback when we go to meet Ezralore.”  
 
    Maggie blinked, and it was as if she had forgotten the entire original purpose of the conversation.  
 
    “Right, yes, of course,” she said. “What is it?”  
 
    “The last time I visited the wizard,” I began, “he recognized that I was using mirror magic. That isn’t something anyone else has ever recognized before, unless they knew me personally. I was a perfect stranger to this man, but somehow, he was able to see through it. He asked me to return, and I had the feeling when he did that it was about this, that he might know something about where my powers come from.”  
 
    Maggie nodded. “Your reasoning makes perfect sense. It is hard to imagine, but I think if I were in your situation, I would have done the same thing.” 
 
    “Of course you would have,” I teased. “You’re brilliant.”  
 
    Maggie’s cheeks tinted that lovely shade of pink I could never get enough of, but she didn’t let it stop her from continuing.  
 
    “So will you show me your powers, then?” she asked. “Can you mirror someone so I can see?”  
 
    I sighed, but there was no animosity in the gesture. “Yes, of course.” 
 
    As I spoke, however, I was struck with the realization that I didn’t think I’d ever tried to mirror into another person with someone else watching me, much less with the surprisingly intense curiosity that was written all over the duchess’ beautiful face. It was oddly nerve-racking, and I tended to make a habit out of keeping my nerves from so much as quavering. 
 
    “Stay here,” I said and gestured around us to the alleyway. No one had ventured in after us, and it seemed like that would be the safest place for Maggie to remain while I quickly found a target to mirror.  
 
    The duchess nodded eagerly to indicate her agreement, and once I was relatively sure she wasn’t going to try following after me, I turned and ducked out of the alleyway and back into the street. 
 
    We had only been tucked away in the rain-protected alley for a few minutes, but in that time, the previously packed street had thinned out until only the shop attendants and merchants at their stalls remained. Even the woman who’d been dancing for spare coins had ventured off. She had probably gone on to set up in a new area of the markets.  
 
    I felt a pang in my chest as I looked around and realized that the task I had thought was going to be easy was beginning to look more difficult than I had initially expected.  
 
    “Shit,” I murmured softly under my breath.  
 
    I looked back over my shoulder and saw the duchess standing at the mouth of the alleyway, in a fashion I assumed she thought was discreet. She was pressed into one of the wooden walls of the more permanent structures and leaned out and around the corner with clear fascination on her face. Even if she wasn’t so absurdly beautiful, it would have been an eye-catching sight.  
 
    A strange nervousness worked its way through my body as I looked around at my potential options. I didn’t want to leave the immediate area, so I had slim pickings. 
 
    There was a large, broad-shouldered man with the sort of smashed-in face that reminded me of a bullfrog behind a table laden with cast-iron cookware.  
 
    Next to him, at another impermanent tent, was a thin and willowy woman who looked like she very well could have been part tree. Her skin was the color of bark, and her eyes were such a strange moss green that I couldn’t help but wonder if she had some portion of fae blood in her. Her tent was full of interesting windchimes and other strange, hanging decorations that even from a distance seemed to be imbued with magic.  
 
    Another man worked the permanent wooden stall that bracketed one side of the alley, and he very much resembled the bread he was selling. He was round and vaguely doughy-looking, with warm features and hands clearly designed to knead dough.  
 
    In the other stall that formed the opposite wall of the alley was a woman-- no, she looked barely older than a girl. She couldn’t have been past her early teens, if that. She wore a bored expression on her sallow face as she absently folded various quilts and tapestries to swap out which were displayed on the shelves.  
 
    By all accounts, this should have been an easy task. I was the best assassin in all of Ocadia, and using my magic came as second nature, but as I felt Maggie’s lovely hazel eyes boring into my back, a strange apprehension washed over me.  
 
    I couldn’t remember the last time I had been nervous to do something like this, and I wasn’t too keen on the feeling. I took another step from the alley as I made my decision on which of the sellers I was going to attempt to mirror. I turned toward the bread maker’s stall and caught Maggie shifting positions in the mouth of the alley from the corner of my eyes. She looked as if she was trying to see whatever exchange was about to occur.  
 
    I kept my head up as I moved over toward the bread maker. I flashed him an easy, practiced smile, and he returned it without any hesitation.  
 
    Up close, I saw that his hands were covered in the scarred remnants of burns, and I wondered if that came from his job, or if it was something else entirely.  
 
    “Hello,” he greeted me with a cheerful tone. “What can I get for you?”  
 
    He gestured in front of him to the various loaves of bread and pastries that were spread out in the baskets mounted to the wooden bench of his stall, as well as the baskets that lined the walls behind him. While I wasn’t actually in the market for bread, I couldn’t help but inhale the sweet, delicious scent of the freshly baked items.  
 
    The baker was clearly more than competent, and while it didn’t actually matter at all, I could still appreciate it.  
 
    “I’m not sure,” I said. “What all do you have to offer?”  
 
    The man continued to smile at me with a bright, jovial look on his face as he began to rattle off every sort of bread and pastry under the sun, and apparently each and every one of them was for sale. As he spoke, he used his large hands to gesture to the various bins as if I could truly get a good look at the wares at the back of the stall from this distance. 
 
    All it would take was a simple touch. But I could feel Maggie’s eyes as they practically burned a hole into the back of my tunic, and I felt myself stalling. I would just have to reach out and brush my fingers against the man’s skin and then that would be that, but as I went to reach out, I found my hand stilling. 
 
    This had never been strange before, and yet with Maggie’s gaze on me, I was forced to examine how fucking odd all of this really was. This was the sort of thing that was definitely best done while unobserved, I decided, but I had already promised her that she could see what I could do, and I certainly wasn’t going to back out of that now, even if it was a little weird.  
 
    “What about this one?” I asked and gestured to one of the loaves in front of me that the man had most definitely just explained.  
 
    But if he was annoyed by my question, he didn’t show it whatsoever. Instead, he reached out to the loaf I was gesturing at and picked it up.  
 
    It was a quick, easy motion, but I had been ready for it, and I played at pulling my hand back just a second too late, as if I had not been prepared for him to pick up the bread.  
 
    As he did so, our fingers brushed ever so slightly, but it was enough. I already felt the singing of my power in my veins and the incessant buzzing, itching feeling under my skin that came with the calculated touch of another person.  
 
    It was a strange sort of muscle memory, but my body was already reacting, and I could feel the change bubbling just under the surface.  
 
    I reached into the pocket of my linen trousers and pulled out a few coins that I haphazardly tossed at the baker.  
 
    “Thanks!” I said, and without even taking the loaf of bread, I quickly moved out of the baker’s line of sight and slipped back into the alleyway. 
 
    If any of the other merchants in the area noticed the strange exchange, they didn’t seem bothered by it or feel the need to intervene.  
 
    “Wait!” the baker cried after me. “Your bread!”  
 
    But despite the fact I was just around the corner, I wasn’t listening.  
 
    “Come on,” I said to Maggie. I was careful to place my hand on the cloak draped over her figure as I pushed her further down the alleyway and farther out of sight of so many potential wandering eyes.  
 
    The change was close now, and it was getting harder to keep it at bay. It was like some sort of eruption that was threatening to break loose, and I could only hold it back for so long before I gave in completely.  
 
    “Are you alright?” Maggie asked in a rush. “Is it happening? Should I do anything?”  
 
    But before I could answer her, I let out a sigh and let the tension slip from my body as I stepped out of my own skin and into someone else’s.  
 
    I had been doing this for nearly three decades, but I didn’t think I would ever entirely get used to the feeling of my own face and body melting away and someone else’s taking its place. It was like stepping into a pair of trousers that didn’t quite fit correctly.  
 
    I felt the seams of my clothing begin to strain as my toned, muscular body softened and widened to become that of the baker’s. I was glad the baker was close enough to my size, despite the physical differences in our body types, because if he had been much more different from me, it would have caused a whole wealth of other problems to deal with.  
 
    I dropped a few inches in height and watched my own hands as they morphed and shifted into hands I no longer recognized. The burn marks I had noticed on the man’s wrists were now on my version of his, and I flexed my fingers as I got used to wearing this new body.  
 
    The only thing about my appearance that remained the same was my two-toned eyes. I stared across the narrow alleyway at Maggie and waited for her to respond. 
 
    Her eyes had blown wide, and her jaw had dropped ever so slightly, so her lips formed the perfect little ‘o’ of surprise. She reached out to touch me, but I quickly jerked away and caught the sleeve of the cloak, careful not to touch her skin. 
 
    “Don’t,” I said. “If someone else touches me while I’m mirroring someone, I can’t control my body’s reaction. I would take on your face instead.”  
 
    As the words came out of my mouth, it wasn’t my voice, but that of the baker.  
 
    Maggie’s already shocked expression grew even more surprised as she stared at me in wonderment.  
 
    “Incredible,” she breathed out the word, and it was clear she meant it.  
 
    I could see my own reflection in her large, dark pupils, and I saw the baker’s face staring back at me.  
 
    “It’s you, but it’s not you,” Maggie continued. “But your eyes are still the same. Those are Dex Morgan’s eyes.”  
 
    She had dropped her hand down and away from me, but it was clear by the way she was wringing them together that she still wanted to reach out to touch me.  
 
    “Is it everything you hoped for?” I joked and gestured to myself and my new strange, foreign body.  
 
    “It is,” Maggie confirmed, but her eyebrows knit together in what looked to be concern. “But how do you come back to me? How does all of this go away?”  
 
    “Like this,” I said. And as soon as I said the words, I released the grasp on my power. It was like exhaling a long held breath that had started to burn in my chest. 
 
    One second, I was someone else, and the next, I was myself again. My face contorted, and my limbs stretched out, but there was no pain in the sudden change. If anything, it felt like a long, luxurious stretch as I became myself again.  
 
    As Maggie stared at me, I couldn’t recall the last time someone had stared at me with such naked, unabashed wonderment, and it sent a thrill through my body to know that something I was so accustomed to was so thrilling to her. 
 
    “You’re wonderful,” she said and took a small step toward me in the tiny alleyway before she went tense and paused. “Can I touch you again?”  
 
    I let out a surprised laugh and nodded. “Yes, of course. You don’t have to worry about it when I’m myself. I have to make the conscious decision to want to mirror you for a touch to do anything in this situation.”  
 
    The duchess seemed relieved as she took another step to clear the small amount of distance that separated the two of us. Then she folded herself neatly into my arms.  
 
    It was as if she had been made to fit there, and I brought my face down to hers to catch her lips in a kiss.  
 
    “Come on,” I whispered. “We have a wizard to see.”  
 
    Maggie seemed almost reluctant to pull away from me, but that reluctance didn’t last for long, and she eagerly moved out of my grasp so I could guide her to Ezralore’s tent. 
 
    In all of my years moving about the markets in this part of the city, I hadn’t noticed Ezralore’s tent until very recently, and even then, it was only because I had known to look for it. 
 
    The information had come from Gozis the Darkmaster, who despite being a creepy egg-looking fuck, I thought was actually my friend. 
 
    Well. He was Yeven Grangor’s friend, but it was close enough.  
 
    It wasn’t difficult to retrace my steps and find the tent once again, but even seeing it a second time didn’t make the residence look any less odd.  
 
    It was a small fabric tent that was innocuously shoved between two much larger, permanent stalls. It didn’t look like it should have belonged there at all, and despite the fact I knew it existed, the magic glamour that kept it hidden from view still worked to make me look away. It was as if the tent itself didn’t want to be seen, and I could see it wavering ever so slightly around the edges.  
 
    “Is this it?” Maggie whispered as she tucked herself neatly into my side. “It’s much smaller than I had imagined.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to tell her that the size was just an illusion, but decided against it. I had been amazed when I’d first stepped into the tent, because it felt like I was stepping into an entirely new world. I wanted Maggie to be able to have that experience as well.  
 
    “Come on,” I urged her forward. 
 
    No one seemed to pay us any mind as we crossed the busy cobbled path to the mouth of the tent. But before I could reach out to lift the flap to the tent myself, someone else did it for me. 
 
    The fabric door was pulled up and away, and in the mouth of the strange tent stood Mirabelle, Ezralore’s many times great-granddaughter.  
 
    The two of us had met before, but two of our encounters had occurred entirely while I wore other men’s faces, and the third had been less of an encounter and more of a strange, unspoken alliance. 
 
    When the members of the various estates in Ocadia had taken the king’s offer of a reward for Mihany’s death, they’d refused to listen to reason. I had sheltered the reformed goddess at the Assassins’ Estate, but it nearly led to a bloody battle, and if not for Mirabelle, it would have. 
 
    The beautiful woman was an elemental magic user with a specific focus on earth magic. She had constructed a wall of dirt and stone so I could save Mihany’s life, and the two of us hadn’t even exchanged a word.  
 
    Her long, chocolate-brown hair hung in a thick braid over her shoulder and was threaded through with various strange little vines that seemed to be moving as if they were alive. They trailed all the way down from the crown of her head to where her hair ended in the small of her back, and I could have sworn the vines were somehow braiding themselves into the strands of her hair.  
 
    Her petal pink lips were parted in an expression of shock, and her eyes were stuck open wide as she stared at me. The look only exaggerated the fact that her large eyes were a kaleidoscope of colors, so many it would have taken a millennia to name each one. Staring into them was like watching the seasons change in a blink, one right after the other.  
 
    Instead of the standard robes of an Elementalist, Mirabelle wore a long, flowing skirt, paired with a billowing white blouse and a corset embroidered with flowers. The embellishments were a light green color that stood out in lovely contrast against her skin. The outfit nipped in at her waist but flowed loosely and without any sort of structure around her legs.  
 
    She was also, I noted, entirely barefoot. There was a small band of leather and twine bracelets around the ankle of her left foot, and one made of the same vines curled through her hair on the right.  
 
    “You,” she breathed out the word like she couldn’t quite believe what she was seeing.  
 
    “I’m Dex Morgan, Master of the Assassins’ Estate,” I said with a wry smile. “And this is Maggie–”  
 
    I had barely gotten out my introduction for the Duchess of Ocadia when Mirabelle quickly ducked into a strange, formal bow that wasn’t the style of Ocadian formalities. It was an odd combination of dipping low to the ground while she crossed one leg over the other and swept her arms out. It was as strange and foreign as it was graceful and lovely, and even Maggie seemed taken aback by the formality.  
 
    It was then that I remembered Mirabelle most likely came from the North, as I recalled the faint accent that marked most of her words. Plus, I knew that was where Ezralore had met his wife a millennia before.  
 
    “Your Highness, please, come in, get out of the rain,” Mirabelle said as she righted herself. Her shock at seeing me seemed to take a backseat to her manners as she quickly stepped aside to let the two of us into Ezralore’s tent.  
 
    It was a far cry from how she had treated me the last time I’d been here, when she had barely looked at me and nearly bitten my head off for disturbing her great-great-great-and-so-on-grandfather without an apparent cause.  
 
    I placed my hand at the small of Maggie’s back and urged her to step inside the tent, and I ducked in behind her. I only had a second to be relieved at the lack of rain pouring down over us before Maggie sucked in a sharp, surprised breath.  
 
    I was pleased to see that Maggie was having a similar reaction to the world-defying status of the tent.  
 
    Instead of being the narrow, cramped space it appeared to be from the outside, Ezralore’s residence was a massive room. The walls were laden with exquisite tapestries and maps that marked out kingdoms that no longer existed. A thick, patchwork rug covered the floor and gave the entire strange space an even stranger, homey feel. But once again, it was the books that took my breath away.  
 
    They were everywhere. Piles were stacked onto every flat surface the tent had to offer, and in some places, they seemed to even be holding up the roof of the strange abode. Large shelves that sagged under the weight of the texts upon them took up space against one of the walls.  
 
    “Ah,” a creaky voice spoke up. It belonged, of course, to Ezralore himself.  
 
    The ancient wizard looked like what I would have drawn, had someone asked me to draw a thousand-year-old wizard for some reason. His skin was papery and aged like parchment, and in some places it was so thin that I could see the blue veins underneath as clear as day. His back was ever so slightly hunched, and his long white beard nearly dragged the floor. 
 
    He had a tiny pair of round spectacles balanced on his nose, and he pushed them up to study us. The gesture caused his large, blue velvet robes to swish dramatically, and the silver threads woven into the material caught the light of the lanterns that illuminated the space and twinkled like they were made of stardust.  
 
    “Ezralore,” I said. “It’s nice to see you again.”  
 
    “And you as well, mirror mage,” he said. “I am glad to see you bear your own face. Now come, we have much to speak about.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    The shock and awe that overtook the room was almost immediate. The tent flap fell closed and successfully sealed us off from the rest of Ocadia, and with it, the four of us were left with nothing to do but gawk at one another.  
 
    I could feel Mirabelle’s eyes as they bored into the side of my face. Meanwhile, in front of me, Maggie was so excited it looked as if she was about to come undone at the seams entirely.  
 
    And I was still reeling from the fact that Ezralore knew. He hadn’t simply been putting me on the first time I’d come around. 
 
    The old wizard really did know I was a mirror mage, and he recognized me.  
 
    “Here, let me take your wet cloak.” It was Mirabelle who broke the silence first. The earth elementalist stepped forward and extended her arm out toward Maggie. She still seemed as if she wasn’t sure how close she could get to the heir to the throne, and I supposed it was probably more than a little shocking to be going about her day when suddenly the future queen is on her doorstep.  
 
    Maggie finally pulled her eyes away from Ezralore and the wonder of the tent that was somehow bigger on the inside. She offered Mirabelle a sweet, genuine smile, quickly unfastened my cloak from around her neck, and worked it off of her slender shoulders.  
 
    The garment was waterlogged, and as Maggie offered it to the earth elementalist, a few fat droplets of rain slipped from the cloak and onto the threadbare rug that covered the majority of the tent’s floor.  
 
    Mirabelle briskly took the coat and moved to hang it up on a coat rack that was leaning a little alarmingly too far to one side, but she seemed unbothered by that fact as she hung the cloak up and angled the rack near the roaring fire to dry.  
 
    I was once again shocked that there was an actual fireplace inside the tent, but then again, I probably shouldn’t have been. If I was a thousand years old, I was sure I’d have picked up some tricks, too.  
 
    “You’ve brought with you a guest,” Ezralore spoke up again, and it wasn’t a question.  
 
    It was strange, but despite the thin, reedy tone of his voice, I was sure more than anything else that this guy might still be able to hold his own in a fight.  
 
    I cleared my throat. “Yes, I have. This is her royal highness, the duchess of Ocadia.” 
 
    “Please, call me Maggie,” she quickly followed up my introduction.  
 
    I grinned. “Or, Maggie. She helped me find the book you described to me, the one that bore the exchanges between you and Jolin that had been bound and kept in the palace library.”  
 
    Ezralore let out a surprisingly youthful-sounding laugh as he leaned back in his armchair. It had been dragged over to sit at what I supposed counted as the head of the small, oddly-shaped table.  
 
    Was that where he and Gozis the Darkmaster played parcheesi?  
 
    “I should have known you would have had a way into the palace.” Ezralore chuckled. “You had a cunning look about you.”  
 
    I couldn’t help but grin as I finally moved forward to sit at one of the three mismatched chairs that sat around the table. The two women followed my lead, and Maggie sat to my left with Mirabelle sitting to my right.  
 
    “I’ve heard that before,” I said. “Speaking of the book, however.”  
 
    I paused for a moment and reached down to adjust my tunic and leather belt. My longbow was slung across my back with my trusty quiver beside it, and a few smaller weapons hung from my belt. There was my favorite dagger, as well as a pouch of throwing stars at the ready.  
 
    But I quickly pulled up my shirt and managed to free a small rectangular parcel wrapped in a swatch of red linen. I set it down on the table and nudged it toward Ezralore.  
 
    The wizened old wizard looked from me to the package I offered him, and a smile spread across his face. He reached down and slowly unwrapped the parcel. In the center of the linen wrapping sat a small leather-bound book. It was entirely ordinary in appearance, and had I not known the importance of the texts within, I might have overlooked it completely.  
 
    It had been Maggie who had found it for me in the library, and it was Maggie who had grown up reading the very same stories over and over again. It was why she was here with me now.  
 
    Ezralore sucked in a rattling breath that sent Mirabelle lurching forward in her seat like he might need her aid. The wizard brushed her off with the raise of one hand, and with the other, he reached out and lifted the book up.  
 
    “My letters,” he said softly. “Jolin, my friend, it has been many, many years.”  
 
    It was then that Maggie’s attempts at containing herself seemed to end.  
 
    “It’s so wonderful to meet you!” she exclaimed. “I’ve grown up reading everything about Jolin, and through him, you. I’ve read the letters hundreds of times. It was my favorite book as a child.”  
 
    Her face was flush with excitement and joy, and she made a beautiful sight like that.  
 
    Ezralore looked up in surprise, and he studied Maggie with a new sort of appreciation. It was almost as if he hadn’t really given much thought to the presence of the heir to the throne before that moment.  
 
    “You did?” He seemed genuinely stunned. 
 
    Maggie nodded her head up and down. “Yes! Oh, yes, I loved reading about Jolin and the things he did, but the newer volumes never seemed to get it quite right. It was always like they were trying to tell me a story, and never telling me the truth. I know it sounds silly, but when I first found the bound letters as a little girl, I would do nothing but read them for hours on end. There is something so… so beautiful about your friendship with Jolin, and it made me want to find a hero like him as I grew older.”  
 
    Her eyes darted to me for a moment, and the smile on her face was radiant.  
 
    Ezralore pushed his tiny spectacles back up the bridge of his nose and gave a very pointed sniffle. It took me a moment to realize that the wizard had been nearly brought to tears by Maggie’s statement.  
 
    Mirabelle reached out to clasp one of her many times great-grandfather’s hand, and this time, he didn’t brush away her concern.  
 
    “My,” he said. “It has been many years since I have allowed myself to think about my friend, but your words bring him back to me.”  
 
    “When Dex informed me that he had met you, I couldn’t believe it,” Maggie continued. “I had no idea that you were still alive, much less that you were so close to the palace. I feel as though I’m meeting one of my heroes from a fairytale.”  
 
    The conversation between Ezralore and a giddy, overjoyed Maggie drifted to nothing more than background noise of my thoughts as Mirabelle turned her brilliant, multi-colored eyes on me.  
 
    “You,” she said, and there wasn’t any sort of accusation in the word. “That was you before, then? The cutthroat that came to see us?”  
 
    I nodded. “It’s hard to believe, but yes.” 
 
    “How is something like that possible?” she asked, though she didn’t seem to expect an answer. “What sort of magic?”  
 
    “It’s complicated,” I said. “It’s the primary reason why I’m here today, but I’m glad to see you as well.”  
 
    “You’re glad to see me?” Mirabelle raised a dark eyebrow. “But why?”  
 
    “Because of what you did for me, and for the wind goddess Mihany back at the Assassins’ Estate,” I said. “The distraction you provided gave us enough cover that I was able to sneak Mihany away without being trapped, and I was able to get her to safety. You saved her life, and I wanted to say thank you.”  
 
    “I… I can’t tell you why I did it,” Mirabelle said. “But something in me told me that what we were doing was wrong. I’m glad I did it.”  
 
    “Did you face any sort of repercussions from your own estate for helping us?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” Mirabelle said. “No, I was surprised as well, but it seemed that the chaos of the scene made it a little too difficult for anyone to see who had used what bit of magic.”  
 
    She wore a surprisingly wicked little grin, and it lit up her entire face. It somehow made her more beautiful than she had been only seconds before.  
 
    For not the first time, I was reminded of the sheer material of her gown and the way that it clung to her perfectly sculpted body.  
 
    “I’m glad,” I said. “And once again, thank you. I appreciated the help more than I can say.”  
 
    Before Mirabelle could respond, the ancient wizard gave a loud, phlegmy clearing of his throat that caught my attention. I turned back to look at him and saw that he had managed to rise up to his feet.  
 
    The thousand-year-old wizard scuttled away from his chair and over toward a pot bubbling over the fire. He reached down to stir whatever was in the pot with a long wooden ladle, and with a wave of his ancient hand, bowls flew out from seemingly nowhere and landed on the table in front of each of our chairs. All it took was another flick of his wrist for whatever sort of soup was in the pot to streak up and out like a geyser. It cut through the air in one of the strangest sights I’d seen in quite some time and landed in each of our bowls. 
 
    To my surprise and relief, there were only minor splatters.  
 
    “Lunch,” Ezralore announced with a cheerful smile on his face.  
 
    I looked down into the bowl, and once again remembered that last time I was here, Ezralore had attempted to get me to drink mugwort tea with him to get high.  
 
    The soup looked about as mugwort free as soup could look, though. If anything, it looked delicious. It appeared to be some sort of thick, tomato-based broth with large chunks of vegetables and tender meat.  
 
    Ezralore snapped his fingers, and spoons appeared in each of the bowls, as if they’d been there the whole time. Then he made his way back over to the table and sat down with a loud sigh.  
 
    “Thank you,” Maggie said. She gave a polite bow of her head in the wizard’s direction before taking the spoon and bringing a small amount of soup up toward her lips without hesitation.  
 
    Ezralore locked his eyes with me, and something mischievous danced behind them.  
 
    “There’s no mugwort in it, nor any other hallucinogens,” he said. “This time. It’s just a simple stew. Perfect for this nasty weather we’re having.”  
 
    Maggie froze with her lips wrapped around the spoon. Her eyes had widened in alarm at the mentions of hallucinogenic drugs, but she still swallowed her bite of soup.  
 
    I reached out to place my hand on her thigh beneath the table and gave it a gentle squeeze. 
 
     With each new thing she did, I was finding myself more and more endeared to the duchess, and she didn’t even seem to have to try. There was just something so pure about her.  
 
    “When he informed me that we were to have guests,” Mirabelle said between her own bites of stew. “I made sure to hide all of his… special spices.”  
 
    “I’m a thousand years old,” Ezralore said. “I should be able to get high when I please, but I suppose this is a rather serious conversation we’re meant to have. It would be difficult if we were all seeing rainbow dragons flying about.”  
 
    “Is that what usually happens?” Maggie gaped at the wizard at the same time Mirabelle cut in. 
 
    “Don’t listen to the old man,” she said. “He’s going senile in his old age.”  
 
    There was amusement in her tone, and she looked at her dozen times great-grandfather with clear love and affection on her face.  
 
    I was surprised by the strange pang in my chest that I felt at the easy familial gesture. These were family members that were separated by hundreds and hundreds of years, and yet they acted like any old man and his doting granddaughter. The line had been strong enough to keep the two of them connected through centuries.  
 
    It wasn’t often that I thought about my own past, but it was getting more and more frequent in the last few weeks. With both Cinis and Ephy pregnant with my children, it was hard not to think about family and what it meant. And of course, it meant that I thought about my own lack of family.  
 
    Master Abbot had adopted me as an infant because he had sensed my mage abilities even then, but there had also been a certain strangeness surrounding the way I came to the orphanage.  
 
    I’d been found abandoned in the Forest of Hud, and that was something that oftentimes grown men couldn’t survive, but I’d been a child and had somehow remained untouched by the forest’s often malicious magic.  
 
    I never knew my family, save for the one I had created myself, and the open-ended question of it all had started to gnaw at me recently.  
 
    “I think it adds a certain zest to life,” Ezralore said with a bright smile on his ancient face. “Don’t let Mirabelle fool you. I’m still as sharp as they come. But you aren’t here to listen to me discuss my mental prowess, are you?”  
 
    “No,” I said. “No, I’m not. You seem to know… what I am.”  
 
    “A user of mirror magic,” Ezralore confirmed.  
 
    Thinking about the fact he knew was one thing, but it was entirely different to hear it aloud. He knew about what I was, so what else did he know?  
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I’m a mirror mage, but I’ve never met anyone who could see through my power before. How did you do that? What was it that gave me away?”  
 
    I was equal parts curious and concerned. I was still a Master Assassin, and the last thing I needed was to have a target that was also familiar with mirror magic, as unlikely as it was. I needed to know as much as I could about the situation so I could control all of the elements.  
 
    “It’s hard to explain,” Ezralore said around bites of stew. “And it has been a long, long time since I have seen magic of this kind. There are few left alive who might stand a chance of recognizing it, though you seem to already be acquainted with one of them.”  
 
    “Gozis the Darkmaster,” I said. “He’s never noticed that I’m using magic when the two of us have spoken in the past. He doesn’t think that I, well, Yeven Grangor, is magical at all.”  
 
    “My old friend, as brilliant as he is, has never been the most adept at recognizing wilder forms of magic,” Ezralore said. “He has always been far more skilled at the matters of life and death. No, there is another ancient magic user within Ocadia, an alchemist--” 
 
    “Do you mean Xerzor?” I asked.  
 
    Ezralore seemed pleased once again. “I do indeed mean Xerzor. He occasionally joins us when we play parcheesi. Those of us who surpass a thousand are growing rarer nowadays, and so we tend to stick together.”  
 
    “I’m friends with him,” I said. “He knows about my mirror magic, but that’s because I told him. He has never implied that he knows anything about it past that, either.”  
 
    “That makes sense as well,” the wizard continued. “I am not surprised. Mirror magic has never been something that is well understood, because it’s not something that is seen often at all.”  
 
    I leaned forward in my seat over my bowl of untouched stew. “Tell me more. What all do you know about mirror magic? About mirror mages?”  
 
    “The last time I heard of someone with your unique abilities was long, long ago,” Ezralore said. His eyes took on a strange, faraway quality that left them clouded, like he was in deep thought. “Back when I was a truly young man myself, by regular mortal standards. I couldn’t have been much older than you yourself are now.” 
 
    It was strange to imagine that there had once been a time when Ezralore was a young man, much less a young man my own age. He had a certain quality that made him seem like he had been over a thousand years old for forever.  
 
    “I was told about the powers from the man who trained me in the ways of magic in the Northern Kingdom,” he continued.  
 
    It was honestly a little impressive that he was still able to regale me with his story while he continued to eat soup without spilling so much as a single drop.  
 
    “The man who trained you?” I racked my brain for any sort of memory on who that might have been, but I didn’t think there’d been anything in the letters between Ezralore and Jolin that had mentioned it. 
 
    Ezralore nodded. “Wizardry isn’t like other forms of magic where there is an estate and a degree of established training. It is… it is spiritual, in a sense, and highly attuned to the wizard himself. Even witches have more rigidity in their learning than wizards.”  
 
    It was hard to hear the word rigidity and imagine Nara at the same time, given her penchant for being maddeningly, endearingly insane, but I thought I understood what he was getting at.  
 
    “I had to move from Ocadia to the north to find someone willing to teach me the things I wanted to know about magic,” he explained. “Ocadia is well regarded as the place where magic is the most centralized on the continent, but it isn’t the only place where it can run free, and I had heard stories of an ancient wizard who lived in a cave in the north, and so I tracked him down and begged him to teach me. He did, and I asked him more questions than there were stars in the sky. He didn’t have answers for some of them, but he had answers for most. When I asked him about rare forms of magic, he decided to teach me about mirror magic.”  
 
    “What did he have to say?” I was leaning so far forward in my seat now that my elbows were braced on the tabletop like I needed them there to keep myself upright.  
 
    Ezralore seemed to preen under the entirety of the focus being on him, and I imagined it wasn’t often someone came to him with questions of this nature, if anyone even came to him at all. It wasn’t as though he was exactly advertising his presence in the kingdom.  
 
    “It is a rare type of magic, of course,” he explained. “Rarer than most, and while it is hard to see here, magic at all is rare. There is a certain wildness in it that is hard to tame. Mirrors, you see, they pop up in stories from cultures all across this world, and they have always been a source of great, unknowable power. There is the mirrored lake in the north, of course, and anyone from the kingdoms can tell you the stories surrounding it.”  
 
    “Lake Lynna,” Mirabelle said in surprise. “I have heard it called the mirrored lake before, but I thought that was only a title, because of the way the water reflects the surroundings. Does it really have something to do with magic?”  
 
    Ezralore nodded. “Stories, far before your time, my sweet sapling. Stories of elves and the fae sacrificing their young into the mirrored lake in return for gifts and powers. Powerful witches using mirrors to scry and open portals to magical spaces. They are more than just stories. Mirrors are magical to their very nature.” 
 
    “But… that isn’t mirror magic, is it?” I asked.  
 
    Ezralore’s eyes twinkled as he looked at me. “No, no, not in our sense. They are tools used in magic, but to control the power of mirrors, to be able to become a mirror, that is very rare indeed.” 
 
    “Did your teacher know anything about mirror mages?” I pressed. “What did he have to say about people like me?”  
 
    “People like you?” Ezralore said and shook his ancient head. “No, no, Master Morgan, you do not understand. There are no people like you.”  
 
    I felt as though someone had dropped a pile of stones onto my chest. “What do you mean?”  
 
    “Mirror magic,” Ezralore said, “is the magic of the gods.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    I felt as though the ground had been yanked away from underneath my feet as I stared at Ezralore and tried desperately to make sense of what he had said. I could hear his words ringing in my ears, but it had become nothing more than noise as I tried to piece it together.  
 
    “What?” was all I managed as I stared at the wizard across the table.  
 
    On either side of me, Mirabelle and Maggie both wore matching looks of shock on their lovely faces. In fact, the only person who didn’t seem absolutely shocked at the information was Ezralore himself.  
 
    “I have never heard of a mirror mage, not in all my time studying magic,” Ezralore said. “Because in a way, they should not exist. Mortals are not wielders of mirror magic, nor have they ever been.”  
 
    “But…” My mind was rapidly spiraling as I tried to connect what he was saying to anything that I knew to be true. It felt entirely untethered from the reality I lived in.  
 
    “Now, before you begin to jump to conclusions,” Ezralore interrupted my rapidly churning thoughts. It was a good thing he did, too, because I was, in fact, going to jump to conclusions.  
 
    “What…” It was the only word I managed. 
 
    I felt as if someone had tilted my entire world onto its side, and everyone else was somehow still going about things like normal, but everything was falling around me. 
 
    “This does not mean you’re a god, not by any means, and I have a feeling that you would know something like that without an old coot like me having to explain it to you,” Ezralore said. “Nor does it mean that you’re any sort of descendant or a demigod. There are a few ways these powers could have come to you, so please, tell me about your parents.”  
 
    “I…” My throat felt dry as my mind spun so fast it was hard to keep up with. “I don’t have parents. I was an orphan.”  
 
    Ezralore’s face was unreadable. “An orphan, interesting. Tell me more?” 
 
    I swallowed back my own spit. “I was adopted by Master Abbot, a water mage who led the Assassins’ Estate, when I was only two. He saw me at an orphanage stall and felt compelled to take me in.”  
 
    “And what of before? Do you know of your time before the orphanage?” Ezralore asked.  
 
    “I was found in the Forest of Hud,” I said. “They found me unharmed but entirely alone there. It was after that I was brought to the orphanage in the first place. I was raised by Master Abbot, and Master Abbot alone.” 
 
    “Hmm.” It was all the wizard said for a few long, dragging minutes.  
 
    The silence that filled the room was heavier than any silence I had experienced before, and I felt discomfort creeping up my spine. 
 
    It was impossible to keep my mind from racing and spinning out of control over what the strange, ancient man in front of me had said.  
 
    Mirror magic was the magic of the gods? 
 
    Of course, I had never met another mirror mage, but that was hardly the reason I had expected as to why. If anything, I had expected something far more mundane, like maybe they had all gone extinct, and I was the last. Or that it was simply a very rare form of magic to have from birth.  
 
    But the gods?  
 
    My thoughts drifted back to the gods I knew, and it was hard to imagine that my powers might be amongst their ranks. Mihany was wild and untamable with her wind magic and her strange mastery of birds, and Cinis’ father, Feroxis, was larger than life. Every time I had encountered him, it was because he had fallen down to the ground in the form of a flaming comet.  
 
    Those were not exactly the sort of things I did.  
 
    Well, I did have wind powers now, but that was only after my sacrificial killing of one of Mihany’s sisters. It wasn’t as if I had always been able to control some degree of the element.  
 
    “You said that you were found in the Forest of Hud?” Ezralore asked.  
 
    I nodded. “I was, they found me there entirely alone.”  
 
    “Interesting,” he mused. “It’s strange indeed that you were found there at all, let alone entirely unharmed. It might mean that you could have been blessed by some sort of trickster deity when you were dropped in the forest, as a way of keeping you safe from the forest’s tricks.”  
 
    “And that blessing could have given me my powers?” I asked.  
 
    “It could have, yes,” Ezralore said. “Or there could be a god somewhere far back in your lineage, but since you aren’t aware of your biological parents, it’s hard to say. The ways of the gods are mysterious indeed, and it’s often hard to say why they choose to do what they do.”  
 
    He said it was unlikely, but the ancient wizard hadn’t said it was impossible that I was the child of a god, and that thought lodged itself into my brain in a place where it seemed I would never be able to dislodge it until I knew the truth.  
 
    I had about a thousand other things I wanted to ask the wizard, but before I could say any of them, Maggie reached out to gently tap my wrist.  
 
    “Dex,” she said. “I am so sorry to have to interrupt this, and I would love to stay longer, but I think it’s time that I should return to the palace.”  
 
    The duchess did look truly apologetic, but I also knew she was right. We were never meant to be here long, despite the nature of our visit. The last thing I wanted was to cause a full-fledged manhunt across the entire kingdom of Ocadia when the guards realized Maggie was missing from the palace.  
 
    I looked back at Ezralore and found the old man’s face knitted in concentration as he seemed to mull over everything we had just said, and in the end, it was Mirabelle who stood up to escort the two of us to the door of the tent. 
 
    She moved gracefully to pluck the cloak from the rack and offered it back to Maggie.  
 
    The redhead smiled and accepted the garment, and I helped her drape it over her blue gown and fasten it at the hollow of her throat.  
 
    “Thank you again,” I said to Mirabelle. “I’m not the sort of man who likes to owe favors, but I do owe one to you. I trust that you won’t abuse it.”  
 
    “Thank you.” She seemed genuinely stunned. “And of course not. It was… nice to meet you. The real you, I mean. And it was wonderful to meet you as well, your highness.”  
 
    She moved as if she was going to dip into another of the strange, formal bows from the north, when Maggie reached out to rest her hand on the other woman’s shoulder and stop her before she could.  
 
    There was a smile across her face, and she gave a shake of her head. “You don’t have to do that, but it was wonderful to meet you as well. And I hope we can meet again soon. I have so many things I’d like to ask your grandfather…” 
 
    There was a joyful, faraway look in Maggie’s eyes, and I was overwhelmed with the desire to kiss her then and there. Before I could get the chance, though, Ezralore had risen up to his feet from his place at the table and made his way over to us.  
 
    “Before you go,” he said and reached out to gently clasp Maggie’s smooth, fragile hand in his ancient, weathered one. “For you. For allowing me to remember the man I once was.”  
 
    He curled Maggie’s fingers gently around a small trinket in the palm of her hand. When she opened her fist to study what it was he’d given her, I saw it was a small, carved figurine of a dragon. It was no larger than my thumb, but despite the small size, the detail was rather astounding. 
 
    It was carved from some sort of pale wood-- no.  
 
    It wasn’t carved from wood at all.  
 
    It was carved of dragon bone.  
 
    The realization as to what the token was hit me seconds before Ezralore could explain.  
 
    “Many, many years ago, Jolin sent this to me with one of his letters,” Ezralore explained. “He carved it himself from a shard of the dragon bone he’d been gifted when he cleared out the staves and sent them from Ocadia for their own protection.”  
 
    Maggie’s lips parted in a perfect ‘o’ of surprise, and her eyes flicked between the delicate carving in her hand and the wizard in front of her.  
 
    “I have kept it for all these years as a way to remember my old friend, and as a charm of protection,” he continued. “Jolin said it would keep me safe from harm, and for a thousand years, it has done just that. But thanks to you, I no longer need it to remind me of him. I have my letters back, and I have what I hope to be a friend in you. You keep his spirit alive. This is the youngest I’ve felt in centuries, and I owe it to you, your highness.”  
 
    Maggie seemed too stunned to speak for a few seconds, and when she finally did, her voice was thick and watery, as if she was holding back tears of joy.  
 
    “Oh,” she breathed out. “Thank you, Ezralore. You must come visit the palace soon, that way we can speak without having to worry about time. I would like to think that I am your friend now, too.”  
 
    The tips of her ears and the high points of her cheeks were pink as she stepped forward and pressed a gentle kiss to the wizard’s cheek.  
 
    “I will treasure this token for as long as I shall live,” she assured him. “Thank you again.”  
 
    I hated to put a stop to the admittedly sweet scene, but Maggie had been right before. We were in a definite time crunch.  
 
    “Thank you again for seeing me,” I said to both Ezralore and Mirabelle. “I’m sure I’ll be in touch again soon.”  
 
    I nodded at both of them as a way to say goodbye, and with that, I swept Maggie from the tent with one arm braced around her lower back and the other holding the tent flap up for her to exit. 
 
    As we stepped outside, Maggie pulled the hood back up over her head to protect herself from the rain, as well as hide her face.  
 
    Luckily, no one seemed to notice the pair of us as we emerged from a tent that appeared too small to hold one person, much less two.  
 
    Maggie’s hand was still tightly curled around the small dragon figurine, and it looked as if she was never going to let it go.  
 
    “Come on,” I urged her in a low tone as I tried to melt the pair of us back into the crowd.  
 
    The rain hadn’t subsided much, if at all, and it was still coming down in heavy sheets around us. The storms from the North had been growing in both frequency and severity, and it was beginning to be a bit of a constant annoyance.  
 
    I had hoped that with Mihany no longer trying to murder the king, we might have finally reached a point in time where the weather was no longer trying to kill me constantly, but it seemed like that was too farfetched to hope for these days. 
 
    Even for the cooler season we were now entering, which admittedly brought storms, this was far from the norm. 
 
    The trip back to the palace had been less stressful than the one leaving it. The entire way back, Maggie was quiet. Her attention seemed to be solely on the small token clutched in her hand. She looked like a child that had just been given the greatest toy in the entire world and couldn’t quite believe their luck.  
 
    It was a rather adorable expression, and if anything, I was grateful she wasn’t trying to wander off to talk to any more random booksellers while we were in a bit of a hurry.  
 
    Instead of entering the way we had exited the palace through the kitchens, the two of us took a detour into the palace gardens. The weather might have been less than ideal, but none of the palace guards would have been surprised to find Maggie outside among her trees.  
 
    I had kept as much rain off of the two of us as I could while we made our way back, and once we were safely out of view of most everyone in the gardens, I didn’t hesitate to widen the sphere of water magic I was wielding by a foot or so.  
 
    “And this is where I leave you, your highness,” I joked and gestured around to the rain-soaked flower beds.  
 
    For the first time since we left Ezralore’s tent in the markets, Maggie looked up at me. She still had the giddy, stunned look on her face, but now she wore a soft smile as well.  
 
    It made her already beautiful face even more radiant, and her freckles stood out despite the flush high on her cheekbones.  
 
    “I don’t know if I can ever thank you enough for this,” she said. “I never dreamed I would get to meet one of my heroes, and now I’ve met two.”  
 
    My eyebrows raised as I looked down at the duchess. “Two? I didn’t think you knew Mirabelle before today. And while she is rather impressive, I don’t know what she could have done to make her one of your heroes.”  
 
    Maggie giggled. “No, not Mirabelle, though she does seem lovely. I mean you, Dex. You’re the hero I’m talking about. You’ve saved my life more times than I can count by now, and you’ve also given me a life, outside of the palace walls.”  
 
    I took a quick survey of the area once again, just to make sure we were still alone in the gardens, before I took a step closer to Maggie, and then another. The two of us were mere inches from one another now, and I could feel the warmth from her breath on the bare skin of my neck as she looked up at me.  
 
    “I’ll give you anything you ask for,” I told her, and I meant every word of it as I leaned down and gently caught her petal pink lips with my own in a slow, affectionate kiss.  
 
    She gave a soft, almost surprised sound in the back of her throat, as if she hadn’t been expecting the kiss, but she immediately relaxed into me and pressed herself closer. I slid my arms around her waist and pressed one of my hands to the small of her back to keep her close to me, even as I pulled out of the kiss.  
 
    Her breathing was a little labored, as if even the rather chaste kiss, by my standards, had left her breathless and wanting.  
 
    “Thank you for coming with me today,” I said. “I’m glad you had a good time.”  
 
    “Of course.” Her voice was soft and low. She looked as if she didn’t want to move away from me, but the sounds of footsteps approaching forced us apart.  
 
    I wasn’t exactly keen on the palace guards watching me canoodle with the heir to the throne, and I knew it was something Maggie wanted to avoid as well.  
 
    We managed to put some space between us just as another round of guards began to pass by on their patrol. It was a squadron of ten this time, and unlike the ones we had passed out of the palace grounds, these guards did look over in our direction.  
 
    If anyone was curious as to what Maggie was doing out in the rain with me, they didn’t show it, though I imagined it was probably a little strange. To the majority of the palace, I was a weapons master for the king, which didn’t exactly explain what I was doing outside in the rain with Maggie.  
 
    “I’ve got to go,” I told the duchess once the patrol had finally passed us by. “I have business to attend to back at my estate, and some questions that I would like to get answered.”  
 
    “What sorts of questions?” Maggie asked.  
 
    “About what Ezralore said in regards to mirror magic and where it comes from,” I explained. “He said it’s the magic of the gods, and luckily enough for me, I happen to know a goddess who I can volley with questions.” 
 
    “I wish you didn’t have to go,” Maggie sighed. “But I understand. Thank you again for today, Dex. It meant the world to me.”  
 
    “We’ll do it again sometime soon,” I promised. “And I can take you wherever you want.”  
 
    Maggie smiled at me again, and with one hand, she reached up to unfasten my cloak from the delicate hollow of her throat. She tugged off the oversized garment, and as she leaned up to press a kiss to my cheek, she draped it around my shoulders.  
 
    I smiled and leaned my head into the affectionate gesture as I took over and finished adjusting the cloak myself.  
 
    I knew that if I didn’t make the first move to leave, we would be trapped outside in the rain all day in a state of limbo, neither one of us wanting to break our trance first.  
 
    But some things needed to be done. 
 
    So I turned and briskly started making my way out of the palace grounds and back in the direction of my estate.  
 
    As I walked, my mind was busy with a flurry of thousands of different thoughts. I hadn’t been lying to Maggie when I’d said I had business back at my estate, because there was always business back at my estate.  
 
    My assassins were the best in the kingdom, and with being the best came lots of jobs. I was sure that when I arrived back, Mazne, the receptionist for the estate, would have plenty of new requests for me to sift through, and that my assassins would have missions and jobs to brief me on.  
 
    I had always expected I would one day take over the Assassins’ Estate from Master Abbot, but it had happened far sooner than I expected, and that had only been the first of many changes in my life that had happened in such a short span of time.  
 
    My thoughts drifted to the other women in my life as I continued my trek. Cinis was a month further along in her pregnancy now, and if anything, the fact that she had a new life growing inside her had made the already blazing fire descendant even more radiant. It was like it had unleashed some sort of spark inside her, and it was both attractive and fucking terrifying.  
 
    Nara had begun to keep a tally of how many times Cinis randomly experienced a strange, overwhelming burst of emotion, and to my knowledge, the tally was up to at least fifteen.  
 
    It seemed low by most pregnancy standards, but outrageously high for someone who was usually as composed as Cinis. My lover wasn’t exactly levelheaded, but she also hadn’t been prone to bursting into tears before she’d started carrying my child.  
 
    But ever since Ephy had conceived as well, both my siren lover and the Queen of the Ardere had been overjoyed. Ephy had been desperate to become pregnant after Cinis had announced she was carrying a baby, and if anything, the siren was the other side of the coin to Cinis’ outbursts of emotion.  
 
    Ephy was generally sweeter and calmer in nature in the first place, and pregnancy had somehow made her even softer than before. She was perhaps one of the few people in all of Ocadia that could handle Nara at her most Nara-like, but recently, the Headmistress of the Witches’ Estate had started watching her tongue.  
 
    I hadn’t been there for the specific incident, but based on what Cinis relayed later, it seemed that Nara had said one too many rude things about her messenger bird, Chainmail, and Ephy had begun to cry.  
 
    And that wasn’t even accounting for the strange chaos that Mihany had added into the mix in my life.  
 
    The other women had come around to the goddess, even though she had been actively trying to kill us only a short while before. I think it was the fact that Mihany had shown up in the nick of time to help me defeat her sisters that had finally won my other lovers over. Well, that and the fact that Nara had decided she actually quite liked the goddess.  
 
    The two of them did share a similar wicked sense of humor and general lack of decorum that was definitely an acquired taste for most.  
 
    My thoughts continued to wander to the women in my life as I pushed hard against the wind blowing in from the north.  
 
    The storms were yet another oddity in my life that I was unable to put to rest. Aside from the fact that I rather missed seeing the sun, there was something strange about the fact they were even here at all.  
 
    It was the season of heavy storms, certainly, and it was one of the things that drove the nipitars to migrate in the past, but never before had the storms crested over the mountain that blocked the Northern Kingdom from Ocadia.  
 
    Even Nara, who had lived inside the kingdom of Ocadia for over a century couldn’t recall a time when something like that had happened, and it was definitely more than a little strange.  
 
    The storms’ strange behavior had also caused the nipitars’ usual migration to happen much sooner than it usually did, and that was how I had come to have my own nipitar in the first place. Nimith had grown larger and larger for the last few weeks, and now the golden-scaled creature was the size of a rather large dog, as opposed to the average cat it had been before.  
 
    She still attempted to hang around Elis’ shoulders, and to his credit, the young Conjurer mage didn’t stop her, but it was clear it was a little more difficult than it had been in the past.  
 
    I picked up my pace as I saw the familiar, watery blue glow of the forcefield that surrounded my Assassins’ Estate glowing in the nearby distance.  
 
    That forcefield had been a saving grace more times than I could count on one hand, and seeing it as I approached home always felt like some sort of welcoming beacon.  
 
    I pushed through the gates that led onto the estate grounds and easily stepped through the forcefield. Once I did, I let the water magic I’d been using on my entire walk home slip away. I felt a release of tension, and it was as if I’d been flexing a strange new muscle the entire walk as I exerted my power, but now that I was inside the safety and rain-free bubble of my estate, I was able to relax.  
 
    I made my way toward the large front doors of the estate, and as I did so, I caught sight of Elis to the side of the large building. He was seated in the center of a Conjurer’s Heart with Nimith circling around the outside of it with an ever-watchful gaze.  
 
    The Conjurer’s Heart was a sort of ritual formation marked onto the ground that helped conjurers safely use their magic and channel it in a way that made the task of conjuring itself easier.  
 
    Nara, along with two other witches in her coven, had laid it out for us when I’d needed Elis to summon Mihany’s sisters, but it had proven to be helpful past that. It allowed my young ward to train his skills without forcing us to venture back to the Conjurers’ Estate, where the power-hungry Headmistress, Kendry Grezza, waited for his hopeful return.  
 
    Conjurer mages were rare. Not as much as mirror mages, but enough that it made Elis a hot commodity to some of the more powerful people in all of Ocadia. But in his own words, he wanted to be an assassin, and that notion made my heart swell with pride.  
 
    I decided not to bother him as he practiced and instead slipped inside the estate.  
 
    Just as I had suspected, there was a large stack of files sitting on Mazne’s desk in the front foyer. The pile was so tall that it nearly obscured Mazne from my view entirely, and all that was visible of the young woman was her mess of dark curls.  
 
    She poked her head around the stack as the door swung shut, and the relief on her face was obvious.  
 
    “Oh, thank the gods,” she breathed. “I’m glad it’s you, Dex, I was worried it was that man again.”  
 
    My brow furrowed. “That man? What man?”  
 
    I moved over to the desk to have a look at a few of the files without disrupting whatever strange, mildly confusing organizational system Mazne had sorted them into.  
 
    “He’s one of Pamphrus’ clients,” she explained. “And he’s a thorn in my side.”  
 
    “How is it that Pamphrus always attracts the most annoying clients?” I mused, though I didn’t really expect an answer, mostly because I was the one who assigned the jobs to my assassins.  
 
    It wasn’t my fault that some of the more difficult jobs had the most obnoxious backers attached. It was one of the unfortunate prices to pay for being skilled, and I knew that better than most.  
 
    “I’ll take these to your office once I have them labeled,” Mazne sighed. “Go dry off and change your clothes. You smell like a wet dog.”  
 
    I barked out a surprised peal of laughter, but stepped away from Mazne’s desk with my hands raised up in the air, like I needed to surrender from something.  
 
    “Alright, alright,” I said. “As you wish.”  
 
    There weren’t many people I would take that sort of comment from, but Mazne was different. The two of us had grown up together at the Assassins’ Estate, and she was probably the closest thing I had to any sort of family, outside of my women and the children they carried in their wombs.  
 
    She was the annoying older sister I had never quite known I wanted until I had one, so I would let her tell me I smelled like a wet dog.  
 
    I kept my pace brisk as I easily navigated the halls of the Assassins’ Estate and headed toward my chambers. Now that Mazne mentioned it, I really did want to get out of my damp clothes.  
 
    I could always use my water magic to pull the liquid from the garments, but sometimes just changing was easier in the first place.  
 
    As I neared the large wooden door that concealed my bedchambers, I started to pick up a loud chattering of voices. My brow furrowed, and as I moved closer, the sound only grew louder and louder.  
 
    I pushed open the door without hesitation, but what I saw made me freeze in my tracks.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    To my utter surprise, all four of my women, minus Maggie, were already there in my chambers.  
 
    And I had no fucking idea what it was they were doing.  
 
    Nara was fully standing atop the bed, which made her just barely taller than Mihany. Her platform boots were kicked aside on the ground, and I was just thankful she hadn’t thought to climb on our bed while wearing her shoes.  
 
    Her chaotically layered dark skirts were rucked up more than usual, and she had shed her over-corset at some point, which left the neckline of her dress plunging far more than usual. Even without the corset, the fabric nipped in at the waspish curve of her waist, and her billowing sleeves fluttered around through the air as she waved her arms above her head.  
 
    Sparks of blue, purple, and pink filled the air around her, and while they didn’t seem to be coming from her fingertips, they also didn’t seem to not be coming from her fingertips.  
 
    Chainmail, the massive raven she used to send messages, cawed loudly and circled her head as if the sparks didn’t bother him at all. He had something that looked like a long screw clamped in his talons.  
 
    Meanwhile, Cinis was seated on the ground with her legs fully extended out in front of her. She rested one hand on the barely there bump of her toned stomach, and her breasts nearly spilled out from the corseted leather top she wore. It matched the leather skirt doing very little to hide her ass or the tops of her luscious, goddess-like thighs.  
 
    Her long, soot-black braids hung down over her shoulders, and her fiery eyes were alight with determination. She used her free hand to steady some sort of wooden board.  
 
    Next to her, Mihany was using her wind powers to heft up yet another wooden board with far less precision than I think she intended.  
 
    Smaller boards, as well as nails, and what looked like a hammer, were clutched in the long, semi-sentient curls of the goddess’ white-blonde hair. Her hair usually hung down her back and neared her knees, but now it floated up in the air around her like some truly strange halo.  
 
    Her usual long, gauzy, and thin white gown had been replaced with a shorter version, and it showed off the supple skin of her legs. She had a look of wild concentration on her face as she continued to conjure up a tiny windstorm in my bedchambers.  
 
    Lastly was Ephy.  
 
    My siren lover was seated next to Nara’s feet on the bed. She cradled a pillow to her chest, but I could still see the fluttering edges of her lily pad skirt beneath the cotton. Her long, periwinkle hair hung down and cascaded over the pillow and around her lovely face. As always, it stood out in stark contrast to her pale green skin.  
 
    Every few seconds, Ephy shot out a jet of steam to redirect something that Mihany misdirected with the wind in the first place.  
 
    It took me a good minute of uninterrupted staring to even figure out what they were trying to do, and then it hit me.  
 
    The strange, lopsided, wooden… thing in the center of my bedchambers looked like it was supposed to be a crib, if the crib had been assembled by four ultra-powerful and yet shockingly woodworking-incompetent women. Or possibly by someone who had never seen a crib before.  
 
    I could deduce, at the very least, what Mihany, Ephy, and Cinis were trying to do, but Nara’s part in this was still a bit of a mystery. That was, right until the crib, if I could call it that, turned hot pink.  
 
    Well. Okay then. 
 
    “Uh, hello?” I had to shout to be heard over the chaos of the building process. 
 
    As soon as I did, it was as if some sort of switch had been flipped. All four of the women turned to look at me, and their faces lit up in unmasked glee.  
 
    “You’re here!” Ephy exclaimed in her soft, sweet voice. “I was hoping you would be back soon!”  
 
    “I’m here,” I repeated and flashed the pregnant siren a smile. “Maggie sends her love.”  
 
    “Oh, that’s so kind of her,” Ephy said. “I wish she could join us here, we’re having such a lovely time.”  
 
    I looked around at the debris scattered around my room, and for the first time noticed just how many random items in my room had been turned hot pink. Apparently, the first few attempts at tinting the crib had been unsuccessful.  
 
    Even the wall of ancient, magical vines that guarded my weapons were now an unsettling shade of hot pink that made my upper lip almost twitch into a snarl. 
 
    I took a deep breath instead.  
 
    “We are having a lovely time,” Cinis agreed with an eager nod of her head.  
 
    The tips of her fingers were smoking, and there were definite scorch marks left on a few of the boards, including the one she was currently propping up.  
 
    I had no idea why she was scorching boards, but that seemed to be a theme of the last five minutes. I was privately known throughout the kingdom for being a man who understood things better than most, and even I was having a hard time figuring out the reasons behind most of what was taking place in here.  
 
    “And… what exactly is it that you’re doing?” I finally risked asking. I tried to keep my tone as calm and light as possible. The last thing I wanted to do was accidentally set off an incident that would cause Cinis to add another scorch mark to my bedchamber.  
 
    Chainmail let out a loud squawk. 
 
    “Exactly,” Nara seemed to say in agreement with the bird. “What he said.”  
 
    “Nara, that’s a bird,” I said.  
 
    “Yes, and it’s a bird that said something I agree with,” she said like it was obvious. “You always underestimate Chainmail, but he’s often one of the most intelligent residents of this estate.”  
 
    “Are you implying my highly trained assassins are less intelligent than a bird?” I raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “No,” she scoffed. “I’m not implying it, I’m saying it directly. Chainmail is practically a genius.”  
 
    I watched as my witch lover’s genius bird tried to eat a screw.  
 
    “Right,” I said flatly. “Moving past that, what’s actually happening here? And if someone squawks at me, I’m going to get upset.”  
 
    “The children are going to need cribs,” Cinis finally answered me.  
 
    She used the hand that had been resting on her stomach to gesture to the lopsided wooden contraption she was continuing to prop up with the other hand.  
 
    Mihany nodded in agreement, and her floating tendrils of hair bobbed up and down as well, as if the more of them that agreed with this lunacy, the less insane it would actually seem.  
 
    “So the four of you decided to… build one?” I used the word build loosely, mostly because I had a feeling if I said anything more accurately about what they were doing, the two pregnant women would burst into tears, and that was a chain of events that I wasn’t exactly too keen on setting off at this moment in time.  
 
    “Well, it was the most logical thing to do,” Nara said with a prim little sniff. She suddenly dropped herself down onto the bed as if her legs had been swept straight out from under her.  
 
    Her skirts fluffed up and caught air as she did so, and when she landed, she bounced on the mattress a few times for good measure.  
 
    Ephy leaned over to rest her head on Nara’s shoulder.  
 
    “Building one yourselves was the most logical thing?” I checked.  
 
    “It seemed… sweet,” Ephy said. Her voice was soft and lilting, and she wore a pleased little smile on her lovely, delicate face. Her pink lips were curled up in a way that made the rest of her face seem utterly peaceful, even as she leaned against Nara.  
 
    I sighed and looked around the chaos and wreckage of my bedchambers. I hated to admit that it actually was sort of sweet, even if it was also an incredibly bad idea and most of my belongings had now been turned hot pink. It was just nice to see that they were all getting along with Mihany well, even Cinis.  
 
    She had been the most skeptical about the goddess’ inclusion in our lives, and I couldn’t really blame her. After all, Mihany had destroyed Cinis’ throne room and nearly sent the entire kingdom of the Ardere into war by stirring up the fire beings that lived within the realm to heightened emotional states.  
 
    “We can all head into the markets soon,” I said. “There are some fantastic woodworkers and carpenters, and I’m sure we can find cribs that you all like, how does that sound?”  
 
    The four women looked amongst themselves, as if they needed to have some sort of silent conversation about whether or not buying an actually well-made crib or using the monstrosity they had created was the best idea.  
 
    “That sounds like fun,” Cinis finally said. “It is a good idea. Thank you, Dex. I don’t know what we would do without you.”  
 
    As if on cue, the thing masquerading as a crib in the center of the room collapsed into a heap of hot pink wood, bits of metal and… were those feathers?  
 
    Despite her pregnant state, Cinis was still able to dart back quickly from the mess with a single flap of her velvety-black wings.  
 
    Mihany seemed less concerned about getting caught in the mess. She simply used her wind powers to hover just a little higher off the ground and avoid boards and poorly-hewn planks from landing on her feet.  
 
    I couldn’t help but wonder where they had actually gotten the materials to make the crib in the first place. Then a momentary surge of fear rushed through me. 
 
    I was absolutely going to find something dismantled in my estate at some point soon, and I was just going to have to accept that fact, wasn’t I?  
 
    “Can you take care of this?” I asked Nara.  
 
    The Headmistress of the Witches’ Estate had busied herself by absently stroking Chainmail’s feathers as she tried to wrestle another hunk of metal from his beak, like a child that had put something in its mouth that it shouldn’t have.  
 
    “Hmm?” she asked.  
 
    I gave a soft, exasperated laugh. “Nara, the mess.”  
 
    “Oh!” She nodded and waved her hand loosely. The mess on the floor went from the vibrant shade of hot pink back to the normal browns it had been before.  
 
    “I think he meant could you remove the mess,” Ephy whispered to Nara. “Not change the color.”  
 
    Nara sighed, and I could have sworn her damn bird sighed as well.  
 
    Could birds even sigh? Was that something they were remotely capable of, or was Chainmail just a freak of nature?  
 
    “That’s a much less fun option,” she said, but at the same time, she plunged her hand into the folds of her layered skirts and into what I assumed was a hidden pocket.  
 
    When she pulled it free, she held a small vial in her hand. It was barely longer than one of her fingers, and it was just as narrow. There was a large cork stopper plugging the end and keeping a strange, almost but not quite clear liquid sloshing around inside the glass.  
 
    Nara uncorked the vial and held the opening toward the pile of debris that was supposed to be a crib on the floor.  
 
    I wasn’t sure what exactly she was doing, until a few seconds passed and suddenly the mess on the floor was somehow liquefying. It melted into a puddle on the ground, and then that new strange liquid floated up through the air and drained toward the vial as if it were being sucked up through a straw. 
 
    The entire process only took a few seconds, and when Nara corked the vial once again, the liquid inside was no longer clear. Instead, it looked to be the same shade of brown that the mess on the floor had been.  
 
    “Well, that was impressive,” I admitted.  
 
    “I know.” Nara all but preened like the bird in her lap as she slipped the vial back into the pocket that was somewhere amongst the mess of skirts.  
 
    Immediately, the lack of mess in the middle of my bedchambers felt like a weight had been lifted off my back. It was suddenly much easier to actually maneuver around the space, and it even felt like there was room to breathe again. 
 
    Though that might have had something more to do with the fact there were no longer four separate types of magic all swirling chaotically around the room along with a healthy amount of sawdust.  
 
    “How was the meeting with Ezralore?” Cinis asked from the ground. 
 
    “It went well,” I said. “But before I get into that, I do have something I want to bring up.”  
 
    “What is it, Dex?” Ephy asked. She cocked her head to the side as she looked at me with her large, curious eyes. Then she moved the pillow in front of her own stomach aside to gently rest her hand over her stomach in the same way that Cinis was doing a few feet away. 
 
    The sight of two of my lovers so adoringly protecting the children I had put inside them made my chest fill with warmth. But it wasn’t the time to dwell on something like that. I had bigger issues to deal with at the moment.  
 
    I sighed. “It’s about the storms.”  
 
    I kept my tone light at first. I trusted Mihany, but there was only so far my trust could go when only a month before, she’d been actively trying to kill me, as well as a majority of the kingdom. It was one of those situations where I wanted to believe she was entirely reformed, but I still had to be cautious. 
 
    As much as I had grown to care for her, I couldn’t ignore the fact she was still an unpredictable wind goddess with a penchant for chaos. I would be a fool if I didn’t make sure she was still keeping to her word, no matter what I felt for her.  
 
    And I wasn’t a fool. 
 
    Cinis seemed to understand what I was implying immediately, and she cast a quick glance over in Mihany’s direction with her flaming eyes. Thankfully, she didn’t say anything. It was for the best if I eased into my questions gently. 
 
     “Well, personally, I am more than ready for these damned storms to stop,” Nara announced. “Chainmail doesn’t care for them, and they ruin my hair.”  
 
    “What about the storms?” Mihany asked. She sounded almost bored, as if now that there wasn’t a reason to create chaos, she couldn’t find a reason to stay.  
 
    I didn’t beat around the bush. “Are you the reason for the storms?” 
 
    It took a moment for Mihany to actually react to my accusation.  
 
     “Why would I bother wasting my power creating such things?” she asked, like there was no obvious reason at all. “I do not have anything I want to achieve by doing something like that. I am a goddess, I have much better things to do than waste my time playing with puny world-dwellers.” 
 
    As one of the four world-dwellers in the room, I exchanged a look with the other three. None of us seemed like we wanted to mention the fact that Mihany had in fact just been playing with the so-called puny world-dwellers right before I showed up. 
 
    That felt neither here nor there.  
 
    “So, these storms aren’t because of you?” My tone was tense, and I stared at the goddess as though I could discern whether she was telling the truth solely based on the look on her face.  
 
    Mihany met my gaze with her strangely entrancing two-toned eyes. They were gold and silver, and they were as hypnotic as always. Her eyes had been one of the first things that I had noticed about the Wayward Wind Goddess, and it was only after we had defeated her sister and she gained her wind abilities along with her own that one of her eyes had turned silver as well.  
 
    As we stared at each other, I was able to read a sort of truth in her expression. She didn’t seem hurt that I had accused her of causing the current rash of storms. I had a feeling that living as long as she had would dampen any sort of betrayal she might feel at statements like that.  
 
    Or at least, I assumed. It was always hard to tell with Mihany.  
 
    “I am good now,” Mihany insisted. “Mostly. I have not done anything that might hurt the fragile feelings of the people in this kingdom. You have my word.”  
 
    She smiled at me like the cat that ate the canary, and despite the fact that it looked like she hadn’t quite figured out how to smile like a normal world-dweller, so without seeming terrifying, I believed her.  
 
    I exhaled a sigh of relief. I might not have had the answers I wanted yet, but I at least was certain Mihany had nothing to do with all of this. I would take the victories I could get when they presented themselves to me.  
 
    “What is causing the storms to tumble into Ocadia, then?” Ephy asked. “If it is not Mihany.”  
 
    “That’s my next question,” I said with a sigh. “It has to be something, but I don’t even know where to begin looking for answers.” 
 
    “I do not think it’s that big of a problem,” Mihany said breezily. “I like the storms.” 
 
    “Of course you do,” Cinis said. “But not all of us enjoy flying in strong winds.” 
 
    Mihany waved her hand, as if to entirely brush off Cinis’ comment. 
 
    “Well, now that we’ve spoken about the storms,” Nara began. “Tell us about what you learned from Ezralore. Were you able to discover what you wanted?”  
 
    I was glad for the change of subject, but I knew the topic of the storms would be one that was sitting in the back of my mind, ready and waiting to be addressed once again.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted. “He definitely knows about mirror magic, though, and he told me something I didn’t expect.”  
 
    “What was it?” Ephy leaned forward with curiosity openly on her face now. Her hair hung forward in a thick curtain and swung so it exposed her perfectly-shaped breasts and rose-pink nipples.  
 
    I forced myself to keep my focus on the topic at hand, however, before I got distracted and carried away.  
 
    “Well, to start with, Ezralore recognized me without wearing the same face I’d worn to see him last time,” I said. “Which makes me think he knows how to see through the mirror magic, or at the very least, like he understands what to look for when it’s used.” 
 
    “That certainly is strange,” Nara remarked. “Does he know where it comes from?”  
 
    I nodded. “He does. He said mirror magic is the magic of the gods.”  
 
    As I spoke, I turned my attention fully back to Mihany again. If anyone knew if Ezralore had been telling the truth, I was sure it would be the wind goddess in front of me.  
 
    Mihany looked up from examining her nails and blinked her strangely-colored eyes once. “Did you not know that?”  
 
    I balked. “Do you mean to tell me you’ve known the entire time that mirror magic is godly magic?”  
 
    “I thought it was obvious,” she said with a shrug of her slender shoulders. “And I had no reason to think that you didn’t know. It was one of the reasons I was drawn to you in the first place. I wouldn’t fall for a world-dweller that wasn’t powerful enough to be impressive.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, and for a moment it was the only word I could get out past my clenched teeth. “But you never mentioned that those powers were godly powers.”  
 
    “It’s not as if I thought you were a descendant, like Cinis,” she said. “Is that what you’re asking me? If you’re a descendant? Because I do not think you are. I would have sensed that.”  
 
    “Would you have told me if you sensed that, though?” I asked dryly. 
 
    “No,” Mihany answered with a pleasant smile on her face. “I would not have done so.”  
 
    “Great,” I muttered.  
 
    Mihany softened at my tone, and then she finally spoke without any sarcasm. “It is very unlikely that both of your parents are deities, which is what would make you a descendant in the first place. Unless of course your parents were higher level deities, which could make you a god in your own right, but that seems far-fetched.” 
 
    “It does?” Ephy asked. “Because I think Dex is impressive enough to be a god.”  
 
    “Thank you, Ephelia,” I told my siren lover.  
 
    “But that still leaves the question,” Cinis chimed in. “About what Dex actually is, then.”  
 
    “It does,” Mihany agreed. “But I am certain he cannot be a descendant.” 
 
    “What makes you so certain?” Nara asked. The witch was absently pulling twigs from her hair and passing them to Chainmail, who seemed more than willing to amuse himself with the spare bits of plant matter.  
 
    “Gods don’t have sex with mortals,” Mihany assured us with a know-it-all nod. “Much less attempt to bear their children. It’s entirely unheard of. I cannot think of a time any deity would dare do something like that. In fact, it’s rare for a world-dweller to even survive sex with a deity. I certainly have never met anyone who has done so.”  
 
    The room went silent for a moment, and it seemed as if everyone needed a few seconds to absorb that information.  
 
    The last statement was certainly shocking, but that didn’t distract from how ridiculous the rest of it was, coming from my goddess lover.  
 
    I cleared my throat. “Mihany?”  
 
    The goddess looked at me, and then looked at the other three women in the room. They were all staring at her as if waiting for her to pick up the humor in what she said.  
 
    The Wayward Wind Goddess looked confused for a few seconds before she frowned and huffed. She folded her arms over her chest and tilted her chin up in a haughty gesture that I assumed was meant to save face.  
 
    “I suppose there are some… circumstances to the contrary,” she said begrudgingly. “But these are rare circumstances. And besides, it isn’t as if you are any random world-dwelling man. I would never stoop so low as to consider sleeping with a man that was not in some way endowed.”  
 
    “Ha,” Nara interrupted. “Endowed.”  
 
    Mihany paused. “I did not mean his penis. Although you aren’t wrong. I was actually referring to his magical attributes.”  
 
    “What does endowed mean?” Ephy whispered to Cinis.  
 
    “It means he has a very large and incredibly satisfying cock,” Cinis answered bluntly. 
 
    The siren blushed instantly, and she sent me the cutest smile I’d ever seen in my life as she nodded in agreement. 
 
    “I suppose it stands to reason that there are many things that make Dex a valid companion for a goddess,” she said. “Not only that his manhood is impressive, or that he has an affinity for magic unlike that of any world-dweller I have ever seen.”  
 
    “Please,” Nara said. “Continue. I am so curious to see what these reasons are.”  
 
    “Nara,” I sighed. “Don’t encourage her.” 
 
    “I think she should encourage her,” Ephy said. “I want to know, too. I have rarely interacted with goddesses outside of my own, and it isn’t often that I hear their opinions like this.” 
 
    “Opinions about my dick?” I asked with my eyebrows shooting up toward my hairline.  
 
    “Yes,” Ephy said after a thoughtful moment of consideration. “I suppose so.” 
 
    “Dear gods,” I muttered to myself. But despite the fact I was desperately trying to get the conversation back on track again, it seemed as if Mihany was more than willing to let it continue to spiral into madness. 
 
    The goddess was skilled at many things, but perhaps she was best at making the chaos that already reigned supreme in my life even more prevalent.  
 
    “In fact,” Mihany spoke a little louder to get the attention back onto her. “I think bearing Dex’s child would be rather fascinating.” 
 
    “Now you want to have one of his kids?” Nara asked.  
 
    “I think it could be fascinating,” Mihany confirmed again. “I have not known of a goddess to willingly submit herself to a world-dweller in this way. But Dex is highly superior to others, so I’d be rather honored. And I think I would look very good with child.”  
 
    “You would be lovely,” Ephy said, and she sounded as if she genuinely meant it. “I think it would give you a very nice glow. I always love when pregnant women have the glow. Do I have the glow? Cinis does, and it makes her look like she’s burning from within.”  
 
    “I always look as if I’m burning from within,” Cinis corrected, but even as she did so, she still seemed pleased at Ephy’s comment, and I noticed that she had started to stroke her stomach again in a loving gesture. 
 
    “Yes,” Ephy agreed. “But this glow is more like… like a candle and less like a forest fire.”  
 
    “What’s wrong with forest fires?” the Queen of the Ardere asked with a raised eyebrow. “I happen to think that forest fires are beautiful.”  
 
    “They are!” Ephy said with an encouraging nod of her head. “But they are far more intense than a candle. This is a softer glow.”  
 
    “As opposed to your usual terrifying radiance,” Nara added. “Right, Lilypad?” 
 
    Ephy seemed pleased. “Yes.”  
 
    “I think you’re glowing as well, Ephelia,” Cinis complimented my siren.  
 
    Ephy’s already lovely face lit up even more. “You think so?”  
 
    “Yes,” Nara agreed, though she wasn’t looking at Ephy. She was too focused on helping Chainmail create a strange tower made of sticks on my bed.  
 
    That was going to be a nightmare to clean up later, but she seemed happy, and considering I couldn’t get a word in edgewise anyway, I decided to let her continue.  
 
    “I want to glow from the glory of carrying Dex’s child.” Mihany’s lips curved downward into a frown, and as her mood began to shift, the tendrils of hair that had fallen still only a few minutes before were raising up again like they tended to do when her emotions ran high.  
 
    “Dex!” Ephy exclaimed. “You should get Mihany with child as well. It would be so wonderful if all of us were carrying your children at the same time, don’t you think?” 
 
    “I am too young to be a mother,” Nara interrupted. 
 
    “You’re a century old, aren’t you?” Cinis asked.  
 
    “Yes, but that’s still far too young,” Nara said. “It might make my breasts start to sag, and that wouldn’t look good at all. It would be terrifying if I took one of my corsets off and they just dropped.” 
 
    “I don’t think that would happen,” Ephy assured the witch. “And doesn’t pregnancy make your breasts swell? Cinis’ are getting much larger.”  
 
    “That is true,” Nara mused. “I’ve noticed that myself recently.”  
 
    “They have,” Cinis agreed. “It’s made it harder to find tops to wear, and I have considered going without, but decided that it might not be the most queenly of gestures.”  
 
    “Oh, it’s very nice not to worry about something like that,” Ephy said reassuringly. She gestured to her own bare breasts with a smile on her face.  
 
    “Personally, I don’t think you should even bother,” Nara agreed. “Right, Dex? She looks so good like this, that it’s almost a shame she is covering up in the first place.”  
 
    I opened my mouth to reply, and to voice the fact that I thought all of my lovers should go around without clothing on anyway, but Mihany had decided to join the conversation again. 
 
    “I think I would like to glow,” the wind goddess announced. “And for my breasts to get larger. But I would also like to know what it is like to have Dex’s seed growing something in my womb. I am millennia old and have never experienced something like that before. I have never found a man I thought worthy.”  
 
    “Oh! This is so wonderful,” Ephy agreed and clapped her hands together. “Dex, we should do this now, I think. Don’t you think it would be so wonderful? We should build another crib soon!” 
 
    “I want this one to be purple,” Nara announced. “I think I could make a very nice shade of purple. I’ll have to collect a few different things first for the exact shade. There’s a larger patch of Tyrian violets on the outskirts of the estate, aren’t there? I could have sworn I saw some recently.” 
 
    “I don’t know what a Tyrian violet looks like,” Cinis said. “But I could help you look, I suppose. Though I still think the cribs would look better with fire incorporated into their designs.” 
 
    “I don’t know if Ephelia’s child would handle fire well,” Mihany said. “But that might be interesting to find out as well. There are so many interesting things I have never considered before. Like infants and fire.” 
 
    “Purple flames, then,” Nara said, like this was some sort of rational compromise.  
 
    “Ladies…” I finally sighed.  
 
    That was all it took to finally get all four of my lovers’ attention back on me and away from the rapidly spiraling thread of conversation.  
 
    “Kerah?” Chainmail the raven was the only one to offer up any sort of response.  
 
    I exhaled slowly. “Can we get back on track, please? I promise we can discuss the children later, as well as the cribs, and impregnating Mihany.”  
 
    It was, admittedly, a very strange list of things.  
 
    There was a chorus of apologies, and I exhaled a long sigh as the room finally fell back into silence. It felt as if I had somehow lost a few years off of my life trying to keep that conversation in line. I rubbed my temples and tried to remember where in my recollection of events that I had actually left off before things started to spin out of control.  
 
    “As I was saying,” I tried again. “Ezralore informed me that my magic was magic associated with the gods, but it doesn’t necessarily mean that I have any godly lineage, which is in line with what Mihany just said.” 
 
    “Mihany just said a lot of things,” Cinis reminded me. Her wings fluttered as she spoke, and it was clear to me that my fiery lover was amused by the chaos I had just quelled. She hadn’t quite come around on the goddess yet, but it was clear she no longer viewed Mihany as an enemy, and that was certainly a step in the right direction. 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed before continuing on. “And Ezralore’s information leaves a lot of questions to be answered. I’m still not sure what my mirror magic means, or where it comes from, but I have a place to start in my research now. And I know that Ezralore wouldn’t mind at all if I came back to ask him more questions. He’s an irreplaceable resource for something like this.”  
 
    “Let us know if there’s anything that we can do, Dex,” Ephy said. “I would love to help however I can.”  
 
    “You just need to rest right now,” I said, and the comment was directed at both of the pregnant women in the room. “And that means no more trying to build your own cribs.”  
 
    “But does that mean I can continue to try and build the cribs?” Nara asked.  
 
    “Yes, I was wondering the same thing,” Mihany added. “Can I continue as well? It is a surprisingly entertaining activity. I have never attempted to do something like this before. I usually find that I am far better at destruction, as opposed to creation.”  
 
    I didn’t point out that it had looked like there was quite a bit of destruction involved in the process I had walked in on, because I didn’t think that reminder would help anything.  
 
    “There’s a ban on all crib building for now,” I said in an attempt to preserve the sanctity of not only my bedchambers, but the entirety of my estate. “The four of you will have to find something else to do to keep yourselves occupied.” 
 
    “Tell me more, then,” Mihany said. “About this glow?”  
 
    She turned away from me and toward Ephy, who had shifted to the edge of the bed so she could let her long legs dangle down.  
 
    The siren seemed pleased to answer Mihany’s questions, and before even a minute had passed, the four women were engaged in a conversation again that I couldn’t follow even if I tried. 
 
    A smile worked its way onto my face as I took a moment to observe my four lovers as they bonded. I would have liked to stay longer and spend more time with them, but there was always work to be done.  
 
    I turned on my heel to leave my bed chambers and slipped quietly into the hallway without any one of the four of them so much as noticing my hasty disappearance.  
 
    I let the door swing closed behind me and exhaled a slow sigh of relief. I loved all of the women in my life, but I would be lying to myself if I didn’t acknowledge the fact that sometimes they were out of control.  
 
    If anything, that fact made me love each of them more. I had never been the sort of man who was happy with something easy. It simply wasn’t my way.  
 
    My mind was already spinning with all of the things that I still had to accomplish that day. The sun was theoretically still high in the sky, and the day was young.  
 
    I had barely taken a step from the closed doorway of my bedchambers, however, when I saw a familiar head of dark curls rapidly making its way toward me.  
 
    Mazne looked more frazzled than she had less than an hour before when I’d come into the estate in the first place. 
 
    “Dex!” she called out. 
 
    When she saw me standing out in the hallway already, her short legs seemed to move even faster as she made her way toward me, and I was afraid for a moment that she was going to lose her glasses entirely. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I held my hands out in front of me to prevent my receptionist from slamming into me at full speed as she tried and failed to skid to a halt.  
 
    I managed to get a hold of her shoulders to help steady her before she lost her balance. She gave a heavy sigh, and her chest rose and fell quickly with the labored breaths she took.  
 
    “The guy,” she managed before taking another wheezing breath. “The one I told you about before.”  
 
    My brow furrowed as I quickly went back over the conversation I’d had with Mazne.  
 
    “The one I assigned to Pamphrus?” I asked. “The one whose been annoying you?”  
 
    Mazne nodded instead of verbally responding, and for a moment, I was worried that I was about to have to play “guess the emergency” with her.  
 
    “He’s here,” she managed to my relief. “I sent him to your office with Pamphrus because he’s refusing to leave again until you speak with him yourself.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    I sent Mazne back out to the foyer of the estate before I made my way down the hall to my office. The receptionist had offered to come with me, but even as she said the words, it was clear it was probably the last thing in the entire world she actually wanted to do.  
 
    I paused outside of the door to my office for a moment as I ran over the information I knew about this job in my mind. Admittedly, it wasn’t all that much, even with the quick debrief I’d gotten from Mazne earlier in the day.  
 
    We had so many jobs constantly moving in and out of the estate that it was hard to keep track of all of them, despite my penchant for being so detail-oriented.  
 
    The most that I could remember about the man was that the job had something to do with his son, and I tucked that piece of information into the back of my mind before I pushed open the door and stepped inside.  
 
    I took a moment to take in the sight of my office.  
 
    The large fountain in the corner continued to bubble and gurgle as it always did, and the sight of it there filled me with a sense of calm. I associated the fountain with Master Abbot, of course, as the former Head of the Assassins’ Estate was a water mage, but with Ephy as well.  
 
    On a few fairly notable occasions, her goddesses had actually contacted me through the fountain and helped me learn to use my water powers, as well as create the water magic-based forcefield that surrounded the estate.  
 
    There was a large collection of decorative weapons mounted on the wall behind my sturdy desk, and I made another mental note to dust them later. I was fond of the weapons, and I wanted them to remain in pristine condition.  
 
    The only thing out of place in the office were the two men seated in the chairs across from my desk. 
 
    The larger of the two, of course, I recognized well. It was Pamphrus, one of the best assassins that worked for me at the estate, and he didn’t look pleased. His already less-than-handsome face was contorted into an almost painful-looking frown, and his thick hands gripped the armrests of the chair.  
 
    We shared a brief look as I made my way around the desk and lowered myself down into my own chair to properly study the second man.  
 
    He appeared to be in his late forties to early fifties, with a ruddy complexion and a stressed, sour disposition. His eyes were dark and a little beady, but despite that, I still was able to read the concern and worry written in them as clear as day.  
 
    He wasn’t wearing particularly fancy clothing, and if anything, his garments were on the shabbier side. This told me a few things about him right away. He wasn’t a well-off man, and he was spending outside his means to hire one of my assassins in the first place.  
 
    This job certainly mattered to him.  
 
    Though that was also apparent by the fact he refused to leave well enough alone and let Pamphrus do his job. 
 
    “Dex,” Pamphrus greeted me before pausing and clearing his throat. “I mean, Master Morgan.”  
 
    “Pamphrus,” I returned the greeting. “What can I do for you?”  
 
    “Finally!” The other man exclaimed before Pamphrus could get a single word in edgewise. He shifted forward in his seat and wrung his large, callused hands down between his legs. 
 
    “He’s been bothering Mazne about the job,” Pamphrus explained. “Doesn’t matter how many times she tells him I’m on it, or how many times I tell him I’m on it. He keeps showing up. It’s more than annoying, it ruins the whole point of hiring an assassin if you keep poking around at the Assassins’ Estate.”  
 
    I sighed. “You can go back to the rest of your day, Pamphrus. I’ll handle this for now.” 
 
    My assassin looked more than a little relieved as I gave him an out, and he stood up so quickly from the chair that he nearly knocked it backward. He shot me a look I thought was both gratitude and sympathy for what I was about to endure before he disappeared from my office without a trace.  
 
    The man looked at me with wide, dull eyes and opened his mouth as if to speak, but I held up my hand to stop him in his tracks.  
 
    He snapped his mouth shut at the gesture and straightened a little bit in his seat. It was clear that despite the fact I wasn’t as broad as Pamphrus, I still had a more commanding presence, and this guy knew it.  
 
    “Your name?” I asked. 
 
    The man swallowed. “Markeen Lutz.”  
 
    “Markeen Lutz,” I repeated. The name did ring a bell. “You brought on our service because of your son, is that correct?”  
 
    “Yes, yes, that is. “ He nodded eagerly and shifted forward in his seat again. “But you haven’t done anything yet and-”  
 
    “If you want to talk about your job with me,” I cut him off. “You are not going to interrupt me, is that clear?” 
 
    Markeen Lutz paled and nodded again. He shifted uncomfortably in his seat and averted his eyes, like he was afraid to make direct eye contact with me. Whatever bluster he might have had while harassing Mazne was gone. I had shamed it right out of him.  
 
    “Now please, relay the information about your job to me from beginning to end,” I said coolly. “You wanted to talk about your job, so talk.”  
 
    “Yes, yes, of course Master Morgan,” he stammered. “I went searching for your services because of my son, Erek. He’s been missing for the last week. It’s over a week now, though. The first time I reached out, it had been a week, but now it’s been ten days, almost eleven days.”  
 
    “And you’re aware that we are assassins,” I said, and it wasn’t a question. “We don’t do search and rescue. You’d have more luck contacting one of the other estates that deal in magic to see if they can work some sort of spell for you.”  
 
    “I know, the receptionist, Macy-” he started.  
 
    “Mazne,” I corrected. 
 
    “Mazne,” he amended. “Told me that the first time, but I know he wouldn’t just wander off. It’s not in his nature. He’s the only family I have left, and I’m his. It’s not something he would do.”  
 
    “And so you think someone killed him?” I asked. The more I spoke with Markeen Lutz, the more I remembered about the original file on his job.  
 
    “I know someone did!” Markeen nodded. “It’s the only thing that makes sense.”  
 
    “And so, you wanted us to kill whoever killed your son.” I could have written this conversation out myself and performed both parts of it with ease. It wasn’t a new story, and if anything, it was one that I had heard many times before while running the Assassins’ Estate. But that wasn’t how our estate worked, and we didn’t just go around killing people willy-nilly.  
 
    That would have been exceptionally bad for business.  
 
    “Exactly!” Markeen looked pleased that I understood him completely, but didn’t seem to sense the dryness and the sarcasm in my tone.  
 
    “Mister Lutz,” I sighed. “I know that Mazne must have told you this the first, second, and third time you sought her out to complain about the job you’ve given us, but we don’t murder people on hunches and vague suspicions of foul play. There was a level of suspicion involved in your son’s disappearance that struck our interest, enough that we were willing to look into it to see if your theory was correct about who you believed killed him. Had the theory been correct, the actual job would have begun, but–” 
 
    Once again, Markeen Lutz shifted as if he was going to interrupt me. I raised my eyebrow, though, and he snapped his mouth closed, but after a few long, dragging seconds of making him wait, I gestured for him to continue.  
 
    “I was wrong the first time,” he said. “I thought that it was our neighbor who had killed him. She’s ancient and had never liked Erek. I assumed she finally snapped one day when he walked through her garden instead of around it, and she buried him under the azaleas, but that’s crazy!” 
 
    I was glad to see that maybe he did have some sort of common sense after all, but just as the thought struck me, he continued talking.  
 
    “She’s nearly one hundred years old, and Erek is young! He’s in his prime,” Markeen continued. “There’s no way she could take him out. So it must be Rupert Huveul.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “And who is Rupert Huveul?”  
 
    “He’s a bookkeeper that works out of the taverns in Thistledown,” Markeen said. “He’s a nasty little guy. Looks like a bug. And Erek owed him some money. He must have killed him for it, I’m sure of it.”  
 
    “To be clear, your son owed money to a bookie named Rupert Huveul who works at… one of the taverns in Thistledown,” I said. “Do you know which tavern?”  
 
    Markeen shook his head to indicate no.  
 
    “Right, of course not,” I muttered. “And so, you think that this bookie killed your son because he owed him money.” 
 
    “It’s the perfect crime,” Markeen said.  
 
    I fought the urge to argue against this. I’d played a part in and dealt with many a more perfect crime in Ocadia, but that was neither here nor there. 
 
    And as tedious as this was, I did still feel a pang of sympathy for the father. It was clear he was distraught over his son’s disappearance, but I knew from the information I’d gotten from Pamphrus and Mazne that there weren’t any signs of foul play involved in the disappearance of Erek Lutz. His father was grasping at straws by now, and I was sure once we disproved his theory about the bookie, he’d have a new theory ready to go.  
 
    I’m not sure what it was that came over me, maybe it was the knowledge that I was going to be a father soon, that made me want to go easier on the man, but instead of telling him the cold hard truth, I decided to ease him into it.  
 
    “Can you go over the details of the day your son disappeared for me?” I asked. “A final time, please?”  
 
    Markeen nodded. “Yes, yes of course. Erek works with me out on our farm. We produce a fairly substantial potato crop that we sell to the palace, as well as to a few of our neighbors. It’s honest work, and it isn’t easy. Erek is the only help I have, so that’s how I know he wouldn’t just leave me–” 
 
    “The details,” I set him back on course.  
 
    “Ten days ago, he went out with a load of potatoes to deliver to the palace in our wagon, with our most trustworthy horse tethered to it, at the first light of day,” he said. “It was a regular occurrence, and everything went well at the farm, and he seemed perfectly fine when he left.” 
 
    “And what happened next?” I urged him forward before he could veer off path again. “After Erek left the farm with your trustworthy horse.”  
 
    “Well, I went back to work, tending the fields as I always do, and I waited for Erek to come back to help me clean up some of that day’s yield,” he said. “But he didn’t come back. I waited until midday before I started to worry, and then I sent word out to a few of the farms in the surrounding area to see if any of our neighbors had seen Erek, but no one had.”  
 
    “And then what?” I asked.  
 
    “Well, I started to look for him,” Markeen explained. “I set out as soon as I could to look in all of the places he might have gone, but no one had seen him. I even went all the way to the palace, to the kitchen doors where we drop off our crop.” 
 
    I was familiar with the doors he mentioned because they were the very doors I’d snuck Maggie out of that morning.  
 
    “But when I got there, they told me they hadn’t gotten our delivery that morning at all,” he said. “Erek never showed up. I kept looking, but when a week passed, I contacted your estate.”  
 
    He wrung his hands again and leaned back in his seat. He stared up at me, like there might have been something I uncovered in his story that he and everyone else had missed. Unfortunately, that wasn’t the case.  
 
    Based on what Markeen Lutz told me, as well as the information Mazne had compiled into her file, and the updates Pamphrus had given me, there seemed to be no instance of foul play involved in Erek’s disappearance at all. 
 
    Nothing concrete enough to warrant a fear of foul play, at least. 
 
    It sounded to me like a young man had gotten tired of working with his father on their family potato farm one day and had simply run off with a crop to sell and the family horse. It was a sad, almost tragic story, but that didn’t mean there was murder involved, or anything that required an assassination. 
 
    I sighed. “Look, Mister Lutz, I’m very sorry that we can’t be of any service, but it truly does appear that your son left of his own volition. If you can’t find him, I think it’s simply because he doesn’t want to be found. There isn’t enough evidence here at hand that allows us to make any sort of move.” 
 
    The man in front of me crumpled like a piece of paper, and his ruddy face turned almost ashen with grief. It was clear to me then that he seemed to have known that all from the start, but he refused to believe it until I gave him no other choice. 
 
    I did feel a pang of sympathy for him, especially when he stood up without another word, turned, and all but ran out of my office. I never enjoyed having to tell people the opposite of what they wanted to hear, but someone had to do it.  
 
    When the door to my office swung shut again, I allowed myself to lean back in my seat and savor the silence. It was the first time all morning that I had actually been alone, and I intended to make good on that and get some work done.  
 
    I had been so busy recently between everything else in my life that I felt like my duties as Master of the Assassins’ Estate had fallen by the wayside. Things were still running smoothly, of course, but I liked to have a more hands-on approach than I’d been able to since Mihany had shown her face the first time.  
 
    It was finally beginning to look like things were calming down enough in the kingdom that I could find a new normal.  
 
    I reached over to grab the first of many new, unchecked files neatly organized on my desk when suddenly the door to my office slammed open with a surprising amount of force.  
 
    A sigh escaped my lips. So much for my solitude. 
 
    In the doorway stood Incrassatum and Spodium.  
 
    They were two of my only female assassins, and they made an odd pairing. Prior to Master Abbot finding Elis and bringing him into the estate, Spodium had been the newest assassin recruited to our cause.  
 
    She was a peasant-looking woman with soft, almost doughy features and an easy disposition about her. She was easily stressed, but there was a level of determination there that I had always admired, and it made it clear that she would do whatever needed to be done to complete a job.  
 
    She had been paired with Incrassatum for training by Master Abbot, and the two had been working together ever since, even though I doubted they needed to.  
 
    Incrassatum herself was another peasant-looking woman with red, ruddy cheeks and plain features that marked her as wholly uninspiring to look at. But she tended to use that to her advantage, and it made her one of the best assassins I employed at the estate. She was able to blend into crowds that most people weren’t, and she was deadly with a number of wicked weapons.  
 
    The two of them had already started to get an impressive hit rate over the span of their partnership, and while it wasn’t exactly a common arrangement to have an assassin team as opposed to a solo worker, I found no reason to separate them.  
 
    I didn’t, however, know why they had just stormed into my office.  
 
    Well, Incrassatum had stormed into my office. Spodium just looked apologetic to have been part of it.  
 
    “Yes?” I asked without any sort of preamble. 
 
    Incrassatum threw herself down into one of the recently vacated seats in front of my desk, and Spodium followed her lead and lowered herself down into the second chair with ever so slightly more grace than her partner had done.  
 
    “I’m going to lose my mind, Dex,” Incrassatum announced. Her voice was low and rough. It reminded me of two stones rubbing together, or someone that had spent far too long smoking from a pipe. Or both.  
 
    “And why is that?” I asked as I set the untouched file back atop the others in the pristine pile on the corner of my desk. I could get back to it later, or so I hoped.  
 
    “My mark,” she snapped.  
 
    “Our mark,” Spodium corrected her. “She means our mark.”  
 
    “That’s what I said,” Incrassatum snapped. “Our mark. He’s vanished into thin air.”  
 
    My brow furrowed. “What do you mean?”  
 
    “Exactly that,” Spodium said. “We were trailing him one minute, and the next, poof, he’s gone.”  
 
    “Gone? Like he left town gone, or…” I trailed off in the hopes of a better explanation. My assassins should have been good enough not to bring me something that mundane, and so I was more than willing to be given a better answer.  
 
    “Gone as in we can’t find him anywhere,” Incrassatum said. “We had his house staked out, as well as his job, and his mistress’ place, but he hasn’t been anywhere. We’ve been following him for nearly a month now. I could tell you his schedule in my sleep, but what I can’t tell you is where the fuck he went.”  
 
    “That’s odd,” I admitted. “I was actually just speaking to someone who wanted us to investigate the disappearance of his son.”  
 
    “Did his son just vanish, too?” Spodium asked. 
 
    Incrassatum seemed to have lost the ability to speak as she sat there and strewed in her own anger. 
 
    I nodded. “He did. He was following his usual routine and then simply vanished.” 
 
    “Well, he must have figured out how to fucking turn invisible like our guy,” Incrassatum snapped. Apparently, she had found her voice again. “Because he’s not anywhere in Ocadia. We checked. Twice. And now our client is breathing down our necks about this scumbag.” 
 
    “Where was he last spotted?” I asked. 
 
    “North, sir,” Spodium piped up. “Near the forest out yonder, in that gods-awful stormy bit of the city, you know the one. Getting hit pretty bad these days.” 
 
    I nodded, but my mind had already started to wander off as I mulled over this new information. Incrassatum didn’t seem to mind, because she continued to rant about their target while I thought to myself. 
 
    Perhaps there was something strange going on in Ocadia. 
 
    Well, stranger than the usual mania at least. 
 
    One or two disappearances in a year was far from a strange occurrence, but two unexplained disappearances of young men so close together was something different entirely. 
 
    I’d been in this line of work long enough to know that with as much magic around as we had in Ocadia, it was rather difficult to entirely misplace someone. There were always traces people exactly like me could follow to some extent. 
 
    So it struck me as highly odd that we’d somehow stumbled upon two entirely missing persons in such a short span of time.  
 
    But what did something like that mean?  
 
    Not only were men going missing under the noses of some of the best assassins on the entire continent, but one of them had last been seen near the strange storms that had been blowing in from the north. And the castle, where Erek Lutz was meant to be headed to, was north of the fields his family farmed in, so he had to have at least been heading in that general direction when he disappeared, too. 
 
    I wasn’t, nor had I ever been, someone to dwell too much on coincidences, but there reached a point where it was foolish to assume there wasn’t something else at play.  
 
    First there were the storms that forced the nipitar migration. They went against all the established weather patterns of Ocadia, and not only that, they seemed to be getting stronger and stronger with each passing day. 
 
    And then I had the new information about the disappearances to mull over as well.  
 
    Lastly, though, was something that I hadn’t shared with anyone yet, and I wasn’t about to share it with Incrassatum and Spodium, no matter how much I trusted my assassins.  
 
    For the last few weeks, ever since I had defeated Mihany’s sisters in battle, I had started to feel… a strangeness inside of me that I had never felt before. It was hard to explain, even to myself, and so I knew there was no way I could articulate it aloud.  
 
    It was a very magical sort of strangeness. It was like someone had knocked something loose inside of me, but I wasn’t sure what it was or where to put it to feel complete again. I felt like I was just… waiting for something to happen, and when it did, things wouldn’t be the same.  
 
    But what was happening? And what was I waiting for?  
 
    I had been assuming that it was something to do with my absorption of one of Mihany’s sisters’ shadow self, because it had been the only thing to make sense. After all, I figured that defeating a goddess and absorbing her power was bound to make me feel differently, but somewhere inside of me, I knew it wasn’t that. Or at the very least, it wasn’t just that. 
 
    There was something else going on, and I was starting to think that I was only at the beginning of whatever that was.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said abruptly and cut off Incrassatum and Spodium’s information dump.  
 
    Incrassatum paused midway through her sentence with her mouth still hanging open. She snapped her mouth closed, and it was clear she understood she was being dismissed.  
 
    “I’ll keep you updated on our little weasel friend,” she told me with a gruff nod.  
 
    I assumed their weasel friend was their mysteriously absent target.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said again. “Please do.”  
 
    Incrassatum pushed herself up to her feet, and the legs of the chair made an unpleasant scraping sound against the floor of my office as she did so. Spodium quickly followed her lead, and together, the two women disappeared from my office without another word.  
 
    I leaned back in my chair again and steepled my fingers against my lips as I found myself, once again, wrapped in the quiet sanctity of my office. The fountain bubbled and gurgled, but that was the only sound that broke the peace.  
 
    “Today has been so fucking weird,” I muttered to myself and dropped my hands down onto my desk. I wanted to reach for a file again to attempt working, but with the way the rest of my day had gone, I knew that as soon as I did, the door was going to swing open once more, and I would have to put my estate duties on hold until later.  
 
    And sure enough, only a minute or so passed before there was the soft rapping of knuckles against the large wooden door that sealed my office from the hallway.  
 
    “Come in,” I called, and the door swung open to reveal Mazne once again.  
 
    Her glasses were askew on her face, and one of her curls was alarmingly shorter than the others surrounding it in a way that it hadn’t been the last time I’d seen her. I had to bite back a laugh at the sight.  
 
    Nimith, my pet nipitar, might have loved Elis more than she loved anyone else, but in second place for her affections was Mazne’s hair. Unfortunately for my receptionist, this meant the golden creature liked to chew at her curls like they were playthings.  
 
    This often led to impromptu haircuts that Mazne was forced to suffer through in the name of keeping the peace in the estate. The last thing anyone wanted was an adolescent nipitar throwing a temper tantrum because she couldn’t have her favorite snack: hair.  
 
    I raised my hand up to my own head to indicate the side of my hair, and Mazne simply shook her head as if to express that I shouldn’t even mention it. I quickly dropped my hand back down to my side, but I didn’t have it in me to wipe the grin off my face.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked. “Please don’t tell me someone else has shown up to throw a fit about a missing scumbag or scumbag adjacent person?”  
 
    “No,” Mazne said. “The third time isn’t the charm.” 
 
    “What is it, then?” I asked.  
 
    “A herald’s arrived for you,” she said. “From the palace.”  
 
    “What is it about?” I asked. “Is it from the duchess?”  
 
    Mazne paused, and her brow furrowed into a look of clear confusion. I cursed myself for the question, as my relationship with Maggie was far from public, but Mazne didn’t seem to give it much credence.  
 
    She pulled out the very formal-looking scroll of parchment she had tucked into the waistband of her skirt. The paper was fine and creamy, and it bore a bright green wax seal with the king’s crest on it.  
 
    “I suppose it might be,” she said slowly. “But I don’t know.”  
 
    She then made her way across the office to me and placed the scroll in my outstretched hand. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said as I took the scroll from her. “You can go now. I’ll take care of whatever this is. Besides, I’m sure Nimith would like to get back to your bonding time.”  
 
    Mazne looked momentarily pained, but she didn’t argue with me before she turned on her heel and headed out of my office and back toward the hallway.  
 
    I could have sworn I heard her muttering about overgrown reptiles and children as she went, and I had a feeling it was about Elis and his best friend.  
 
    The grin on my face only wavered when the door swung closed, and I looked down at the scroll in my hand once more. It didn’t feel heavier than any other scroll might have, but there was a sense of weight to it that came from the seal made by the king’s signet ring.  
 
    I easily snapped the green wax seal and unfurled the scroll.  
 
    Master Morgan,  
 
    I need to see you as soon as possible. Thank you, and be quick about it.  
 
    The King of Ocadia 
 
    I frowned as I read over the brief letter once again. There was barely any information contained in the message at all that might have told me what to expect when I made my way to the palace, and that alone made me more than a little uneasy. 
 
    The king and I hadn’t planned to have any sort of meeting today, and I couldn’t imagine what it might be about. 
 
    Then a sinking feeling started in my chest as I suddenly came up with a reason that he might want to see me all of the sudden. 
 
    Had someone seen me out and about with Maggie earlier and reported back to the king about the behavior? I had been so sure none of the guards had seen us in the market, but had I somehow missed one of them? It wasn’t like me to have done something like that, but my mind had been a bit overwhelmed with everything else at hand. After all, I’d not only told Maggie about the fact that I was a mirror mage, but I had learned that my powers were something that only the gods used.  
 
    It made sense that I could have been distracted, didn’t it?  
 
    My stomach churned with anxiety as I pushed myself back up to my feet and tightened my grip on the letter in my hand. 
 
    It didn’t matter what sort of explanations I came up with now, because I had been summoned to see the king, and that wasn’t the sort of thing someone refused.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    As much as I had hoped the rain had relented while I was inside the estate, I knew it was simply wishful thinking as I made my way back outside.  
 
    The bubble of the forcefield that surrounded the Assassins’ Estate and all of the surrounding grounds kept the rain away, but it also offered an ominous promise as to what was about to come as soon as I stepped outside the grounds.  
 
    The rain was so loud it was nearly impossible to hear myself think as it pounded against the forcefield without mercy. I braced myself for the elements and started to push against the water as soon as I broke through the forcefield.  
 
    A few droplets spattered onto me, but otherwise, my attempts at keeping the water at bay were successful. I had gotten good enough at passively pushing water outwards and away from me as I walked through a storm that I was still able to think about the task at hand as I moved down the pathway that led toward the center of the kingdom and the palace.  
 
    Had the king somehow found out about me and Maggie, and if so, how would he react? 
 
    He had taken a liking to me after I had been the one to slay the titan Ignis, Cinis’ uncle, what felt like an eternity ago. And ever since then, I had done numerous jobs for the king that included keeping him alive and also keeping the kingdom running despite the magical threats that surrounded us all. 
 
    Despite that, though, I still found myself strangely worried. It wasn’t a position I had ever been in before, and I wasn’t sure what to expect.  
 
    The king liked me, and he had told me before that he was grateful for me and my help, but did that mean he would be alright with my relationship with his niece?  
 
    I knew he viewed Maggie more as a daughter than he did a niece, and that she was the heir to the throne. It would make sense for him to be protective over her, and that was precisely what I was afraid of in the first place.  
 
    There had been a reason I had attempted to keep our relationship a secret. It would be quite the scandal. 
 
    A duchess and a Master Assassin? 
 
    A royal angel and a hired killer? 
 
    Even in Ocadia, that sort of thing would send all the tongues wagging. 
 
    I tried to keep myself from worrying too much about what the king might or might not know as I fought against the wind and the rain and made my way to the palace.  
 
    Only when I made my way down the pathway that led to the front gates of the palace did I let the shield I had created for myself drop. I didn’t expect any of the king’s guards to look at me too closely to see if I was wet or not, but it was a pointless risk.  
 
    What would they think if I waltzed right in and remained perfectly dry? I was sure that would be even more scandalous than if they found out I was sleeping with the heir to the throne.  
 
    I shivered as the chill from the rain finally hit me, but quickly pushed past the initial burst of cold and nodded at a passing squadron of guards.  
 
    The two armed guards wearing the tunics of the palace seemed unsurprised at my appearance, and without even having to ask, they both pushed the doors open for me to step inside.  
 
    I wondered if the king had informed them of my arrival, or if they were simply so used to seeing me around as the “weapons master” that they had no reason to question it in the first place.  
 
    “Master Morgan,” the nearest guard inside the palace walls said to me after the doors had swung shut and closed us all off from the wind, rain, and chill in the air.  
 
    I looked over at the guard and was struck with a strange sense of recognition. It took me a few moments to process why I thought I knew the guard from somewhere.  
 
    When the entire kingdom had been called to a meeting about Mihany and the magical threat she posed to Ocadia, I had attended the meeting wearing the face of my friend Xerzor. A guard had approached me to thank me, well, Xerzor, for a potion that had cured him of an ailment.  
 
    This was that very guard. 
 
    I was once again struck by how plain his face was. It was the sort of face that could have blended in with a wall if I stared at it long enough. While it wasn’t the sort of thing most people wanted to be told about themselves, that they were plain and forgettable, it was the exact sort of thing I looked for in future assassins at my estate.  
 
    I made a mental note in the back of my mind to check in on this guard again sometime soon.  
 
    “I received a note from the king,” I explained, and held up the scroll still clutched in my hand as proof. 
 
    The guard nodded. “I know. I was told to tell you to head up to his meeting chambers.”  
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “And I’m curious, what’s your name?”  
 
    The young, plain-looking guard looked taken aback for a moment before he schooled his features back into a stern, formal look that I assumed he thought made him look professional.  
 
    “Hector,” he said. “My name is Hector Peytal.”  
 
    Hector Peytal. I was going to keep that in mind.  
 
    “Thank you, Hector,” I said, and with that, I turned on my heel and started through the foyer and back toward one of the winding, stone stairways I was all too familiar with. 
 
    I wondered if the guards of the palace knew just how familiar I was with the winding, twisting passageways, or if they just assumed I was lucky to find my way around. I was sure I was probably an often discussed figure inside the palace walls, considering my strange and almost sudden place in the king’s incredibly limited inner circle.  
 
    As I walked, I used my water magic to pull all of the moisture from my clothes, and when I turned the corner and stepped into the stairwell where I was out of sight from my prying eyes, I created a small ball of water in the center of my hand. It was all the moisture and liquid from my hair and clothes.  
 
    There wasn’t exactly anywhere to put it in the stairwell, so I simply dropped it onto one of the steps as I continued to climb. It hit the ground with a soft splash. It wasn’t enough water to cause any issues for anyone else taking the stairs, but I certainly felt better now that I wasn’t drenched to the bone.  
 
    I stepped into one of the many halls of the palace and soon came to the doors of the meeting space where I had met and discussed strategies with the king in the past. I quickly stepped inside and was shocked to see what waited for me in the small room.  
 
    For as long as I could remember, the King of Ocadia had looked much the same. I knew he was a man somewhere in his late seventies, but he had always carried himself like a much younger, far more sprightly man.  
 
    Even his face had seemed younger, like the years hadn’t affected him like they did other people. He’d still had a full head of auburn hair that was only shot through with white and gray, and he’d been an imposing presence in every meeting with the public he ruled.  
 
    But for the first time, the king looked… old.  
 
    Shock was evident on my face as I stared at the ruler slumped down in the seat behind the large, mahogany desk that took up the majority of the room.  
 
    The fine clothes made of brocades, silks, and velvets hung loosely off his thin shoulders. It was as if they had been made for a much larger man, but he was trying to wear them anyway without much luck. 
 
    His auburn curls were limp and more gray than red. His skin had taken on the shade of spoiled milk, and it was so thin in places that I could see the blue of his veins standing out in stark contrast. The skin on his hands was as thin and wrinkled as a paper bag, and he had gone without the many rings I usually saw adorning all of his fingers.  
 
    Dark circles clung to the undersides of his eyes, too, and his face was sunken and hollow. He had clearly lost a substantial amount of weight in a short period of time, and the remaining skin sagged and hung too loosely over his bones.  
 
    His crown sat in front of him on the desk, and I had a feeling that if it were placed on his head, the weight of it would have simply made his neck sag.  
 
    I tried and failed to stifle the shocked gasp that burst from my mouth.  
 
    He looked so… old. There was no other word for it. He simply looked old. 
 
    The door swung closed behind me, and I stepped further into the office. I felt as if I had walked into some sort of strange, alternate world where the Ocadian king was a feeble old man instead of the strong ruler I had long since come to think of as a sort of friend.  
 
    “Your highness,” I managed after my initial shock wore off, but the damage from my reaction had already been done.  
 
    “Master Morgan,” he said. Even his voice seemed to have turned into that of an old man. His tone was rasping and low, and I could hear the rattle of a cough underneath his words as he spoke. “You made it here quickly. I’m glad to see that the storms didn’t keep you.” 
 
    “Of course.” I moved to one of the empty seats in front of his desk and quickly lowered myself down into it. 
 
    The king really did look like a man in his seventies now, and it was entirely jarring. But more than that, it was entirely strange. What had happened in the span of a month? And why hadn’t Maggie so much as mentioned her uncle’s condition?  
 
    Before I could voice any of my concerns, however, the king began to speak.  
 
    “Have you ever heard the story of how the continent formed?” he asked me, but continued before I could give him an answer. “It was, of course, a very, very long time ago. Much older than even the oldest citizens of Ocadia. Older than the estates and the magic that runs through this country now. It was a time when the world was fresh and new.” 
 
    I was already engaged in the story, so I scooted forward to the edge of my seat to listen closer.  
 
    “It was a time before the gods as we know them now, and even before the titans, their predecessors,” he said. “It is when the primordial beings that make up the very core of this world were active and alive, you see. There weren’t many of them then, and there are less of them now. But I’m getting ahead of myself. The primordial beings were wild with untamed magic. There were no rules, and power flowed freely through the lands. But perhaps ‘lands’ isn’t the correct term, because there were no real continents, not yet.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked.  
 
    “The primordial beings were just that: beings,” the king said. “They weren’t bound to one place or another, because there wasn’t anything but the beings themselves. They controlled the elements in their purest forms. Fire. Water. Stone. Magma.” 
 
    “I think I’ve met one of the primordial beings,” I said. “The Szizzonk in the Ardere. It’s a being that is made of lava and helps power all of the fire that keeps the citizens of the Ardere alive.”  
 
    For a moment, the king looked rattled from the path of his story. He gave me an impressed look, but held up his hand to prevent any further interruptions. It was clear that he was telling me this story for a reason, and that it was taking quite a lot out of him to do so in the first place.  
 
    “These beings were wild, as I said, and they were untamed, but they were also lonely,” he continued. “Their powers were too strong for them to be close to one another, and so they were separated by vast stretches of nothingness. I’m sure it was a very solitary and lonely existence. And so one day, the primordial beings came together to commune in the only way they could: by writing messages in the stars. They decided that the best thing they could do was to offer up a portion of their power to the world around them. If each of the beings gave up a part of themselves, they could form something wonderful.” 
 
    “The continent,” I said. 
 
    “Exactly,” the king said. “If they surrendered a part of themselves and their power, they could form this continent. And so, each of the beings did. They contributed pieces of their bodies, souls, and power to create the continent where Ocadia lies. Legend has it that Ocadia rests upon the place where they all sent their magic before it spread out across the new land, and that is why we are so rich in it now.”  
 
    “I’m still not sure why you’re telling me this, your highness,” I admitted.  
 
    “I’m not quite done yet,” he said, though he didn’t seem annoyed that I had stopped his story again. “You see, the primordial beings didn’t go away, and as you’ve said, you met one yourself. Instead, they all fell into a deep slumber in the domain they had helped craft. The Szizzonk, for example. Its fire and heat created things such as volcanoes, and it is a source of power for all fire beings still to this day. It is trapped in the Ardere, however, and rarely wakes.”  
 
    I shuddered at the memory of the primordial being when it had last awoken and attempted to raise a coup against Cinis. Its plans hadn’t gotten very far, but it was an absolute dick about it. 
 
    “Some of the beings, however, weren’t pleased with the outcome of their sacrifice, and wished to take it back,” the king said. “They did not like the new life that sprung up on the land they had created, or the gods and titans who came forth to rule. They wanted to be the ones in power. One such primordial being is the mountain dweller.”  
 
    “The mountain dweller?” I asked.  
 
    The king nodded. “No one has seen the being in a long, long time, but it is said that it was the most powerful of the primordial beings that made our continent, and that it was the angriest at the outcome as well. You see, the mountain dweller wished to be worshiped, but the new citizens of this continent were afraid of the being’s power and rage. Instead of worshiping the primordial being as he had hoped, they were afraid of it and kept as far from the mountain it resided within as possible. Without anyone to remember the being, save for as a monster in bedtime stories, the primordial being known as the mountain dweller slowly began to fall asleep. Which brings us to the storms.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow at the sudden shift in topic. For a moment, I thought I’d misheard the king, but then my eyes widened as my mind caught up.  
 
    “You think it is waking back up, don’t you?” I asked. “You think this primordial being, this mountain dweller, is causing the storms.”  
 
    The king sighed, and it was a wet, rattling sound deep in his chest.  
 
    “I do not know,” he admitted. “But given the history of this land, it does seem likely in my mind. The mountain dweller was known to be particularly strong with magic, and so I think there’s a chance it could be somehow causing the storms as it wakes, as a sort of side effect to its rousing.”  
 
    “That sounds terrifying,” I admitted. “But why are you telling me this?”  
 
    “Because I know you can feel it, too, can you not?” the king asked me. “Have you not felt the strangeness in the way magic has flowed through this world the last few weeks? Something around us is changing, and it’s something large.”  
 
    “I… had simply assumed that it had something to do with my defeat of Mihany’s sisters,” I admitted with some surprise. “Though she denies having anything to do with the storms herself.”  
 
    “I do not think these are the storms of the wind goddess, either,” the king said. “They behave too differently. But the storms aren’t the only strange thing that’s happening in my kingdom. We are in a period of great chaos and change, and as you have probably observed already, it is taking a toll on me.” 
 
    The king used one of his strangely ringless hands to gesture to himself, and a wry smile worked its way onto his lips, as if he was amused by the fact he finally seemed to be aging like a regular man.  
 
    But I was caught on something else that he had said.  
 
    “Wait, what do you mean?” I asked. “What else is going on in Ocadia?”  
 
    “Have you heard anything about men going missing?” the king asked me.  
 
    I felt as if I had been struck by a bolt of lightning, and I sat straight up in my chair so quickly I nearly fell forward.  
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I just spoke with two separate people about two missing men. I wasn’t aware that you knew about the pair of them.”  
 
    “There are two more, then,” he murmured to himself. “This is not good at all.”  
 
    “Two more?” I chimed in. “What do you mean, two more? I thought there were only two?”  
 
    The king looked up at me, and he looked as if he was honestly pained to have to correct my information.  
 
    “No, Master Morgan,” he said. “There are far more than just two missing men in all of Ocadia. The number is now above one hundred. We have had one hundred men go missing from our kingdom in only a handful of weeks.” 
 
    The news practically pulled the rug out from under me. My jaw dropped as I tried to process what the king was telling me. It was nearly impossible to wrap my mind around. How had over one hundred men in the kingdom gone missing and I not heard about it?  
 
    “We have kept the vast number of disappearances as quiet as possible,” he admitted. “And I am sorry that I have not confided in you until now. Things have been moving very quickly as we contact families and try to keep the story under wraps. We don’t want the rest of the kingdom to become afraid.” 
 
    “Afraid of what?” I asked.  
 
    “That is what I don’t know,” the king said. “I don’t know quite what is happening, either, but I have been trying to figure that out. I’ve had a few of my higher-ranking guards interviewing the families of the men that have disappeared to try and get their schedules marked down, so we can attempt to find patterns in the disappearances.” 
 
    “And have you found any?” I asked.  
 
    “The only commonality between the majority of the men is that they were seen near the northern edge of the kingdom before they seemingly vanished into thin air,” the king explained.  
 
    “The northern edge of the kingdom,” I repeated as my spine tingled. “The direction that the storms are coming from, then.”  
 
    The king nodded. “Yes, exactly. I think that there might be some sort of correlation between the northern storms, the primordial being, and the disappearance of the large number of men here in Ocadia.” 
 
    “Do you think the primordial being, the mountain dweller, is somehow calling the men to him?” I was thinking more aloud than I was asking a genuine question, because I honestly didn’t expect the king to have an answer for me.  
 
    “I wish I could say,” the king admitted. “But I’m hoping you will be able to answer that question for me soon.”  
 
    My eyebrows shot straight up to my hairline. “Me? You want me to figure this out?”  
 
    “I want to know what you would do,” the king admitted freely. He leaned back in the large chair behind his massive desk and gave me a pensive look. “I trust your judgment, Dex, more than I trust most others, including some of my closest advisors. You understand more about the world than most people can ever hope, and you have seen more of the true layers of this kingdom than the entire royal court combined. So I want to know. If you were in my shoes, if you were king, what would you do about the things happening in Ocadia?” 
 
    He stared at me as he awaited an answer, and I was overwhelmed with the feeling that this was a far more loaded question than he was letting on. 
 
    “If I were in your position,” I said slowly at first. “I… think that I would send a scouting party to the north to start. There is clearly something going on just over the mountains, and if we want to know what it is that we are dealing with, we’re going to have to go check it out. But I would be careful about who I sent, because if over one hundred men in the kingdom have disappeared while being seen in the north, it sounds like the area is temporarily dangerous to men in general.” 
 
    The king nodded and gestured for me to continue with a rolling movement of his hand.  
 
    “In fact,” I continued, and I was gathering steam now. “I think I would release a statement to the citizens of the kingdom, warning them about some sort of illness that is blowing in on the storms from the north, something to keep people as far from the edge of the kingdom as possible while we try to figure out what’s going on.” 
 
    “That is a good thought,” the king agreed. “But what would you do about the primordial being?”  
 
    “Well, if the primordial being is waking and causing all of this chaos because of it, I think I would simply try to use magic to put it back to sleep,” I said. “I don’t think that killing it would be the best plan, because if it’s anything like the Szizzonk, its life force is tied somehow to the continent, and permanently killing it could cause untold havoc on the people that live here.”  
 
    The king steepled his fingers in front of his mouth as he seemed to study me. Despite the signs of his age bearing down on him, his gaze was sharp and intelligent as he stared at me across the desk. Finally, after what felt like an eternity of shifting uncomfortably under his gaze, he finally nodded once.  
 
    “You’re hired,” he said.  
 
    His words were practically a punch to the gut, and they knocked the wind straight out of me. My eyes bugged in my head, and I stared at the king in front of me in shock.  
 
    “I’m sorry, what?” I managed as I tried to catch hold of my bearings. “What are you talking about?”  
 
    “Your plan is a sound one,” the king said. “And I think that it is the best option we have at the moment to keep our kingdom safe. I don’t trust many people, Dex. It’s the nature of ruling. It is hard to find people who understand how to make the tough calls, but you’re one of those people. I respect your opinions and your planning, and so if you think this is the best way to deal with the problems we’re facing, then I want you to handle them yourself.” 
 
    “Me?” I felt like my world was spinning. I hadn’t expected the king to so brazenly ask me to deal with everything, even if he had asked for a hypothetical plan.  
 
    “Yes,” he confirmed again. “The southern kingdoms are still wrecked from their wars, and the northern kingdoms are ravaged by the storms and the chaos the primordial being seems to be causing them. We’re protected by the Forest of Hud, but that protection also leaves us entirely isolated. Even if we wanted to reach out to another of the kingdoms near us for help, there is far from a guarantee we would receive any sort of actual answer or aid. Your plan is our best chance to keep Ocadia afloat. Don’t you understand?”  
 
    I sat back in my chair and let the king’s words wash over me as I tried to process them as best as I could.  
 
    “Besides,” the king said, and I might have been mistaken, but I could have sworn I caught an edge of mischief in his tone. “I have seen the women that you align yourself with, and I know what you can do.”  
 
    His words broke me from my thoughts and nearly sent me reeling back in shock.  
 
    “How…” I gasped. “How do you know that?”  
 
    I couldn’t think of a time that the king had ever seen me with any of my women, and yet, somehow, he knew I was… close with numerous powerful women, including a goddess. I knew he was familiar with Nara, but as for the other women, I was at a loss as to how he knew of my relationships with them. 
 
    “I know many things,” the king said, and he was definitely pleased with himself to have garnered that sort of reaction from me, I was sure of that.  
 
    I was once again reminded that the king always seemed to have a way of knowing things, even the things he shouldn’t. It was one thing to have eyes all over his kingdom, but when it came to the king, it seemed… different, and it always had. 
 
    “And Master Morgan?” he said and caught my attention once more. 
 
    “Yes?” I asked. 
 
    The king leveled me with a steady stare. “I also know of your time spent with Maggie, my beloved niece.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    If I’d thought the king’s revelations had swept the rug out from under me before, I had been sorely mistaken. 
 
    I all but choked on my own spit when he so brazenly told me he knew of my dalliances with his niece. 
 
    “What?” was the only word that I was able to get out.  
 
    Shock, fear, relief, and things I didn’t even know how to conceptualize were all working their way through my body as I quickly played out every terrible thing the king could do to me now that he apparently knew I’d been seeing his niece in a less than platonic way.  
 
    I swallowed a lump in my throat the size of a dragon egg and prayed that my two unborn children would get to know their father after all. Or at the very least, that the stories they were told about me would make me seem impressive.  
 
    “Dex,” the king said my name like a sigh. “You can stop pretending you don’t know what I’m speaking about.”  
 
    “I don’t know what you’re speaking about,” I said as I blatantly did not do what he said I should do. My heart beat so hard inside my chest that I was certain if he stared hard enough, he’d be able to see it through my clothing.  
 
    “I know you and my niece are more than just friends,” the king continued, and I mentally thanked the gods he’d phrased it that way. 
 
    Maybe he didn’t know the full extent of things, like how I had taken her virginity in the palace gardens, or how we had fucked in the library when I came searching for materials surrounding Jolin Obhain.  
 
    I could certainly dream that he wasn’t aware of the specifics.  
 
    “Please, forgive me, your highness,” I quickly said and ducked my head down in what I hoped was a remorseful gesture.  
 
    “Forgive you?” The king let out a surprisingly full laugh despite his weakened state. “Master Morgan, for what do I have to forgive you? Look at me. I am growing weaker, and I am growing ill. We cannot pretend that the obvious is not here in front of us.”  
 
    I hesitated for a moment before I did as the king asked and looked up. Obviously, I had already noticed that he was getting sick, and the more that I thought about it, the longer it seemed this had been happening. 
 
    “I have lived a long life,” the king said. “And I intend to live for a while longer, but it has reached a point where I can no longer pretend I am a spring chicken, as the peasants like to say. I am an old man, and only a human one at that. The stress and tolls of the kingdom in these last months have made me come face to face with my age in a way that I never have before. For some time now, I have been ill, Master Morgan. It has been nothing I couldn’t take care of, and with the aid of Xerzor, the alchemist, I have taken quite a few draughts intended to heal.”  
 
    “How sick?” I asked, though just looking at him told me the answer.  
 
    “Sick enough that I’ve had to start thinking about the future,” he said. “It started as a simple cold, nothing serious, but it refused to go away. I felt weaker with each morning I woke, and I believe the strain of the wind goddess’ attacks were the last straw. My body has simply decided that it has had enough, and that sustaining it falsely with some… alchemical help… is no longer the wisest decision. Don’t fret over me. I’ve lived a long life, and I am not afraid of what lies beyond when it eventually comes for me. Truly, the worst part is I look like an old man now. My youthful glow has vanished.”  
 
    There was a wry spark in his eye at the joke, and it was sign enough that he wasn’t ready to give up yet.  
 
    “You barely look a day over seventy,” I said with a straight face.  
 
    The king chuckled again and wagged a finger at me. “As I said, it is time that I start thinking about the important things I need to get done before I move on from this world and on to the next plane. I am sure that is something you understand, as you have dealt quite extensively now with things that have crossed over. I do not want to have any business left behind here that might tether me to this world when my time comes.”  
 
    “I understand,” I said, though I still wasn’t quite sure I did.  
 
    “What I’m saying is, Master Morgan,” the king sighed. “Is that I want to make sure my beloved niece is taken care of before I pass on from this life. Do you understand?”  
 
    I shifted under the king’s unwavering gaze, but I nodded my head.  
 
    “Good.” He breathed out a sigh of relief. “Now, let me be as blunt as possible: Given past events that I am certain neither of us need to recall… seeing as neither of us were involved in the circumstances surrounding my niece’s former betrothed…” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes, I recall nothing of those circumstances. Continue.” 
 
    “Indeed,” he said with a smirk. “Well, that was only one of many concerning blunders among the upper class of our kingdom that I have been unfortunate enough to know about. Truly, the disastrous lack of dignity among the members of the court and their relatives could disgust even a man of your profession, Master Morgan.” 
 
    I was the one smirking now. “I do not doubt it in the least, your highness.” 
 
    “Then allow me to be candid on this matter. I frankly do not care about lineage. Nor do I care about bloodlines or prestige. I can’t bother myself to care about aligning ourselves with other kingdoms, either. You know what Ocadia is, compared to the others. So all I truly care about is that my Maggie is happy. And you make her happy, Master Morgan.”  
 
    “I do?” I couldn’t help but ask. 
 
    The king nodded sagely. “You do. She has been happier in the last few months than I have seen her in years. The only thing that has changed in her life, aside from the storms plaguing our kingdom, has been your involvement in her life, directly and through your actions. You were the one who saved her from that terrible man, you protected our kingdom from a titan, and you prevented my untimely death… among many other things. It is not hard to draw conclusions when they are so clearly in front of me. She cares for you, and that is good enough for me.”  
 
    “Thank you,” was the only thing I found I could manage to say. 
 
    The king wore a pleased look on his face that he didn’t even bother to hide as he pushed himself up from his seat. His bones seemed to creak, and the small act clearly took quite a bit of effort from him, but he did not ask for help. 
 
    “Now, the hour has grown quite late, and I find that I am getting quite weary,” he said. “I am going to be on my way for the evening, and retire to take a bath.”  
 
    “A bath?” I stood up at the same time as the king. 
 
    “Yes,” he mused. “I find it soothes my aching bones. Keep what I’ve told you in mind, Master Morgan. And do not forget the job I have given you. I will make the announcement to the kingdom about the illness sweeping in from the north soon.”  
 
    With that, the king turned and moved away from his desk. He shuffled slowly toward the door and slipped through it without any further goodbye.  
 
    I stood there in the meeting chambers for a few long moments in stunned silence as I played the conversation over and over again in my mind. Not only did the king know about my relationship with Maggie, but he seemed to approve of it.  
 
    In no uncertain terms, he had told me that he didn’t care that I was an assassin, or that I wasn’t royalty. He was just glad I made his niece happy. It felt like he had lifted a weight off my shoulders by telling me all of that, but it didn’t mean I was ready to bring my relationship with Maggie out into the open yet. 
 
    My mind spun with what he had just told me, and only then did it hit me. The bigger implication that the king had danced around.  
 
    Did he tell me he thought I should be king when he passes on?  
 
    The notion alone was enough to knock the wind out of me. I wasn’t… I wasn’t the sort of man people would have wanted for a king, was I? I was an orphan turned assassin. I was potentially the rarest of mages, an unparalleled killer, and in possession of celestial power. I also had no formal training in diplomacy or whatever else it was that rulers needed. But the king still seemed to think I would be suited to the role. It was hard to wrap my mind around.  
 
    I quickly made my way out of the meeting chambers myself and slipped back into one of the many hallways I now knew like the back of my hand.  
 
    My thoughts were reeling from all of the information that the king had just so casually given me, but I needed to sort out my thoughts before I could make anything useful from them. I decided to put the Maggie situation to the back of my mind for the moment and focus instead on the job I had inadvertently accepted. 
 
    The king had given me a task unlike any other I’d ever faced, but I wasn’t afraid of what it might entail. In fact, I found myself almost eager to get a jump on the job.  
 
    I had never heard of the mountain dweller, as he called it, before our discussion, but now my thoughts were filled with the little I knew about the creature.  
 
    One thing I definitely needed to do was get some research done on the legends of the primordial beings that had formed the continent to try and figure out what exactly it was I was going to be dealing with in the first place.  
 
    If the primordial being had anything to do with the strange storms blowing in from the north, I wanted to know what else it might have affected around the kingdom, and if it really could have been causing all of the men to go missing.  
 
    That was another thing the king had told me about that rubbed me the wrong way. Why were so many young men in Ocadia disappearing if it didn’t have to do with the primordial mountain dweller in the north?  
 
    The two men I knew about through my work at the Assassins’ Estate were both near my own age, and I wondered if the rest were as well. I would have to request more information from the king about that, but I didn’t want to be the one to interrupt his old man bath.  
 
    Maybe Maggie knew something about the missing men. It would be worth asking the duchess if she could do research from within the palace walls on my behalf. After all, she had been invaluable in my research surrounding Jolin Obhain, and I would gladly take her help again if she was willing to give it.  
 
    None of the guards made any notice of my leaving as I slipped from the palace and back out into the stormy weather that raged on. I had really hoped that maybe the damned weather would have died down while I was inside, but that had clearly been wishful thinking.  
 
    Once I was a safe enough distance from the palace, I pushed outward with my water magic to keep myself protected from the rain as I continued toward my estate.  
 
    If the storms really did have something to do with the primordial being the king assumed was in the north, then the being must be particularly strong to have such a potent effect on the weather.  
 
    The winds buffeted against me without mercy, but I was able to keep my footing as I trudged through the rain. The sky overhead had gone dark by now, and thanks to the clouds, I couldn’t even see the stars. The only occasional bursts of light came from torches and lanterns that passing citizens of Ocadia used to light their homes and their ways. 
 
    I would need to inform all of my women about what the king had told me, especially if they were going to help me. I was sure that having a few ultra-powerful magic users at my side would make the entire affair much easier to handle.  
 
    Maybe Mihany knew something about primordial beings, too. Or maybe I could see if Cinis knew anything else about them, considering she had been dealing with the Szizzonk for some time now.  
 
    I would have planned during the entire walk back to my estate, if it wasn’t for the fact that something caught my attention. The hairs on the back of my neck stood up, and I glanced around to take in my surroundings with a more discerning eye than before.  
 
    There wasn’t anything amiss in the darkness that should have made me feel so uneasy, and yet I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong.  
 
    I frowned and peered out into the darkness that extended beyond the tamped dirt path I had been following. If I squinted, I was able to see the Forest of Hud that bordered the northernmost edge of the kingdom. As I studied the trees, I felt a strange sensation in the pit of my stomach.  
 
    It was almost as if there were a string running through my body, and someone was pulling on the other end. I turned in the direction I felt the odd tugging and found myself facing north.  
 
    A shiver ran down my spine. It was undeniable that there was something strange going on, but it was the first time I had experienced it firsthand, and it filled me with a sense of dread.  
 
    The longer I faced the north, the more the pulling sensation in my gut intensified. It would have been so easy to step off my path and follow the invisible string wherever it wanted to lead me, but that wasn’t going to happen.  
 
    Whatever magic was working to make me feel that way wasn’t strong enough to break my hold over my own will, and with a decisive shake of my head no one was around to see, I took a step backward and firmly situated myself in the middle of the dirt path.  
 
    The feeling of being drawn toward the north didn’t go away, but with each passing second, it was beginning to get easier and easier to ignore it. I resumed my walk back to the Assassins’ Estate, all the while feeling the north beckoning me toward it like some sort of enchanting song.  
 
    The king needed to get the announcement out about the fake illness soon. Not everyone in Ocadia was as strong-willed against magic as I was, and the last thing I wanted was for the kingdom to lose another hundred young men.  
 
    I suppressed a shudder at the thought, ducked my head down against the strong wind pressing at me, and hurried back to my estate.  
 
    By the time I slipped through the front gates and the forcefield, evening had slipped entirely into night. I stood outside for a few moments within the safety of my magical force field and took in the sounds of the rain slamming down against the barrier.  
 
    The storms were stronger now than they had been even this morning, and now that I wasn’t fighting against the rain and the wind, I was able to see something I hadn’t noticed before. The wind seemed to be moving in some sort of strange, almost circular pattern. It was only noticeable when I studied the leaves caught up in the current and watched how they moved.  
 
    It was unlike anything I had ever seen before. Mihany’s storms had been chaotic and unpredictable in their movements, so it was jarring to see these storms follow a sort of pattern. But what did it even mean?  
 
    A crack of lightning cut across the sky, only for a clap of thunder to follow a few seconds later. I took that as a sign to head inside and leave the rest of my pondering for the morning. 
 
    The estate had gone still, and I moved quietly through the halls of the first floor until I reached the large wooden doors of my bedchambers. Unlike earlier in the day, this time when I approached, I didn’t hear any sounds of chaos erupting from within.  
 
    The door gave a soft creak as I slipped inside and pushed it shut behind me. It took a moment for my eyes to adjust, but even in the dimness, I could make out the shapes of two of my women in my bed.  
 
    It appeared that Cinis had gone back to the Ardere, and Mihany had gone wherever chaotic wind goddesses went in their spare time, but Ephy and Nara had stayed behind and made themselves comfortable.  
 
    I undressed as quietly as I could manage so as to not wake either of my lovers before I made my way over to the bedside. A smile spread across my face as I looked down at the two women in my bed.  
 
    Somehow, despite her small stature, Nara had managed to take up nearly the entire bed all on her own. She was laying nearly diagonal across the mattress with her wild mane of hair spilling out across one of the pillows like a strange, dark halo.  
 
    Despite Nara’s chaos, even in sleep, Ephy seemed peaceful. My siren lover had gently curled her body around yet another pillow with her back to Nara. Her periwinkle hair fell around her in loose waves that were reminiscent of the water of her goddesses.  
 
    Affection bloomed in my chest at the sight of the two of them, and I carefully climbed into bed as I tried to disturb them as little as possible. Nara thankfully shifted without waking as I slid into bed between the two women.  
 
    She dropped her head onto one of my shoulders as I tugged the blankets up over my waist. Ephy gave a contented sigh in her sleep on my other side.  
 
    I closed my eyes and tried to force myself to drift off into sleep between two of the beautiful women who cared about me, but my thoughts continued to race.  
 
    My mind kept drifting back to the strange feeling that had stirred in my gut as I stared at the northernmost edge of the kingdom. It had felt as if something was beckoning me in that direction, and it hadn’t felt natural.  
 
    There had been some sort of magic at work, I was sure of it, but I didn’t know what kind of magic could even cause something like that to happen. It wasn’t anything I’d ever seen before. I hadn’t even seen Nara or her coven create something that could compel one person to that degree, much less over a hundred different people.  
 
    I didn’t know how long I laid in bed with the thoughts of the chaos rising in Ocadia swimming throughout my mind, but eventually, I could no longer stand it.  
 
    Despite the fact that I was tucked into a warm bed with two beautiful, sexy women sleeping against me, I couldn’t push aside my concerns.  
 
    Everything the king had told me still felt fresh in my mind, and I knew I wouldn’t be able to get any sleep at all until I’d gathered more information. Any exhaustion I might have felt vanished from my body as I decided I would go investigate the Ocadian border.  
 
    Neither Nara nor Ephy stirred as I removed myself from the bed. I moved quietly through my chambers and was more than a little grateful I’d insisted they clean up the crib disaster that had littered the floor earlier in the day.  
 
    I dressed quickly in the dark before making my way over to the wall of vines. When I came to a halt in front of the wall, the vines retracted for me and exposed the wall of impressive weapons I called my own.  
 
    I wasn’t sure what might be waiting for me at the border, if anything was there at all, but I was going to be prepared. My eyes skimmed over the variety of bows held in place by the vines, along with the specialty arrows I’d procured from Myokos, the blacksmith.  
 
    He had crafted me arrows from all sorts of specialized materials, and I found that they always struck true. There were also a number of blades held in the tangle of vines. I was proficient with all of them, from the flamberge to the Fu Tao.  
 
    I even had a small collection of throwing stars that I kept at the ready. But even as I approached the wall, I knew what weapon I was going to bring with me.  
 
    The dragon bone staff I had taken from the wicked sorcerer, Idali, was front and center on the wall.  
 
    The staff itself was long and just wide enough that I could curl my hand around it without my fingers overlapping. It was carved from the pale, faintly yellowed bone of a dragon. There were layers upon layers of inscribed spells from the tip of the staff all the way down to the base. They were written in a language I couldn’t understand, but Nara had done a little translating for me.  
 
    The staff was a living thing in its own way, and it had decided that I was its new master after I freed it from Idali and his cruelty. The carvings were all of the various spells that the staff could do, but because of its age and the language barrier, many of them were a mystery to me still.  
 
    The staff had come in handy during my fight with Mihany’s sisters as well. If I hadn’t had the weapon with me, Mihany might very well have been destroyed as she took her sister’s power into herself.  
 
    I reached out for the staff, and the vines helped deposit the weapon into my hand. As soon as I touched the dragon bone, I felt a thrumming beneath my fingertips. The power of the weapon was indescribable, but stranger than that, it seemed to welcome me. 
 
    The staff was warm to the touch, despite the fact that it had been mounted on the wall with all of the other weapons, and it seemed to hum to life as I curled my hand around it.  
 
    “Hello to you, too,” I murmured.  
 
    It might have been crazy, but I could have sworn the staff gave a low rumble in return.  
 
    Maybe I really did need to sleep.  
 
    I pushed that thought aside as I stepped away from the wall of weapons. I grabbed one of the modified quivers from their place next to the arrows before I watched the curtain of vines fall closed again. The staff was still thrumming ever so slightly in my grasp as I slung the quiver across my back and slotted the staff into the pouch.  
 
    The contraption had been Ephy’s suggestion, and the siren had presented it to me one day with a flourish. It was simple, yet ingenious. It allowed me to slot the staff into the quiver like it was a massive arrow, with one side protruding from each end while it was held snugly in place.  
 
    It made keeping my hands free to use my water magic much easier.  
 
    Once my staff was securely in place, I made sure the dagger on my weapons belt was equipped as well. After a moment’s hesitation, I grabbed my spare– and entirely dry– cloak from where it was draped across the back of the chair in the corner of my room, and I slung that on as well.  
 
    I doubted anyone would be out at this time of night, especially in the storms, but anything I could do to obscure my staff was better than nothing.  
 
    Then I wondered for a moment if any other men in the kingdom had felt the same sort of pull I felt tonight, at the very same time, and if they were being led to… something. The thought sent a shiver down my spine, but I tried not to let my imagination run away with me.  
 
    I gave Nara and Ephy’s sleeping forms one last fleeting glance before I slipped out of my bedchambers and back into the hallway. I moved quickly and quietly through my estate and slipped outside once more.  
 
    The sound of rain pounding against the top of the force field had only grown louder, and it sounded like it might nearly break through the magical barrier if it kept this pace up.  
 
    I flipped my hood up over my head before I exited the front gates of the Assassins’ Estate and stepped back out into the nasty weather. Then I moved along the front wall of the estate and around back to where it met against the Forest of Hud.  
 
    The low brush and trees that formed the edge of the forest seemed to stir at my presence. The leaves rustled, and a few branches snapped, but ultimately, the foliage remained calm.  
 
    A small smirk played at my lips as I kept to the edge of the forest. I had a strange relationship with the forest, but it seemed like it was going to continue to play nicely with me for the time being. Apparently, it was no longer holding a grudge about the time Mihany had violently uprooted a dozen or so trees in her attempts to attack the Ardere.  
 
    “Can you tell me what’s been going on?” I asked the forest, though I expected no answer.  
 
    Sure enough, all I got was a few crunching leaves underfoot.  
 
    “Sounds about right,” I grumbled.  
 
    I kept to the edge of the forest as I stalked toward the north. The trees provided a slight wind block from the chaos of the storms that buffeted around me. The sky was dark as tar overhead, and not even the occasional streaks of lightning that cut across the night did much to illuminate things. 
 
    It seemed like even the moon didn’t want to be out in this sort of weather.  
 
    Wind howled and whistled past me and threatened to knock the hood of my cloak from my head as I walked into the wind instead of away from it. Every few yards or so, the wind seemed to shift away from blowing directly in my face, but that only lasted a few moments before it was back again.  
 
    I had never experienced a storm with such a strange regularity, which led me to believe it had to be influenced by magic. Either that or there was a sky deity hellbent on ruining my day specifically.  
 
    I continued my creeping path along the edge of the Forest of Hud and steadfastly ignored the strange sounds I heard emerging from the forest. They sounded too human for my comfort, while also being entirely animal at the same time. There were grunts and whispers, along with sounds I’d never even heard before. 
 
    There was a reason most of the citizens in Ocadia referred to the forest as the Succubus Forest. Most men who ventured past the first few trees and into the depths of the forest never came out the same-- if they came out at all.  
 
    The storm swirling overhead seemed to grow stronger the closer I came to the northern border of the kingdom. It had been insufferable by my estate on the eastern side of Ocadia, but it was growing somehow worse the more I walked.  
 
    Not only was the wind and the rain growing more incessant, but the same strange feeling I’d experienced earlier on my walk back to my estate grew with each step I took toward the north.  
 
    I could feel the pulling sensation in my gut growing stronger, and the same compelling urge to go where it led threatened to overwhelm me. I gave a shake of my head, as if I could physically shake the thought loose, but it still remained at the back of my mind despite my efforts.  
 
    My steps fell into a monotonous rhythm as I continued on my way. I wasn’t sure where it was that I was going, but I felt compelled to continue. The air around me felt charged with magic, and I could practically feel it filling my lungs with each breath I took. 
 
    If I hadn’t been convinced by the king’s theories earlier about strange, primordial magic being at work, I certainly was now.  
 
    I was more familiar with extreme sorts of magic than most, even in Ocadia, but this was unlike anything I had ever encountered before. There was a distinctly strange, wild edge to the magic in the air. It reminded me of a feral animal that was ready to bite anyone that came too near.  
 
    Even being near the Szizzonk hadn’t evoked such a strong, negative feeling in me, and that guy had fucking sucked.  
 
    I pulled my dragon bone staff out of its quiver just to be on the safe side as I continued on my way. My footsteps sank down into the waterlogged earth at the edge of the forest’s perimeter as I finally breached what I considered to be the northernmost section of the kingdom.  
 
    The large, rolling fields that separated the northern edge of the kingdom with the more populated areas stretched out before me. It was too dark to make out much, but I could see the familiar shape of the dragon nests along the distant forest’s edge up ahead.  
 
    But oddly enough, they were as still as a grave. 
 
    I couldn’t help the jolt of alarm I felt at the sight of them.  
 
    What was going on that made even the dragons leave? Where the fuck did the dragons go? And what was frightening enough to have made them leave in the first place? 
 
    The only consolation to the eerie sight was that maybe the missing men hadn’t been eaten while wandering this direction. Maybe.  
 
    My thoughts momentarily drifted back to Jolin Obhain and his legacy, but before I could dwell too much on the thought of the hero and his experience with the dragons that had once terrorized the continent, something else caught my eye.  
 
     Something crested one of the low, rolling hills in the surrounding fields.  
 
    It took me a moment to realize what it was I was seeing.  
 
    It wasn’t a something at all, but a someone. 
 
    Three someones.  
 
    I watched in astonishment as three figures stumbled across the field as if they were drunk. They moved without any sort of elegance or grace and nearly toppled over one another as they made their way toward the forest’s edge.  
 
    The king’s words played back in my mind again, and I knew what I was witnessing. 
 
    Whatever was drawing the young men of Ocadia to the north was working its magic now, and if I didn’t stop the trio, they would soon be swallowed up by the Forest of Hud.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    I broke into a sprint to try and cut the three men off before they could venture any further into the path of danger. Worry and concern both welled up in my chest as my feet thundered against the sodden earth. My staff thudded against my back with each step I took, and I whipped it free of its quiver while I ran.  
 
    The three men seemed blind to my approach. As I came closer, I was able to make out more details of the scene. 
 
    I had been right before when I assumed the men were young. All three of them looked like they were no older than their mid-to-late twenties. They bore no resemblance to one another, but they all moved in the same way. It was like they were marionettes being controlled by the same puppeteer.  
 
    I skidded to a halt on the muddied ground a handful of yards away from the trio. They were unbothered by my approach, however, and continued to lumber forward in sharp, jerky movements.  
 
    They all wore the same glazed look in their eyes that I could make out even in the dark.  
 
    “Stop!” I shouted. I raised my staff up into the air and hoped the perceived threat alone might stop them. 
 
    It was as if they hadn’t heard me at all. The trio of men continued to move toward the edge of the forest as if I hadn’t spoken. Their mouths were slack-jawed, and their eyes were entirely blank.  
 
    “What the fuck is going on?” I muttered to myself before calling out to the approaching men again. “I said stop! Turn around. Go back home. If you keep heading this way, you’re going to get yourselves killed.”  
 
    Once again, my words of warning fell on deaf ears.  
 
    The men were only three or so yards away now. All three of them were drenched to the bone from the storm still raging on above us, but they didn’t seem to notice or mind at all. It was clear that the only thing any of them could focus on was getting to the forest behind me.  
 
    They were clearly in some sort of trance. It was the only logical answer I could come up with, but knowing that didn’t stop the men from continuing forward.  
 
    “I don’t want to hurt you,” I warned and braced my staff in front of me again. “But if I have to, I will. It’s for your own good.”  
 
    The men, of course, didn’t respond.  
 
    The dragon bone staff twitched in my grip. It was as if it could tell I needed to use it. It was definitely going to take some getting used to, the whole “my weapon is sort of alive thing,” but I was getting better at it with each fight.  
 
    I took a deep breath and pushed my own magic and intention through the staff, and it lapped it up like a greedy dog. Then I used the power thrumming through the weapon to spray out a jet of water in a wide arc. I was careful to keep the blast as gentle as I could while still trying to knock the men backward.  
 
    The water cast a wide fan in front of me that slammed into one of the men’s chests. He took a stumbling step back and nearly collided with the other two men at his sides, but the blow didn’t stop him.  
 
    As soon as the water blast ceased, all three men were barreling forward again with a seemingly newfound determination that hadn’t been there only moments before. 
 
    Great. That was super great.  
 
    “Guys, you’re not making this easy,” I grumbled.  
 
    Then I pushed my power through the staff again and sent another spray of water forward toward the three of them. This time, I let it grow a little stronger than it had before.  
 
    The blast of water hit the three men in the chest with a hard splash audible even over the sound of the wind, but still, they continued forward. Their feet dragged through the grass and the mud now like they were trying to dig themselves down into the ground to stay upright.  
 
    I took a step back and glanced over my shoulder. The forest’s edge was about fifteen feet behind me, and the men were less than five in front of me.  
 
    “Last warning,” I said. 
 
    None of the men’s faces changed in response to my words. It was like they couldn’t hear me at all.  
 
    I took a deep breath and channeled my magic through my dragon bone staff again. This time, however, instead of sending a stream of water toward the approaching trio, I used my wind magic.  
 
    I was still getting used to using the new abilities I had taken on from the Goddess of Eternal Squalls after I killed her, but thanks to the dragon bone acting as a conduit, I threw out a harsh blast of air from the end of my staff.  
 
    It exploded like a firecracker and gusted toward the three men.  
 
    The force of the blow was enough to finally send them falling backward onto the ground, and I heaved a sigh of relief. 
 
    Finally.  
 
    But I only had a moment to pat myself on the back, because all three of the men were back up on their feet, and this time, instead of passively trying to continue on their way forward, something had changed.  
 
    They looked pissed.  
 
    The first man, the tallest of the three, lunged toward me with an almost feral look in his eye. There wasn’t any grace or precision in his attack, but he still swung his fist directly at my head like he wanted to knock it clean from my body.  
 
    My reflexes kicked in, and I managed to duck before he could punch me squarely in the face. I used my dragon bone staff more like a bo staff and quickly swept the man’s legs out from under him and sent him sprawling back down onto the muddy ground.  
 
    He hit the literal dirt just in time for one of his companions, the one with the red hair, to throw himself at me with all he had. His fists swung wildly and without any sort of aim, but he continued to pinwheel toward me with a ferocity I hadn’t been expecting.  
 
    I took a quick step backward and hopped over a large rock to put some more distance between me and the approaching man.  
 
    “You’re going to get yourself hurt,” I scolded him, even though I knew he wasn’t listening.  
 
    He threw himself at me again but didn’t manage to sidestep the large rock. His shins collided with the stone, and he fell face first over it and into a sinking mud pile.  
 
    The third of the trio came at me next, and unlike the first two, this man was armed. He had pulled out a dull, plain-looking dagger from somewhere on his person and held it loosely in his left hand. Then he flung his arm in a surprisingly clean arc toward my chest.  
 
    I dropped down onto my haunches in a quick move. I heard the wind whistle as the blade sliced through the air where I had been only seconds before. I raised my palm up and shot a jet of water from my hand at his shins.  
 
    The blast was hard enough to tatter the already raggedy material of his trousers and flay a layer of skin from his leg.  
 
    I winced in sympathy, but the man didn’t make so much as a sound. It was as if he didn’t even feel the inevitable pain from my attack. Instead, he stumbled backward a few steps before approaching me again.  
 
    He was joined by the tallest of the three men, and the two of them lunged at me at the same time. 
 
    “You guys are putting me in a really shitty situation!” I shouted. I didn’t want to hurt either of them, but I also wasn’t about to let myself get stabbed in the process.  
 
    The man with the dagger swung low in a stumbling attack aimed at my throat, while the taller of the two men had picked up a large rock from the ground and lobbed it in the direction of my head.  
 
    “Shit,” I hissed.  
 
    I threw my hand out in front of me and closed my eyes for a brief moment as I channeled the water in the air around me from the rain pouring down. I managed to form a sort of shield with the rainwater that the stone bounced off of harmlessly as it flew from the man’s hand.  
 
    Then I sidestepped the man with the dagger, and he stumbled forward and nearly collided with the redheaded man as he clambered back up to his feet. He whipped around to face me and snarled like some sort of wild animal before he threw himself at me.  
 
    If I hadn’t been so cautious as to not actually hurt the man, I could have easily killed him as he all but flew through the air toward me. But I held my staff up across my body, and the man slammed into it like it was a solid railing. He reached at me from across the staff and raked his nails through the air, like he wanted to scratch and claw at me like a cat.  
 
    He bore all his weight down on my staff, and I felt my muscles begin to strain and ache under the force of keeping him at bay, but I gave a harsh shove and sent him wheeling backward into the other two men.  
 
    The three of them lost their footing as they pinwheeled into one another, and soon, they collapsed into a muddied heap on the ground. 
 
    I shot another glance over my shoulder and saw that we had managed to get closer to the edge of the forest still, despite my efforts. 
 
    When I turned my attention back to the three of them, they had made it back up to their feet and were launching yet another attack.  
 
    My body seemed to react of its own volition as I ducked blows from all sides and avoided the dulled edge of the dagger as it slashed through the air. The dragon bone staff in my hands seemed to hum and thirst for blood, but I fought against the weapon’s desire to do harm.  
 
    Up close, I was able to see that what I had previously taken to be a glazed look in the eyes of the three entranced men wasn’t actually that glazed after all. Instead, it was strangely focused despite being entirely blank.  
 
    It was also really fucking creepy.  
 
    Mud caked my boots and trousers as I fought back against the desperate trio. They were far from well trained, and in a fair fight, I would have defeated them without even breaking a sweat, but it was surprisingly much harder trying not to kill my opponents than the other way around. 
 
    I briefly wondered if I should begin adding this sort of training to my assassins’ regimens.  
 
    The rain seemed to fall down around me even harder now, and the visibility went from low to nearly nonexistent. It was only my years of training that kept me on my feet and able to predict where the ill-placed blows were going to come from.  
 
    It felt like dancing with a partner that had never heard of music. 
 
    The aquamarine mark on my abdomen glowed brightly from underneath my tunic and cloak as I exerted more of my magic through the end of my staff to send out another volley of water toward one of the men while I sent out a gust of wind from my palm toward another.  
 
    But we were still drawing nearer and nearer to the edge of the forest, despite the fact that I was fending them off easily. 
 
    A surprising rage started to build inside of me as I took in the facts of the situation.  
 
    “Don’t you get it?” I bellowed to the unresponsive men as I lashed out with another jet of water to drive them back. “I’m trying to save your lives. If you go into the forest, you’ll be driven mad!”  
 
    Instead of taking my words to heart, the man with the dagger threw himself at me as I used my magic to keep his two companions at bay. The attack seemed to slow time, and it was like I was watching the entire thing play out through a fog. Seconds began to stretch like minutes, and all of the rage at the situation I felt started to bubble up inside of me.  
 
    “I said STOP!” The words burst from my mouth like an explosion, and the entire storm went still.  
 
    It was only for a split second, but the wind and the rain that had been whipped into a frenzy around me stopped. 
 
    It was as if time itself stood still. 
 
    Then magic welled up in my chest until I could feel it in every fiber of my being. I felt like every single one of my nerves was shooting off bolts of lightning. The sky flashed a strange bluish-green so quickly it was gone in a blink, and I felt the staff in my hand rumble like it never had before. 
 
    The rain began to pour again, and the earth seemed to move once more, but the man in front of me blinked.  
 
    The dagger dropped from his hand and hit the sodden ground with a dull, wet thunk. He took a stumbling step back and blinked again, as if he was trying to clear something from his eyes.  
 
    On both sides of me, the other two men also took surprised steps back.  
 
    My breath came out in short, ragged bursts as I tried to figure out what had just happened. 
 
    It had felt like my body became so overwrought with magic that I’d nearly exploded, but the sensation was gone in an instant.  
 
    “What…” the man who had previously held the dagger stammered. His voice came out in a hoarse, shocked-sounding whisper.  
 
    “Do you know where you are?” I asked him. I kept my staff raised in front of me, just in case.  
 
    The man frowned and looked around. “What?”  
 
    “Can you say anything other than what?” I asked, in part because I was temporarily afraid whatever had taken control of him had done some damage to his mind.  
 
    “Where are we?” the redheaded man asked. He reached up to rub his forehead before looking up at the sky, like he was just now realizing he was outside in the middle of a massive storm.  
 
    “Who are you guys?” the tallest of the three men asked.  
 
    “What’s going on?” the man who had tried to stab me only seconds before asked me. 
 
    I studied the three of them as closely as I could through the thick curtain of rain. The strange, almost possessed posturing they’d all worn seconds ago had disappeared. It was a nearly imperceptible shift, but it was clear to me.  
 
    “Something was controlling the three of you,” I said. “I don’t know what it was, but it was trying to lure you into the Forest of Hud.”  
 
    I gestured over my shoulder toward the aforementioned forest, and as if on cue, the leaves began to rustle at an increased volume.  
 
    The men in front of me looked equal parts horrified and shocked.  
 
    “Why would we do that?” the tall one asked me before looking at the other two men. “Why were we doing that? I don’t even know any of you!”  
 
    “Go home,” I said. “All of you. Be grateful that I was here to stop you before you could complete whatever you were meant to do under this… control that gripped you.”  
 
    “We just go home now?” the redheaded man asked. “Do you know what’s going on? Is this going to happen again?”  
 
    “Go home,” I repeated more firmly this time. “And stay as far from the northern portion of the kingdom as possible. I don’t care if you live over here, stay with a friend. This area isn’t safe.”  
 
    “I think we should do what he says,” the man who had tried to stab me said. “I’ve got the worst headache, and I don’t know about you guys, but I want to get out of this rain.”  
 
    I nodded. “Good. Go.”  
 
    I planted the end of my staff into the mud as a sort of sign. I wasn’t going to go anywhere until I saw the three of them turn and hightail it back to wherever the fuck it was they’d come from in the first place.  
 
    The wind howled through the trees of the forest and whipped their waterlogged clothing and hair from their bodies as one by one, all three of the men turned.  
 
    I didn’t take my eyes off them as I watched them stumble back over the hill and disappear back into the darkness of the night. Once I was certain that whatever spell had been cast over them was broken, and that they’d really done as I ordered, I bent down to pick up the dagger the man had dropped.  
 
    It wasn’t a particularly impressive weapon, but still. Maybe there was some sort of magical trace left on the item. I tucked it into my belt next to my personal dagger.  
 
    Then I turned back toward the Forest of Hud and its rustling leaves and trees. 
 
    What the hell had just happened here? 
 
    I could still feel the strange traces of unfamiliar power tingling throughout my limbs. It wasn’t an unpleasant feeling, but it certainly was confusing. I had taken on more and more power over the last few months, but even so, I had never experienced something like that before.  
 
    For a few brief flashes of time, I had felt more powerful than I ever had before, but that feeling was gone just as quickly as it had appeared.  
 
    What did it mean, if it meant anything at all?  
 
    Did it have something to do with whatever was causing all of the young men in Ocadia to be drawn to the forest? Or was it something separate entirely? 
 
    Was it on account of the primordial being that the king suspected was at fault?  
 
    I gave a harsh shake of my head to clear both my thoughts and the water from my face. One thing was for certain: I needed to figure out what was going on as soon as possible, before more men could be lured into danger.  
 
    I slung my dragon bone staff back up into the sling across my back and flipped the hood of my cloak over my head. I used some of my water magic to draw the moisture from my clothing and my hair and quickly expelled it out into the air around me with a puff. Then I kept my magic pulsating through my palms as I kept both the wind and the rain at bay.  
 
    It took more concentration than dealing with just the water alone, but that wasn’t unexpected. I was still adjusting to the idea that I had wind powers at all. A month wasn’t much time to learn how to control something that a deity had spent their entire life cultivating.  
 
    I looked back out over the low, rolling hills of the fields once more and squinted against the darkness. I saw no more figures tumbling their way toward me, but it was better to be certain than to leave without double-checking.  
 
    My mind was already spinning with the new information I’d gleaned from the excursion, but it still wasn’t enough to paint a picture of what was at hand. One thing I did know, though, was that I wasn’t about to let any of my male assassins get close to the northern edge of the kingdom.  
 
    Whatever was going on was clearly affecting men in droves and pushing them into Hud. The forest was unpredictable on a good day, and the last thing I wanted was to lose any of my assassins to its strange whims. They were far too valuable of assets.  
 
    The king might have said that it was only young men being affected by whatever was happening, but I would rather be overly cautious than lose anyone. I would inform all of my assassins in the morning that no man or boy was to go toward the north.  
 
    I turned and started to make my way back in the direction I’d come from while staying along the edge of the forest. 
 
    The intense pulling sensation I’d felt before seemed to have vanished now, and I wondered if that had anything to do with the strange power surge that broke the men from their trances.  
 
    Either way, I needed to set up a recon mission as soon as possible to figure out what was going on in the north, past the forest itself. There were forces at play that I didn’t yet understand, but that was going to end soon.  
 
    The wind continued to howl around me in its strange circular pattern, and the forest itself seemed more alive than usual. But for a moment, amidst all the chaos around me, I could have sworn I heard my own name being whispered amongst the rustling of branches and the dancing of leaves. 
 
    Like something was calling to me from deep within the trees.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    I rubbed tiredly at my eyes as I sat on the edge of my large, unmade bed. Light poured in through the window that overlooked the training grounds, and through the window, I could hear Elis and Nimith as the pair of them zipped around while training with Timere.  
 
    The sounds brought a smile to my face, but it didn’t do anything to stave off the exhaustion that crept through my body and settled into my bones.  
 
    By the time I’d made it back to my estate after my adventure near the Ocadian border, the sun had nearly risen in the sky. Ephy had disappeared from the bed at some point in my absence, and I assumed she’d gone to see her goddesses in their sacred spring.  
 
    Nara, on the other hand, was still asleep on the bed behind me.  
 
    I didn’t think that even an earthquake could have woken the Headmistress of the Witches’ Estate. It was honestly a little impressive how deeply she could sleep as the world continued on around her. 
 
    I had given up on trying to get back to sleep almost immediately upon arriving back, as my mind was still rapidly churning with thoughts on the situation at hand.  
 
    The fight and its strange resolution had played over and over again in my mind as I tried to piece together what had even happened. It felt almost like a dream, right down to the fact that I’d heard the forest whispering my name.  
 
    My mind was still crowded with planning as I pushed myself back up to my feet. The bed creaked slightly under the shifting of weight, and to my surprise, I heard Nara give a low groan.  
 
    I glanced back over my shoulder and saw the witch moving ever so slightly under the blankets draped over her scantily-clad form. She slowly rolled over onto her back and threw one arm dramatically over her eyes.  
 
    A smile worked its way onto my face as I watched her.  
 
    “Good morning,” I said.  
 
    “No morning is a good morning,” she grumbled in response. “There are just ‘mornings’. Nothing good about it.”  
 
    I snorted. “Well, aren’t you being dramatic today?” 
 
    Nara moved her arm from her eyes and squinted up at me, like the light filtering into the room hurt her eyes.  
 
    “Would you love me if I wasn’t?” she asked.  
 
    I paused and tilted my head to the side, as if to say ‘maybe.’ I couldn’t keep the grin off my face, however, even when Nara lobbed one of the pillows from the bed in my direction with shockingly poor aim. 
 
    It didn’t take much effort at all to avoid the blow.  
 
    “I’m kidding, I’m kidding,” I assured her. I moved over to the side of the bed and perched on the edge of the mattress next to her. “Though you did sleep through quite a bit.”  
 
    “A bit of what?” She had yet to fully move her arm from her eyes.  
 
    “Isn’t that the question,” I muttered. “I got home late last night, climbed into bed, then proceeded to leave the bed a little later. I was unable to do anything but think about some of the information the king had told me the day before.”  
 
    “You saw the king?” she asked. This was finally enough to make her sit up and look at me.  
 
    Nara and the king had a strange, slightly fraught relationship, and any mention of his highness always ran the risk of setting the pint-sized witch off.  
 
    “He sent for me after I left you and the others to clean up the crib,” I explained. “He wanted to talk to me about what is going on in the north.”  
 
    “What is going on in the north?” A voice came from the doorway.  
 
    I turned, and to my surprise, I saw Mihany standing there in her usual long, gauzy white gown. In the early morning light, the fabric seemed as though it barely existed at all and cast her entire lithe body with an ethereal glow.  
 
    Her hair floated around her in lazy, bobbing waves as she walked into the room and let the door fall closed behind her.  
 
    “That’s a great question,” I said. “And it was one I was hoping you’d help me answer.”  
 
    “Me?” Mihany asked. Unlike Nara, the Goddess of the Prevailing Winds seemed incapable of understanding sarcasm, and so it was clear her question was genuine.  
 
    “You,” I assured her. “The king thinks there’s some sort of strange, primordial being that’s wreaking havoc in the north, and that’s what’s causing all of the storms blowing over here.”  
 
    “I told you I wasn’t the problem.” Mihany seemed smug.  
 
    “First time for everything,” Nara said in a singsong.  
 
    “Be nice,” I playfully chided the witch and gave her ass a smack form where it was exposed under the sheets.  
 
    “I’m always nice.” She stuck her tongue out in response. 
 
    Mihany frowned. “That is a lie. You are very often not nice, but I find it delightful. People that are nice all of the time are dull.”  
 
    “What about Ephy?” Nara raised an eyebrow and pushed herself up to a position that resembled sitting more than sprawling.  
 
    Mihany paused, and her pale brow furrowed as if she hadn’t considered that before. “She is nice, isn’t she?”  
 
    “The nicest,” Nara said. “It’s one of the best things about her. Speaking of, where is she?”  
 
    She looked around, as if for the first time she was realizing the siren was nowhere to be found.  
 
    “I think she went to see her goddesses,” I said. “She wasn’t here when I got back after my excursion to the border.”  
 
    “Boo,” Nara sighed. “She makes the best breakfast.”  
 
    “Do not make a pregnant woman make you breakfast, Nara!” I couldn’t help but laugh. “That feels morally wrong!”  
 
    “I don’t make her,” she huffed. “I just ask, and she does it, because she’s nice. Besides, I would never ask Cinis to make me breakfast. Could you imagine?”  
 
    “Don’t you have your own estate to run?” I teased. “Go, I can fill you in on everything else later.”  
 
    Nara groaned, but it was clear she knew I was right, because slowly but surely, the witch started to pull herself from the bed.  
 
    I didn’t bother averting my gaze as I watched her slip nearly naked from my bed and quickly redress in the same eclectic outfit she’d worn the day before.  
 
    I stood up from the edge of the bed as she did so and went to look out the window where Elis was training.  
 
    He and the nipitar made a surprisingly efficient team, which was something I had never expected or anticipated. When I had been given the nipitar egg, I had rather assumed the creature would attach itself to me, but I was glad things had turned out the way they did. Elis had needed a friend.  
 
    “Since you’re kicking out a poor, starving woman,” Nara announced dramatically. “Can I at least have a kiss?”  
 
    I turned and saw that the witch had made her way over to me. In her platforms, she was now a good six inches taller, which still made her at least a head shorter than I was.  
 
    A grin played at my lips as I bent down and caught her plush, pouting mouth with my own. The kiss was quick, but it was all fire nonetheless. I gave her ass another playful smack before I pulled away.  
 
    Then I continued to grin. “Go, get something to eat, and don’t make a pregnant woman make it for you.”  
 
    “I’ll do as I please! Chainmail!” Nara clomped toward the door in her massive boots, and as she called, her weird bird flew down from the rafters and perched on her shoulder. 
 
    Gods. I hadn’t even realized that damned thing was in my bedchambers. Had it been there the entire time?  
 
    “I think I would like that,” Mihany announced.  
 
    I shook my head to clear my thoughts of the creepy bird and looked over at the goddess where she lingered still at the front of my room.  
 
    “What would you like?” I asked her.  
 
    “To be pregnant.” She said this like it was the most obvious thing in the entire world, and before I had a moment to say anything at all, the wind goddess reached up and pushed the straps of her nearly translucent gown from her shoulders.  
 
    It dropped down to the ground and pooled just below where her feet hovered a few inches above the ground. 
 
    My mouth went dry as I took her in. I trailed my eyes up from the long slant of her legs to the narrow, waspish curve of her waist, all the way to her perfect, perky breasts and their dark nipples.  
 
    Her pale yellow hair floated up around her as she floated through the air toward me as though she had taken a step.  
 
    I didn’t move from where I stood, but I did create a quick gust of wind to knock my shutters closed. I didn’t exactly want to give Elis and Timere an eyeful. 
 
    “I thought a goddess would never want to bear a world-dweller’s child?” I goaded in a light, teasing tone, but even as the words left my mouth, I could feel my cock hardening in my trousers.  
 
    Mihany pursed her lips as she studied me. “I have told you. I think it would be… fascinating. And you are the only world-dweller I would ever consider bearing a child for. I think it would be thrilling, do you not? To have your mortal seed in my womb?”  
 
    My mouth went dry, but I managed a nod of my head.  
 
    The goddess was still floating across the room toward me, and when I reached out, I was able to plant my hands on either side of her hips. She seemed to melt under the touch as she stared down at me with her strange, silver-and-gold eyes.  
 
    “I’ve had my seed in your womb before,” I reminded her with a grin.  
 
    Her body seemed to react to mine like that was what it was designed to do, and she pressed herself in closer with the aid of her wind magic. One second, there was a few inches of space between us, and the next, her bare body was pressed flush to mine.  
 
    “This is different,” she corrected.  
 
    Her hands started to work at the button on my trousers, and a smirk pulled at my lips. I smoothed my hand down over the curve of her hip to her ass. I gripped one of her ass cheeks firmly in one hand and felt a spark of accomplishment as the goddess gave a surprised inhale of breath. 
 
    Her eyes darkened further, and her tongue darted out to lick her lips.  
 
    “Dex.” My name sounded like a sigh.  
 
    “Tell me what you want,” I told her as I gave her ass another squeeze. “Did you come all the way here to ask me to fuck you until you’re carrying my child in your womb?”  
 
    Mihany hesitated for only a moment, but then she nodded. Her tendrils of floating hair bobbed with the gesture.  
 
    “Yes,” she said. “I can feel the strange magic in the air, and it reminded me of the first time you took me. I want to feel that way again. I want you to ground me, Dex, like no man, god or otherwise, has ever been able to before.”  
 
    Well, how could I deny her something like that?  
 
    I smirked and used my grip on her ass to pull her closer to me. My dick strained almost painfully against my unbuttoned trousers. 
 
    Mihany floated higher into the air and wrapped her legs around my hips without any issue. She felt weightless in my arms, but I could still feel the tempting heat and pressure of her body against my crotch. It sent a shock like lightning through my body as I looked up at her with lust-darkened eyes.  
 
    The wind began to pick up in the room around us. It was slow at first, like a gentle breeze, but each passing second had the gusts growing stronger and stronger until it felt as if we were inside a tornado of our very own making.  
 
    I slid one hand from her hip down to the apex of her thighs, where her pussy was already slick and waiting. I watched her face as I stroked a finger through her wet warmth, and her entire body shuddered at the simple touch.  
 
    I felt more powerful in that moment than I had fending off the three entranced men the night before. How many other men could say they could make a goddess shudder like that with a single touch?  
 
    “I want your cock,” she groaned. “I want your cock inside me now.”  
 
    She started to squirm around me, and despite her weightlessness thanks to her wind magic, it was like she was trying to propel herself downward onto my hard, aching bulge. She ground down against me, and a low groan pulled from the back of my throat.  
 
    “Fuck,” I hissed. Then I reached down and pulled my cock free of my trousers and gave it a few loose tugs.  
 
    Mihany’s eyes were dark as she licked her lips again. This time when she pushed herself downward with her wind magic, she speared herself down onto my cock in a luxuriously slow motion.  
 
    She threw her head back, and a gasping, shuddering breath came from her mouth. Her hair seemed to spasm in the air around us as she sank down slowly.  
 
    I felt as if my eyes might roll back in my head as she wrapped her slick, heavenly pussy around my aching cock.  
 
    “Fuck,” I groaned. “That’s it. You’re so fucking tight.”  
 
    I tightened my grip on her ass to hold her flush against me, to keep her from floating away on a wave of ecstasy as she let out another long, gasping groan.  
 
    Unlike last time, I managed to keep my feet on the ground as Mihany started to rock against me.  
 
    Her hands moved to trace down my chest until she caught the edge of my tunic and simply ripped it straight up the center. Her two-toned eyes roved over my body like she couldn’t take in the sight of me fast enough. Her face had already flushed with heat as she shuddered out another breath.  
 
    The wind around us somehow grew even stronger, and even the wall of vines to my side was affected by our out-of-control powers. I gripped Mihany’s hips tightly to keep her held down on my cock as I thrust up into her pussy.  
 
    “Harder,” she gasped. “I need to feel you in my womb.”  
 
    “Yeah?” I grunted as I did as the goddess instructed and fucked up into her at the same time I pulled her down onto my cock. 
 
    The force of the gesture was enough to pull yet another high, keening scream from her throat, and she threw her head back in a clear show of lust.  
 
    I was sure that everyone in the estate could hear what was happening, but I had a hard time caring as she started to use her wind magic to fuck herself up and down on my cock.  
 
    I leaned back against the wall and watched the goddess’ perfect tits bounce with each gust of wind she used to drive herself down onto me harder than before. Her two-toned eyes were unfocused as her lust for me seemed to consume her, and her long, curling tendrils of hair seemed to be unsure what to do as they fanned out in the air around her.  
 
    A few of the long strands began to curl around the vines of my weapons wall, and a slow smirk spread across my face.  
 
    I took a step closer toward the wall of vines, and then another, until Mihany’s back was to the wall. The tendrils of vines unfurled at the sight of me, but I didn’t want to reach for one of my weapons.  
 
    Instead, I used my own wind magic to nudge the vines toward Mihany. The vines understood what I wanted, and they shot out and grabbed onto the goddess. Vine tendrils snatched the goddess’ arms and pulled her back against the plant matter. 
 
    Mihany gave a startled gasp as she was yanked from my cock, and her eyes blazed with righteous fury for a moment. If I hadn’t been so fucking turned on, I might have been a little afraid at the look in her eye.  
 
    “Dex,” she practically growled my name as she struggled against the vines. 
 
    A few more tendrils shot out to curl around her tiny waist, and another set reached out to grab her legs. They held them spread open and apart for me, and I was met with a perfect view of her slick, dripping pussy.  
 
    Her juices slid down her thighs, and she was practically quivering for me.  
 
    “I was worried you’d float away,” I said with a smirk.  
 
    Then I stepped closer to her until I could feel her frantic, desperate breaths on my skin. The vines held her at just the perfect height that I barely even had to stretch to slide my cock back into her waiting pussy.  
 
    Any protests that she might have had clearly died on her lips as I filled her tight hole once more. Mihany gave a low shudder, and her hair continued to tangle with the magical vines holding her in place.  
 
    My feet weren’t touching the ground as I bucked my hips up to fuck into her even harder than I had before. Thanks to the wind magic, I was able to slam into her eager pussy with more force than I could have imagined.  
 
    Mihany’s mouth opened, but instead of a scream, all she managed was a shocked whimper.  
 
    “Figured I’d make sure you feel me all the way in your womb,” I grunted as I fell into a hard, bruising pace.  
 
    The goddess’ trapped body tightened around me as she took each of my thrusts with a sharp, desperate gasp.  
 
    “Yes,” she cried. “Yesssss. I want your seed to fill me up. Please, Dex. Just like that.”  
 
    She all but convulsed around me, and I could feel her orgasm coming upon her with all the force of a hurricane. I knew if I looked over my shoulder, I would have been able to see the chaos that the two of us had wrought in my bedchambers thanks to our combined magic, but there were more important things at hand.  
 
    “I thought no goddess would ever want to fuck a world-dweller?” I goaded.  
 
    “I was wrong,” she gasped. “I was wrong. I want your seed. Dex, I am so close, Dex.”  
 
    “You want to cum for me?” I grunted again. 
 
    My magic was lifting me higher and higher off of the ground with each new thrust, and it drove my thick cock further into her pussy each time. I was sure no mortal woman could have handled getting fucked this hard.  
 
    “Yes, yesss, please,” Mihany babbled. “I want to cum with you.”  
 
    “Fuck, then cum,” I grunted as I spilled myself deep inside her waiting womb.  
 
    Her pussy spasmed and clenched around me, and I continued to fuck up into her as she milked out every last drop of cum I had. She wanted to know what it would be like to carry a world-dweller’s baby, and I wanted her to carry mine.  
 
    I wanted to lay claim to every part of the goddess like no one ever had before, and I wanted her to beg me for it.  
 
    The vines that held her upright tightened, and she let out another sharp cry as she started to clench around me again. I already felt her slick juices spilling down around her thighs, but it was clear she wasn’t done yet as a second orgasm rocked through her body even harder than the first.  
 
    She let out a piercing shriek so loud that I was temporarily afraid it would bust my eardrums. The feeling of her tightening and spasming around me was enough to drive me to cum again. 
 
    Together, the two of us rode out our joint orgasms until we were both left shaking and panting with desperation. 
 
    Then the vines holding her up to the wall loosened until I was the only thing keeping Mihany upright.  
 
    I managed to keep myself on my feet this time as I dropped down from where I had hovered a few inches in the air with the goddess draped around me like a very naked, very powerful shawl.  
 
    Then I clumsily tucked my cock back into my trousers with one hand while supporting her weight with the other. I carefully moved over to the edge of the bed and gently deposited Mihany down onto the mattress as delicately as I could manage. 
 
    The goddess had gone as limp as a ragdoll. Her tanned skin was slicked with a sheen of sweat, and her eyes burned brighter than they had before. My cum was sticky on her thighs, and it was definitely a sight that I wanted to commit to memory.  
 
    “I think you have done it,” she announced as I took a step back from her to find another tunic.  
 
    “Done it?” I called over my shoulder as I searched my room for a shirt that hadn’t been ripped in half.  
 
    “Filled me with a child,” she announced pleasantly. “I am sure Ephelia and Cinis will be pleased that they will be sharing their sire with a goddess.”  
 
    “Don’t call me a sire,” I snorted. “That’s what people call animals they use to breed.”  
 
    “Did we not just breed?” Mihany asked, as if that was the most obvious thing in the entire world.  
 
    I sighed. She wasn’t wrong, but I think she knew she wasn’t entirely right, either. I turned back around and saw that, somehow, the goddess had managed to redress herself without me noticing her fetching her dress at all.  
 
    She had probably used her wind magic, I rationalized, though it was still jarring.  
 
    “World-dwellers are so… particular,” she sighed dramatically.  
 
    “Because I don’t want you to compare me to a horse used for breeding?” I raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “I did not compare you to a horse,” she scoffed. “You simply performed an act like one of a horse.”  
 
    She paused and frowned, as though for the first time, she might actually have realized she said something insane. There really was a first time for everything, wasn’t there?  
 
    I snorted out a laugh and shook my head. “I’m ignoring that. But, I’m glad you came over when you did, actually. I was going to try and contact you anyway.”  
 
    Mihany crossed her long legs at the ankles as she studied me like one would a particularly interesting tapestry.  
 
    “And why is that? Was it to fill me with your seed to create a half-god baby?” she asked.  
 
    I paused. “Not quite, though that was a nice added bonus. I was actually hoping you would be able to help me with a job.” 
 
    Mihany’s silver-and-gold eyes lit up at the word ‘job.’  
 
    A month or so ago, before Mihany had decided she wasn’t going to try and destroy the entire continent to bring her sisters back from the dead, she had attempted to coerce me into aiding her on her mission by finishing one of my assassination jobs for me.  
 
    She hadn’t understood how to go about an assassination, much less why I was angry that she had splattered my target onto my forcefield like a bug on a carriage window.  
 
    “A job?” she asked me eagerly. “What sort of job?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    “It’s like what I was explaining to Nara before she left,” I said. “Yesterday, the king informed me about his theories as to what’s going on with all of the storms in the kingdom.”  
 
    “Yes,” Mihany said. “Something about a primordial being you said. I have never cared for primordial beings. They think they are better than deities, and they are sorely mistaken, of course.” 
 
     “Right,” I said slowly. “Of course. So what do you know about primordial beings, specifically the primordial beings that made this continent?”  
 
    Mihany sighed. “I don’t care for them or their stories.”  
 
    “I understand that,” I said. “But this is important. Please, what do you know? It could be pivotal to getting these storms to end.”  
 
    “There are still many that make up this continent, it is true,” she said. “I do not know any of them personally, however. There were some, once, that I was on speaking terms with, but they have faded.”  
 
    “Faded?” I repeated as I adjusted my new, intact tunic.  
 
    “Yes,” Mihany said. “That is what I said.”  
 
    I sighed and fought a laugh. “Mihany. I have no idea what that means in this context.”  
 
    She frowned. “What do world-dwellers know?”  
 
    I opened my mouth to answer, but I knew it would fall upon deaf, deified ears. “Can you explain it to me?”  
 
    “Fading is something that occurs when there are no longer any who remember the being at all,” Mihany explained. “It has been forgotten, and so it simply begins to fade until it is nothing but a memory. Its body remains, but it is no longer.”  
 
    “So, theoretically, you could fade someday?” I asked her.  
 
    The frown reappeared on her face. “That would never happen. No one will ever forget me. I am the Wayward Wind Goddess, and I am unforgettable.”  
 
    She said it with so much confidence that it was almost impossible to not believe her. How could anyone ever forget her? I knew that after the round of sex we’d just had, I certainly wouldn’t, but I doubted that was a common experience.  
 
    “Right,” I said. “But in theory, a deity like yourself but not yourself, if they were lost from the history records or time just moved on without them, they could fade?”  
 
    “Yes,” Mihany confirmed. “It is considered by some to be a fate worse than death, but I do not think those who think that understand what death is. It is a sort of permanent stasis. I have never heard of one breaking the stasis. The life force the primordial being contributed is still infused into the world they helped create, but they are nothing more than a landmark.”  
 
    “But not all primordial beings are faded,” I said. “I’ve met one, the Szizzonk in the Ardere.” 
 
    “I am not familiar with this being,” Mihany remarked with a frown.  
 
    “You’re not missing out on much,” I grumbled. “He’s sort of a massive dickhead. He tried to overthrow Cinis and rile up all the fire beings into a frenzy.”  
 
    “He does not sound very pleasant,” the wind goddess agreed. “But this is not the being you are concerned with right now, that is correct?”  
 
    “Right,” I agreed. “The king of Ocadia thinks it’s some sort of primordial being in the north that he calls the mountain dweller. Have you ever heard of something like that?”  
 
    I watched as Mihany’s brow creased in thought. Her pale yellow hair started to float up in the air around her as she did so, like it was also curious about the question and was attempting to find the answer.  
 
    “It does not sound familiar, no,” she sighed. “But I do not care for primordial beings, as I said, or the mythos of world-dwellers. Can I still help you on this job?”  
 
    I chuckled. “Yeah, of course. It isn’t a make-or-break question. I was just curious what you might have known already. What I really need help with is a reconnaissance job.” 
 
    “I do not know what that is,” she said. 
 
    “It’s an important part of being an assassin,” I explained. “But right now, it’s also important to figuring out what exactly is going on in the north. There’s something strange happening, some sort of weird magic that I can’t explain that’s drawing all the young men in Ocadia into the Forest of Hud.”  
 
    “Why?” Mihany asked, as if I hadn’t been asking myself that question for some time now.  
 
    “That’s what I need your help figuring out,” I said. “Last night, I found myself drawn to the forest as well. The only difference is, I was able to fight off the strange pulling call that it has, and I was also able to snap three of the men experiencing its effects out of the trance they’d been put into.”  
 
    “How will I help you figure out what is going on?” Mihany asked.  
 
    “Well, I don’t think it’s safe to go through the forest right now,” I said. “I know that the forest and I have a… strange relationship, to be sure, but I don’t want to risk something going wrong. So I think the best way to go about this is by going over.”  
 
    “Over?” she asked. “What do you mean by over?”  
 
    “I mean, I want you to use your wind powers to take me over the forest so we can see what’s going on in the space between Ocadia and the country to the north. Do you think you can help?”  
 
    Mihany pursed her lips for a moment, but I could tell from the moment the request was out of my mouth that she knew she could help me.  
 
    “I think I can do that, yes,” she said. “And I can show you that I am a good partner for assassinations. I can be helpful.”  
 
    I chuckled. “This is a good test to see that. Give me a moment to get my weapons, and then we can get out of here.”  
 
    I moved back over to the wall of weapons where only a few minutes ago, I had held Mihany up while I fucked her. The vines parted for me, and if they were a bit peeved that I’d used them during sex, they didn’t act like it. 
 
    My dragon bone staff was the first weapon I grabbed, along with the sling Ephy had made me, but I also grabbed my longbow, as well as a quiver of some of my specialty arrows. I had no idea what exactly it was we might be getting into, so I wanted to make sure I was ready for anything.  
 
    I fastened my cloak on to conceal my staff before I turned back to Mihany.  
 
    “Let’s go,” I said and led the way out of my bedchambers and back into the hallway of the estate.  
 
    Mihany followed after me without her feet touching the ground, and the two of us made our way outside through the back and out onto the grounds behind the estate. It was the long way, but I wanted to get a look at my assassins before we left.  
 
    I could hear the sounds of Elis and Timere training with weapons, as well as the noise from a few other assassins wandering about the observation deck above the training field as they watched our youngest assassin learn the trade.  
 
    I took a moment to pause and watch Elis as well.  
 
    The young Conjurer Mage was doing far better with his powers now than he had in the past, and despite the sour taste Kendry Grezza put in my mouth, I had to admit that she had been helpful in her own way.  
 
    The Conjurer’s Heart formation had helped Elis improve with his conjuring abilities by leaps and bounds, and now he was able to call upon spirits with what appeared to be relative ease as he and Timere sparred with wooden swords.  
 
    I watched as Timere ducked his sandy head down and spun out with his wooden blade just in time for Elis to raise one arm in the air. As his arm rose, so did a smoky, shadowy, gray figure from the back of his head. The spirit snapped out like a whip and knocked the wooden sword from Timere’s hand. 
 
    Pride swelled up in my chest as I watched the young mage not only beat the older assassin in combat, but reach down to hand him his practice weapon after the fact. He was a good kid, and I was glad to see he was adjusting well and learning to use his powers to an advantage.  
 
    But I didn’t have time to dwell on Elis and his success. There was something strange going on in the kingdom, and I needed to get a jump on dealing with it.  
 
    While the weather inside the forcefield that surrounded my estate was balmy and clear, just outside the swirling blue magic that kept us all protected was yet another fierce storm. 
 
    The wind continued to move in the strange circular pattern I’d noticed the day before, and the rain battered the earth like it had a personal grudge. 
 
    We had made our way all the way around the estate and to the front gates. I turned and looked at Mihany before I could step through the gates of the estate and out of the forcefield’s protection.  
 
    “Do you think that we can get above the clouds?” I asked.  
 
    “Above the clouds?” she repeated.  
 
    “So we can avoid the storms,” I said. “I would rather not get smacked around if we can manage it.”  
 
    Mihany looked up at the sky through the forcefield overhead. Her expression was momentarily unreadable, but then she nodded.  
 
    “Grab my hand,” she said and extended one of her hands toward me.  
 
    I didn’t hesitate to take it, and as soon as I did, I found myself launched off the ground without a moment’s pause. I bit back a startled yelp as the two of us shot up toward the forcefield and the swirling clouds up above.  
 
    A surprised laugh burst from my lungs as soon as I got my bearings. Mihany’s hand was light in mine, but despite the looseness of her grip, she was still managing to haul me up into the sky with her.  
 
    I could feel my own wind magic exuding from me without much active thought. It was as if my body was simply reacting in the natural way to being thrown up and into the sky. I closed my eyes and moved my free hand out to the side as the air changed around us, and we broke through the forcefield.  
 
    The storm raging around us was brutal, but it only lasted for a few seconds before we were up higher than I had even known existed for a world-dweller.  
 
    Slowly, I pried open my eyes and took in the most astonishing view I had ever seen. The chaos and calamity of the storms seemed to exist in a different world from up here. All around me was stillness and warm, buttery sunlight. I could feel the heat against my skin like I never had before, and I turned my face up toward the light to bask in it.  
 
    Then I looked down and saw the thick, taffeta-like clouds that stretched out like a plush carpet beneath my feet. They seemed as if they were close enough to touch while also being miles away from the two of us.  
 
    The dark, angry grays and shocking streaks of lightning that cut across the monotone colors seemed entirely at odds with the serenity of our current view.  
 
    Mihany looked at me, and I could have sworn she looked almost smug.  
 
    “What?” I laughed.  
 
    “I find that I enjoy the sight of you in my domain,” she said simply.  
 
    The two of us weren’t moving, but were simply hovering in the air. I hadn’t even realized we’d paused like this, but as soon as I did, I started to try and steer us in the right direction.  
 
    It was more than a little difficult to get my bearings from this new perspective, but I found that the strange tugging sensation I’d experienced before still remained, even above the clouds, and I used that as my compass to guide us toward the north.  
 
    I had never thought sky magic could be so peaceful after the sky deities I had met, Mihany herself included in that, but it strangely was. I couldn’t remember the last time I had felt so at ease.  
 
    My limbs cut through the air like I was swimming in a perfectly still lake.  
 
    Mihany seemed far from bothered to let me guide us, and I was more than willing to let her control the pace with which we flew. She was the expert in this situation.  
 
    “Tell me more about what the king told you,” she said. “What else did he know about what is happening?”  
 
    “He didn’t know much for certain,” I admitted. 
 
    “Typical mortal king,” she sighed, and I sent her a smirk before continuing. 
 
    “He told me that over one hundred young men have gone missing from Ocadia in the last month, and that he thinks it might have something to do with the primordial being we’ve already discussed.”  
 
    “The mountain dweller,” she said. “Yes. So it is all connected? The mountain dweller, the storms, and the disappearances?”  
 
    I hesitated. “I don’t know. The king seems to think it might be, but I’m not sure if that’s the case. Always best to do thorough research before assuming anything in a world like this. That’s what we’re going to check out right now. My main goal is to figure out what it is we’re up against while we also keep the rest of the men in Ocadia safe.” 
 
    “And how will you do that from all the way up here?” Mihany gestured around us, and I was once again taken aback by the beauty of the sky.  
 
    “That’s actually something the king is going to do,” I said. “I instructed him to give an assembly today warning of a disease in the north, so that everyone stays far away from the northernmost border of Ocadia.”  
 
    “There is a disease?” Mihany seemed more curious than alarmed.  
 
    I chuckled. “No, there is no disease, but a disease or an illness is certainly easier to explain than… than whatever is actually happening, considering we don’t know what’s actually happening yet. Does that make sense?” 
 
    “I understand,” Mihany said. “That is very clever, Dex. I do not think another man could have thought of that.”  
 
    “I thought so,” I said with a grin.  
 
    The two of us lapsed into silence as we continued in the direction I felt myself being pulled. Each time I needed to correct course, all I had to do was angle my body, and Mihany followed my lead.  
 
    Every so often, I was able to see flashes of Ocadia down below us through the thick storm clouds, and each new glimpse still managed to take my breath away. I had never dreamed of being able to see my home kingdom like this, but now I couldn’t imagine it any other way.  
 
    While I was up this high, everything else looked so infinitesimally small. For the first time, I realized that I might actually understand Mihany in a new way.  
 
    This was how she had experienced the world for eons. She had always been able to fly up above the clouds and move through the air as if it was as easy as breathing, because for her, it always had been.  
 
    She had never been someone that was tethered to the ground, unlike the rest of us world-dwellers.  
 
    I had often thought that the Wayward Wind Goddess was simply out of touch, but now I realized that I hadn’t quite understood her situation at all. It was hard to imagine her as out of touch when this had been everything in her life. No wonder those of us on the ground had looked so small. 
 
    It seemed impossible to care about mundane things while I was literally soaring above the clouds, even higher than a bird could fly. How could I possibly care about what sort of bread was being sold in the markets, or how many people were struggling to weather the storms below when all I could see was the bright, velvet-soft clouds and the all-encompassing warmth of the sun on my bare skin?  
 
    “It’s so beautiful up here,” I remarked. “I never thought it would be so beautiful.”  
 
    “I am glad that you get to see everything this way,” Mihany said. “If any world-dweller has earned the right to view the world as a god, it is you.”  
 
    A smirk played at my lips, and I looked over at the wind goddess, only to find that she was already looking at me in return.  
 
    Her gaze was dark and probing, and I recognized the tell-tale signs of lust in her eyes and on her face.  
 
    “Dex,” she all but purred my name. She shifted closer to me in the air. It was such a subtle movement, but it was all it took to bring her all but flush against me.  
 
    “Mihany,” I said in return. “What do you think you’re doing?”  
 
    “Do you want to do more than see the world as a god does?” she asked, and her breath was hot on my ear. “Do you want to experience sex the way a god does? It is a sky deity tradition to fuck above the clouds.”  
 
    She didn’t release her grip on me, but her hand moved from holding mine to moving slowly up my arm.  
 
    I bit back a laugh and fought the urge to take her up on her offer immediately. As much as I very much wanted to find out what it was like to quite literally fuck in the sky, I had the feeling it wasn’t exactly the safest thing for a mortal to do.  
 
    Truthfully, it sounded like a great way to fucking crash-land in the Forest of Hud below us, and I could only imagine how well that would go. The forest might have tenuously forgiven me, but Mihany was still on its metaphorical shit list.  
 
    “Focus,” I chided her.  
 
    She frowned, but she didn’t need to be told twice. Mihany shifted in the air in a lazy manner and put a few more inches between us. I felt as if I could breathe a little easier now that the immediate temptation to do something reckless was out of my grasp.  
 
    It was a good thing she moved when she did, too, because I felt an odd dropping sensation in my gut. It was like someone had snapped the strange, magical sort of string that had been pulling me along on my course.  
 
    “What is that?” I gasped as something large and imposing came into view a ways ahead of us.  
 
    Mihany looked unconcerned as her gaze flitted from me to the sudden barricade of sorts in front of us.  
 
    “That is the top of a mountain,” she said, like it was the most boring thing in the world. 
 
    “The top of a mountain,” I repeated in a daze, but then her words hit me again. “Oh, we have to be close then, if we’re able to see the mountains so close. Come on, we need to drop back down beneath the clouds so we can actually scope out what’s going on.”  
 
    “If you insist,” Mihany sighed. She shifted to grasp my hand once more, and with an easy tilt to her body, she began to guide us through the air like a knife cutting through butter.  
 
    The two of us crested beneath the clouds, and the sudden change in the world around us was so jarring I almost didn’t know how to handle it. One minute, we had been in a delicate paradise, and the next we were being battered on all sides by violent gusts of odd wind and freezing-cold rain.  
 
    I braced myself against the weather and squinted down to try and make out what was going on below us.  
 
    Mihany seemed to sense my lack of actual sight, because she soon guided us even lower.  
 
    I was now able to see that we had traveled over the first few miles of the Forest of Hud that bordered Ocadia directly, and now we were flying slowly across the no man’s land between our kingdom and the next.  
 
    “Come on,” I said. “Over there at the base of the nearby mountain. I think we need to land.”  
 
    “I hate landing,” Mihany sighed, but she didn’t protest further. Instead, she guided the two of us expertly down to the ground.  
 
    My feet touched down first, and I felt a little unsteady, as if I had to learn how to walk on solid ground again. Mihany landed next to me, but just as soon as her feet had hit the ground, she was hovering a few inches in the air as she usually did.  
 
    It was hard to imagine her walking at all, given how often I saw her floating.  
 
    I looked around, and the first thing I realized was that we were no longer in the midst of a massive storm. Or rather, we were most likely in the eye of the storm itself. The sky above us was still an angry mix of blues, grays, and blacks, and the clouds swirled in angry spirals, but there was no rain falling onto us directly, and even the wind seemed to have died down into nothing but a light breeze.  
 
    I didn’t even have to squint to see where the chaos of the storms resumed, just a mile or so away.  
 
    “This is weird,” I said more to myself than to Mihany. 
 
    If the goddess agreed with me, she didn’t say anything one way or another. She simply frowned and glanced around over both of her shoulders before she looked at me.  
 
    “Something is strange here,” she said. “I do not like it.”  
 
    “You feel it, too, then?” I asked. “The strange magic at work?”  
 
    Mihany’s lips pressed into an even thinner line. “I do not know what I feel, but I do not like it. Whatever it is, it feels… old.”  
 
    “Old,” I repeated. “As in primordial?”  
 
    “Perhaps,” she said. “Though I cannot be certain.”  
 
    She tilted her face up toward the sky as if the angle would somehow change the way that the magic felt to her.  
 
    “Come on,” I said as I reached beneath my cloak to pull my dragon bone staff free of its sling. “Let’s start searching. I don’t want to stay in the same place for too long. Something about it just feels… strange.”  
 
    Mihany didn’t argue with me, but instead followed along behind me as I slowly began to get a lay of the land.  
 
    The Forest of Hud was just down across the small field from where we stood at the base of a towering mountain. The ground was craggy and dark, and it reminded me of the graphite I had seen artists use to sketch with at stalls in the markets. There was very little foliage or plant matter on the base of the mountain itself, despite our close proximity to the forest.  
 
    The mountains stretched as far as the eye could see in either direction, along with the forest. I had never been this far past the forest and into the strange in-between land that separated Ocadia and the country to the north.  
 
    I knew that people, like Mirabelle, had come into Ocadia from the north, but as I looked at the mountain range that seemed to split the continent into chunks, it was hard to imagine that anyone might cross the seemingly impenetrable craggy cliffs.  
 
    The mountains rose high up into the sky and cut through the clouds overhead, where I had seen the peak from on high before Mihany and I landed on the ground.  
 
    The mountains themselves seemed to be made of stair-stepping cliff faces that rose higher and higher up into the sky, as opposed to one steep, almost vertical slant.  
 
    “This way,” I told Mihany as I started to move.  
 
    I was relying on my instincts as I turned and started up one of the vaguely tamped paths that seemed to lead up to the next level of stony cliffs. It was hard to make out a trail, but it seemed like the area had at the very least been trod before. It was narrow, no wider than Mihany and I walking side by side, which gave it a precarious feel even while we were still so close to the ground.  
 
    The storms had halted around this specific mountain, and that told me more than anything else might have that we were in the right place.  
 
    Strangely enough, the odd tugging sensation in my gut seemed to be pulling me in the opposite direction of the mountain, but I trusted my judgment and continued on the rocky path.  
 
    I used the end of my dragon bone staff to help me keep my footing as I made my way up the terrain with Mihany following me. There was a bitter, almost acrid taste in the air that burnt at the back of my throat and stung at my nostrils.  
 
    “Do you smell that?” I asked Mihany in a low tone that verged on a whisper. 
 
    “Yes,” she said at a normal volume.  
 
    I shot her a look. “Be quiet. Reconnaissance is quiet. We don’t want whatever is out here causing all of this chaos to know we’re here. Do you understand?”  
 
    “Yes,” Mihany said in a whisper this time.  
 
    Well, at least this was better than dropping a dead body on my doorstep like a stray cat would a mouse. I’d take what I could get.  
 
    Gravel and loose stones cracked under my boot as I continued up the increasingly steep path. Mihany was having no issues, as she wasn’t even bothering to keep her feet on the ground. I would have been a little more amused if I had been able to do that trick, but so far, I had only been able to properly levitate during sex with the goddess herself.  
 
    After a few minutes of slow, quiet creeping up the slanting pathway, the ground leveled out again. I looked around to take in our new surroundings, and was surprised to see just how high up off the ground we had gotten in such a short period of time.  
 
    The land beneath us seemed to be a mile away, and the path we were on had narrowed to an even smaller point. Mihany and I were now forced to walk one in front of the other or risk tumbling from the dark stone outcropping.  
 
    I took a step forward, when suddenly, the ground started to shift beneath my feet. It had felt like nothing but a few stones sliding under my boot at first, but then the odd rumbling continued until it was impossible to ignore. 
 
    Dread filled my chest.  
 
    “Shit!” I hissed. “Earthquake!”  
 
    As soon as the words escaped my lips, I pressed my back flat against the rock wall behind me and dug my fingers into an outcropping of stone to try and keep myself steady. Mihany, on the other hand, was far from bothered by the increasing convulsions of the mountain beneath our feet, as she wasn’t even touching the ground.  
 
    Terror clamored its way up into my throat, but as soon as the rumbling and violent shaking began, it seemed to end. A few large stones and chunks of rock that made up the ledge in front of me dropped to the ground just as the mountain went still again.  
 
    My eyes grew wide, and I watched the rocks fall for what seemed like an eternity before they slammed down onto the ground with a loud, horrifying clatter and all but exploded on impact.  
 
    That was less than ideal. 
 
    “What was that?” Mihany asked me. She was seemingly oblivious to the terror I had just experienced.  
 
    “I think it was an earthquake.” I forced calm into my voice. “Though I can’t be sure. I’ve never experienced one like that before, one that seemed so isolated. Did you see any of the other mountains shaking?” 
 
    The goddess frowned and furrowed her brow, like she was deep in thought, before she shook her head. “No, I did not.”  
 
    “Me, neither,” I murmured. “There is definitely something weird here. I feel a sort of power that I haven’t felt elsewhere, and it’s emanating from this area.”  
 
    As I spoke, my dragon bone staff seemed to heat up in my hand. A frown creased my face, and I studied the staff. I hadn’t attempted to use any magic, or even give the staff a command, so why was it acting as if it had come alive once more?  
 
    It shook ever so slightly in my hand, and after a moment, I realized it seemed to be trying to guide us forward.  
 
    I gave a startled laugh and held my arm out in front of me, just to test the theory, and sure enough, the staff continued to quiver in my hand. I extended it out in front of me like some sort of absurdly powerful dowsing rod.  
 
    It took me a few tries to get the hang of it, but after two shoddy attempts, I had managed to figure out just how to hold my staff to sense which direction it wanted me to go in.  
 
    “What is it with things trying to pull me around?” I grumbled to myself, but I started to move in the direction my staff indicated anyway.  
 
    I kept my back pressed against the rock wall behind me and carefully shuffled my way along the delicate outcropping. When I came upon the small section of pathway that had broken apart and fallen to the ground, I was careful to step over the gap as lightly as I could manage.  
 
    I could, at the very least, use my wind powers for that.  
 
    After a few minutes of moving in the direction my staff indicated up the rocky cliff face, Mihany and I reached another larger outcropping of stone that branched off in three separate directions. One to the left, one straight up, and a third aimed straight into the cliff.  
 
    “What does that mean?” Mihany asked me with a frown. “It is pointing at the mountain itself.” 
 
    Instead of answering Mihany, I took a step closer to the mountain. The stony cliff face didn’t look any different than the others I had pressed myself up against, but I trusted the dragon bone staff. I squinted and stared at the rocks in front of me with as discerning a gaze as I could manage.  
 
    Sure enough, after a few seconds of careful consideration, I began to notice abnormalities in the stones. It seemed random at first, when I began to notice the stones that seemed to be a very slightly different color than the vast majority. And then I noticed that the discolored stones seemed to form an arch on the rockface.  
 
    That’s when it came to me.  
 
    “I think there’s a stone doorway,” I said in surprise. “Right there on the wall in front of us.”  
 
    Mihany cocked her head to the side like one of her loyal birds as she tried to see what I saw. The look on her face remained perplexed, however, and I assumed she was blind to the abnormality. I couldn’t blame her. It was hard to notice, and even then, I wasn’t sure if I was correct. 
 
    The dragon bone staff continued to shake in my hand, and it sent a strange buzzing sensation through my fingers. I knew it was impossible, but I could have sworn it was emanating some sort of low, rumbling hum as well. If it was, Mihany didn’t seem to hear it.  
 
    Or if she did, she didn’t seem to think it was strange. I supposed it could have been either, given her penchant for inadvertently withholding information.  
 
    I carefully picked my way through the loose stones and pebbles over toward the side of the cliff. I reached out with my free hand to run my fingers over the discolored stones in their strange, arching formation, and sure enough, I felt something shift beneath my touch. 
 
    The dragon bone staff in my hand was now shaking so hard it made my entire arm shake with it. I had never felt the staff react in such a way, and I was immediately both curious and on edge as to what could be causing this sort of reaction.  
 
    I slung the staff back up onto my back in its altered quiver so I could use both hands to press against the stones in front of me. At the first push, nothing happened, but I didn’t let myself get disheartened. I pushed again, and this time, something did more than shift.  
 
    The inside of the makeshift archway fell away entirely.  
 
    Mihany gasped in surprise, and the two of us watched the stack of stones that had been so carefully and seamlessly wedged into place tumble down into darkness.  
 
    The interior of the archway was darker than even the darkest of nights. It looked as if I was staring straight into an abyss.  
 
    I wished I had brought some sort of torch with me, but then again, maybe I didn’t need one. I pulled the staff back out from where I had just placed it.  
 
    “Could you please illuminate the tip?” I politely asked the staff as I gripped it tightly. As I spoke my request aloud, I sent all of my magic and my intention into the dragon bone.  
 
    To my relief, the request worked and slowly, the end of my staff began to burn with a bright white light. It was so bright that it almost hurt to look at.  
 
    I thrust the burning end of my staff into the darkness, and what I saw made my breath jump up into my throat.  
 
    “Whoa,” I breathed in shock. 
 
    The staff’s light was enough to illuminate the mouth of a cave and paint it in stark, shocking relief. But the walls of the cave weren’t made of the dark gray stone that seemed to make up the majority of the mountain. Instead, it was made of something much darker. It resembled tar more than it did stone, and it seemed to plaster the narrow, rounded walls of the cave in thick, dripping stalagmites and stalactites.  
 
    The roof of the cave was low, and I knew without having to step inside that I’d need to duck my head if I wanted to venture into its depths.  
 
    It also seemed to extend on forever. The light threw shadows across the pitch-black stone, but it didn’t expose any sort of end to the dark tunnel in front of us. 
 
    Then the staff grew hotter in my grip, and as I took a slight step into the mouth of the mysterious cave, the bone felt like it might nearly burn me. 
 
    “You don’t have to come in with me,” I told Mihany.  
 
    The goddess scoffed. “If a world-dweller, even one as impressive as you, plans on going into the cave, then a goddess can handle it.”  
 
    That seemed to settle that, so when I crouched down and took the first shuffling steps into the mouth of the cave, Mihany followed behind me without any hesitation.  
 
    As soon as I was fully inside the cave that was buried in the side of the mountain, any light that might have trickled in from the outside world seemed to get swallowed up instantly. It was like the very walls of the cave sucked up and absorbed light so none could escape.  
 
    If it weren’t for my staff, there would have been no way I could see anything at all, even if it was directly in front of my face.  
 
    I looked down at the ground of the cave as I walked, and I expected to see the remnants of the stones that had made up the doorway, but the stones were nowhere to be seen. A frown tugged at my lips as I searched the ground for them, but there was no sign whatsoever of the large chunks of rock. 
 
    Where could they possibly have gone? It wasn’t as if they could simply disappear, was it?  
 
    It only took a few more paces before my question was answered, and a shocked gasp nearly got stuck in my throat. 
 
    My feet were frozen at the ledge of a very, very steep drop in the cave.  
 
    I hadn’t realized it at first, but we had slowly been moving down an incline as we inched our way further and further into the bowels of the mountain itself. The rocks that had made up the door had simply tumbled down the incline like it was a chute before they dropped off the plunging edge of the path.  
 
    I held my arm out to my side to prevent Mihany from moving past me, and then I brandished the dragon bone staff in front of me, and the bright, beaming light seemed to fill the space in front of me.  
 
    “Oh, fuck,” I breathed out in shock. 
 
    It wasn’t just a drop off into nothingness. No, the slanting tunnel we had precariously walked down led to a vast, cavernous chamber in the heart of the mountain itself.  
 
    It was nearly the size of my estate in Ocadia, from the looks of it. If I took a step off the ledge’s sudden edge, I would fall at least fifty feet down before I hit the ground below, and even then, I might still have further to go.  
 
    The cavern was full of intricate rock formations that could have only been formed over a long, long period of time. Most of them seemed to be older than time itself, like they had simply always been here, and time formed around them  
 
    There were a few smaller caves that seemed to be offshoots of the massive, expansive cavern, and when I looked around at the ledge beneath my feet, I managed to catch sight of a strange, rough-hewn staircase carved from the rock of the mountain.  
 
    Clearly, this hadn’t always been hidden by a false wall, because where else would the steps have come from? 
 
    I didn’t immediately jump at the chance to take the stairs downward, however, because before I could take the first step, I felt the hairs on the back of my neck stand at attention.  
 
    My entire body was on high alert as I scanned the darkness.  
 
    “Oh,” Mihany breathed next to me. “Do you see it?”  
 
    The Wayward Wind Goddess pointed over my shoulder toward something embedded in the wall near the ground of the cavern far below us.  
 
    “No,” I gasped in shock. “It can’t be.”  
 
    But I already knew it to be true, even without having to climb down to check myself. The way my staff had reacted as we neared the inner mountain sanctum told me everything I needed to know.  
 
    The inside of the massive cavern was positively littered with the sharp, age-yellowed remnants of dragon bones. 
 
    It was no wonder the entire mountain had seemed to emanate a strange, unplaceable power. It was full of one of the most powerful artifact materials to ever exist. Pure, untainted dragon bones.  
 
    “How are there so many bones here?” Mihany asked me. “And why?”  
 
    I struggled for a moment to answer her, but it came to me soon enough.  
 
    “Jolin Obhain,” I said. “The world-dweller who defeated a shadow self, do you recall me telling you about him?” 
 
    “Yes,” Mihany murmured. “That was how you learned to defeat my sisters, but what does he have to do with this oddity?”  
 
    “I think he’s the one that created it,” I said softly. “Jolin was the one who led the dragons from Ocadia a thousand years ago, back when they were under threat of being hunted and killed because of a rogue creature terrorizing the kingdom. He found the dragons of that time a new place to live, far to the north of Ocadia.”  
 
    “And you think this was the place?” Mihany asked.  
 
    I didn’t have to answer her, because it was clear she already knew the answer as well. What else could this place be? 
 
    Now that I knew there were dragon remnants inside the mountain, it felt like it was impossible not to see them all over the massive cavern.  
 
    I saw the remnants of nests and staves tucked into one of the small, offshoot caves. There were piles of bones big enough to have been entire dragon skeletons. I saw long stretches of strange, almost mummified leather that must have once been scaled skin.  
 
    This place was a magic user’s treasure trove. The amount of power that could be harvested from these remnants was hard to imagine. But even with all of this power, the bones and dragon remnants alone couldn’t be causing the storms or drawing men to their demise in the Forest of Hud. 
 
    It simply didn’t make sense.  
 
    “Is this enough reconnaissance?” Mihany asked. “Do you know what is causing the problems in the kingdom now?”  
 
    The king’s words came back to me like a bolt of lightning to my heart.  
 
    The mountain dweller. 
 
    The blood in my veins chilled, and I took a step back from the ledge.  
 
    Then one of the massive heaps sprawling from a side cavern seemed to shift. The movement was so subtle that if I hadn’t been staring directly at it, I doubt that I would have even noticed it at all.  
 
    My heart hammered loudly in my ears, but I didn’t turn my eyes away from the large, pitch-black heap on the ground. Even the blindingly bright light from my dragon bone staff couldn’t offer enough illumination to give the mass any sort of recognizable shape.  
 
    And the mass moved once again.  
 
    All around us, the mountain seemed to give another low rumble, then another. 
 
    Pieces rapidly started to fall into place in my mind, and one thing was for certain: we needed to get the fuck out of the mountain, and fast.  
 
    Before I could tell Mihany about my epiphany, a visceral sensation tore through my body. It wasn’t unlike what I had felt at the kingdom border, but this time it was deeper in my gut. My limbs all tingled like I had been struck by lightning, and something like raw power pounded in the middle of my chest.  
 
    The sensation was gone in an instant, but I was left feeling oddly energized, albeit confused. But I didn’t have time to dwell on that. 
 
    “Run!” I shouted to Mihany.  
 
    The goddess looked at me in confusion, but I didn’t have time to explain. I quickly pulled all of my magic and my intention from the staff in my hand and doused the light burning at the end.  
 
    When it dimmed out, we were plunged into a sudden, all-consuming darkness.  
 
    I grabbed Mihany’s hand and, in the dark, began to retrace our steps up the precarious sloping pathway that had led us to the tunnel in the first place.  
 
    The mountain continued to shift around us with more intensity each second that passed us by, but I never slowed my pace. Mihany’s feet never touched the ground, either, as I dragged her with me toward freedom.  
 
    Then the ground began to shake, and the tunnel around us started to crack. Small stones, pebbles, and rocks began to loose themselves from the pitch-black structure that made up the tunnel and skitter down toward the cavern and the abyss.  
 
    There was only a speck of light in the distance, but I ran toward it without slowing down. The thing– the primordial being, the mountain dweller– knew we were inside its domain, and it was far from happy.  
 
    I practically threw myself out of the low doorway that led back to the mountainside and the open air.  
 
    “Mihany, to the skies!” I shouted as the two of us crashed back into the strange, stilted sunlight.  
 
    The goddess didn’t need to be told twice. She grabbed my arm just as we breached the side of the mountain, and in an instant, the two of us were flying up into the sky at breakneck speed.  
 
    It was faster than Mihany had flown before, and it took me a moment to recognize the feeling of my own power flowing through my limbs. I was helping propel us along like I never had before. I felt stronger than I had before we launched out of the mountain, and I wondered if it had something to do with the strange feeling I’d experienced in the cavern. 
 
    My stomach sloshed with the sudden, jolting change of air pressure and the feeling of magic ripping through my body, but it was certainly better than whatever was inside the mountain had in store for us.  
 
    I turned in the air and looked down at the mountain that had been beneath my feet only a few seconds before. The entire, massive structure was shaking now, and large chunks of rock were flying and falling down from on high and crashing onto the pathway we had been standing on previously.  
 
    Within seconds, the outcropped pathway didn’t even exist. The avalanche of stone decimated it in the blink of an eye.  
 
    Then there was a surge of power in the air that seemed to billow up like smoke from the depths of the mountain, and as the wave of heavy, magical energy hit the space Mihany and I occupied, it once again began to rain.  
 
    The precipitation came down with a vengeance. It wasn’t just rain, but large pellets of ice slamming down as well. Even the winds seemed to grow choppier and more violent than they had been moments before. 
 
    If I had thought that the cave was bad, I clearly hadn’t seen anything yet.  
 
    “Higher!” I called out to Mihany. “We need to get higher again! Back up over the clouds!”  
 
    The goddess didn’t say anything, but I felt the wind magic that rushed between the two of us increase like someone had added more wood to an already blazing fire. I used my own magic as best as I could to bolster Mihany’s and sent us shooting up toward the clouds like firecrackers.  
 
    But we burst through the swirling storm clouds only to end up amongst yet another stack of storm clouds. 
 
    These were somehow even more violent than the ones below us.  
 
    Whatever was inside the cave, the mountain dweller, was clearly pissed with us for trespassing, and it was making its opinions known.  
 
    Rain, sleet, and hail swirled around us and slammed into both me and Mihany’s exposed skin as the waterlogged goddess tried to push us higher, and higher, and higher.  
 
    Each new burst of energy she used to propel us only served to weaken her, and I was using every bit of the mysterious power boost to aid her, but the storms seemed immune to our attempts. It felt as if it was never-ending, all the way up into the heavens.  
 
    “We’re going to have to fly through it,” I shouted over the chaos around us so I could be heard. “Can you do that?” 
 
    “Do you think I am not a goddess?” Mihany shrieked.  
 
    It was the closest the goddess had come to her old self in quite some time, but before I had a chance to comment on that fact, something that moved too quickly to see struck me squarely in the chest.  
 
    The impact was like being struck with a solid iron hammer, and it forced my breath from my lungs. My hand was jerked from Mihany’s, and I barely had time to gasp for air before I was plummeting through the sky and straight toward the Forest of Hud.  
 
    Panic welled up in me, but I tamped it down as I continued to gain speed on my descent. The ground was coming up much faster than I wanted, but I closed my eyes and tried to focus on my wind magic. Whatever boost in my powers I’d had seconds before had vanished with the last attempt to keep us in the sky. 
 
    I could feel the wisps of my wind power, but they seemed to be just out of my grasp. Flight clearly had not been something in the repertoire of the Goddess of the Eternal Squalls, and I felt my power slipping through my fingers like sand through a sieve. 
 
    “Plan B,” I shouted to myself and focused on the water in the air instead.  
 
    The storms raged without mercy, and while that hadn’t been great, it did give me one advantage. 
 
    Water.  
 
    I gathered all the strength I could muster and forced myself to work past my rapidly accelerating fear to feel my water magic as it moved through my body like a river. The mark on my chest glowed brightly enough that I could see it through my cloak as I pulled drop after drop of rainwater from the air to cushion myself through my descent.  
 
    The rain formed a large bubble around me in the air, and I prepared myself to try and cushion my fall with the water, when suddenly, Mihany tumbled into me like she too had been dropped from the sky.  
 
    Her sudden collision forced my water bubble to explode back into the rain around us, and by then, it was too late to try again.  
 
    And so, Mihany and I crash-landed together in the Forest of Hud.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    “Fuck!” I shouted in vain as I slammed down into the top of the canopy that made up the forest. 
 
    I braced myself to hit even more branches and tree trunks on the way down, but to my surprise, the treetop I’d landed on seemed eager to assist in cushioning the majority of the fall.  
 
    I bounced harmlessly off the leaves and onto one of the tree’s long branches. From there, I was able to clamber the rest of the way down the tree trunk and land on the forest floor with all of the grace and agility of a cat.  
 
    Mihany, on the other hand, hadn’t been so lucky.  
 
    The Goddess of the Prevailing Winds had landed amongst the tree branches the same way I had. But instead of cushioning her fall and lowering her to the ground rather helpfully, Hud chose to enact a bit of petty vengeance in retaliation for Mihany’s numerous slights against it.  
 
    My goddess lover was sprawled flat on her back with a sour look on her enchanting face. Her long mane of pale yellow hair was tangled with leaves, brambles, and twigs in a stunningly Nara-like display, and her thin, gauzy dress was tattered and torn.  
 
    She huffed out a few less than kind words about the Forest of Hud as she clambered back up to her feet.  
 
    The forest rustled around us, and I could have sworn I heard a strange, unhappy hissing filling the air in response.  
 
    I sucked air through my teeth and held my hand up in an apologetic gesture.  
 
    “I would cut that out if I were you,” I warned Mihany through gritted teeth. “At least while we’re here. The forest still isn’t your biggest fan.”  
 
    “The forest should have no say over my bearings!” Mihany bellowed with righteous fury. She planted her hands on her hips and set her face in an intense glower. “It is nothing but trees! I am a wind goddess! I am–”  
 
    As if on cue, a massive acorn ten times the size of my fist dropped down from a tree above Mihany and plummeted straight toward the crown of her head.  
 
    I sighed and channeled water magic through my hand and sent a jet of water toward the abnormally large acorn to knock it off course before it could give her a concussion that I’d then have to deal with.  
 
    “It might just be trees,” I said carefully. “But you’re the one who made a very ill-informed hobby of ripping up the trees in your quest for the king of Ocadia’s head on a platter.” 
 
    Mihany frowned. “I never asked for his head on a platter. I merely ordered his swift death.” 
 
    “It’s a figure of speech,” I said. “I mean that the forest still hasn’t forgiven you yet for, you know, ruthlessly destroying parts of it.” 
 
    The wind goddess gave another aggravated scoff, and just like before, another massive acorn fell down from gods only knew where in the tree canopy overhead.  
 
    I could have sworn this one was actually larger, too. 
 
    This time, instead of using my water magic to blast the acorn out of the way, I simply reached out and tugged Mihany out of the acorn’s path.  
 
    The nut hit the ground with an alarmingly heavy ‘thump’, and I might have imagined it, but it seemed like the forest was disappointed it had missed a second time. The trees seemed to collectively purse their non-existent lips. 
 
    “She’s sorry,” I loudly informed the forest before fixing Mihany with another look. I mouthed the words ‘say you’re sorry.’ 
 
    Mihany’s lips pressed into a thin line, but as I raised my eyebrows expectantly, she sighed.  
 
    “I am sorry, forest,” she said flatly.  
 
    The trees around us in the small clearing rustled again, and while it didn’t sound like an exactly forgiving gesture, no more unnervingly large acorns dropped from the sky like projectiles, so I figured we’d reached a temporary truce.  
 
    “Thank you,” I whispered before I turned my focus back to Mihany. “Did you see what hit me?”  
 
    “What hit you? Did the forest hit you with an acorn as well?” she asked. 
 
    “What?” I sputtered. “No. No, not right now. When we were still in the sky above the tree line.” 
 
    “Something hit you while we were in the sky?” Mihany frowned. 
 
    “Yes? Did you think I just let go of your hand for fun?” I raised my eyebrows in surprise.  
 
    Mihany shrugged, as if that had been a perfectly reasonable assumption. “I thought you might have wanted to try channeling your wind magic on your own.”  
 
    “And you thought I would somehow achieve that by letting go of your hand while we were in the middle of the air?” I couldn’t stop the laugh that exploded from my chest. “Mihany, that’s insane!”  
 
    “I thought it seemed perfectly reasonable,” she sniffed delicately and folded her arms over her chest, like I had somehow insulted her strange sensibilities by not having wanted to do something blatantly insane.  
 
    Sure. Why not?  
 
    Instead of apologizing for not being actually crazy, I instead cast a glance around to take in our new surroundings. I hadn’t realized it until that moment, but the storms that plagued all of Ocadia, as well as the area surrounding the mountain, seemed as though they couldn’t penetrate the strange, wild magic that was the Forest of Hud.  
 
    Even the sounds of the storms that I knew for a fact raged on just outside and above the perimeter of the forest were silent down here.  
 
    Mihany and I had landed, with varying degrees of grace, in a small clearing no more than two yards across. It could barely even be described as a clearing, and would probably be more accurately described as a particularly wide gap between trees.  
 
    I looked around with my brow furrowed as I tried to see anything that might have landed near us that could have caused my crash-landing from the sky, but I saw nothing out of the ordinary, much less anything that could have been launched at me through the sky.  
 
    I took a step toward the center of the tiny clearing to investigate further, but as soon as I moved, I gave a sharp gasp. My knees buckled beneath me, and I landed in the muddied, leaf-sodden ground of the forest.  
 
    My fingers clutched at pine needles and the usual strange assortment of plant matter that littered the forest floor as I tried to catch my breath.  
 
    I felt as though someone had carved open my chest to tie a rope around my heart, and now they were yanking on it with all their might. It didn’t feel like any sort of magic I had ever experienced in Hud, and I’d certainly experienced my fair share.  
 
    “Dex?” Mihany’s voice rose high in alarm as she swept toward me without touching the ground.  
 
    I opened my mouth, but nothing came out. No words, no sounds, not even a gasp. It felt as though I couldn’t breathe, despite the fact air was still filling my lungs.  
 
    My eyes began to burn, and a sharp, burnt-sugar tang filled my nostrils and lined the back of my throat. No magic I had ever experienced had ever made me feel quite like this.  
 
    It was as if the feelings I’d experienced at the edge of the Ocadian border and in the cavern minutes before had tripled, or even quadrupled, and they were all bearing down on me at once.  
 
    I took a few deep, shaking breaths in through my mouth and then exhaled through my nostrils as I tried to get my body’s involuntary reaction under control.  
 
    It took me a few moments, but soon I was able to shakily rise back up to my feet again. 
 
    Mihany’s face was still drawn with concern.  
 
    “What is it? I do not feel anything. Is there something wrong?” She looked around with a sort of franticness that was almost touching. “Trees! This man has been inordinately patient with you! What did you do to him?” 
 
    The forest seemed to rumble in response, and I could have sworn I saw numerous trees shrug their branches in confusion.  
 
    Even Hud was baffled by what had just befallen me, so what the fuck was it?  
 
    My body continued to shake, as if someone had stirred my insides around, as I straightened and planted my feet firmly on the ground. I was in control of my own body again, but I still couldn’t escape the bittersweet tang in the air.  
 
    I forced one foot in front of the other until I was able to move with ease again. I could still feel the weight of the foreign magic like a cloak wrapped around my shoulders, but I tried not to dwell too much on that. The tugging sensation in my chest seemed to be pulling me in one specific direction.  
 
    To experiment, I took a step in the opposite direction from where the feeling seemed to be guiding me. Nothing stopped me from disobeying whatever magic was at work, but it did leave me with a sharp, distinctly unpleasant feeling in my abdomen, just below my glowing, aquamarine mark.  
 
    Unlike the men I had stopped from entering the forest in a daze, I was clearly in control of myself. I took a step backward, and then another, until I was moving in the direction that the magic seemed to want.  
 
    “Dex Morgan. Where are you going without telling me?” Mihany asked me with a frown, but she followed after me anyway, her feet never touching the ground.  
 
    “I’m being drawn a certain way,” I explained. “It’s stronger than it was on the border of the kingdom. I think we must be near whatever is luring all the men in Ocadia into the Forest of Hud.”  
 
    “I thought that was the mountain dweller?” Mihany frowned. “Is it not?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m about to find out,” I murmured. “I felt something in the cavern, too, right before we escaped. My magic is surging in dire situations, apparently. And maybe this is why.” 
 
    I reached around and pulled my longbow from my back and carefully nocked one of the specially made tungsten arrows. I was going into an unknown situation, and an unknown magical situation at that. My staff was undoubtedly the most powerful weapon in my arsenal, but I didn’t know how the magic would interact with whatever was in the forest. 
 
    It was better to be ready with something I knew wouldn’t fail me, rather than bank on a weapon that might falter due to the strange circumstances. Besides, I still had my water magic if all else failed.  
 
    I kept the arrow aimed down toward the forest floor as I slowly crept through the thick copse of trees. The sounds of insects and strange animal life filled my ears, but through it all was still the animalistic, wild hum of magic.  
 
    It was like some sort of song I’d heard as an infant and still knew all the words, like a bone-deep knowledge. Each step I took made the humming grow louder and more incessant in my ears until it overtook even the sounds of Hud itself and the storms raging just outside its enchanted barriers. 
 
    I could feel Mihany’s presence behind me as the Wayward Wind Goddess crept along with me through the thick foliage. The only light in the heavy clusters of trees came from small, pale pink flowers that dotted across the ground in this region. They glowed with a lovely bioluminescence, and each time I crushed one underfoot, it released the sweet scent of lilies and cardamom into the air.  
 
    But even the delicate scent of the strange flowers wasn’t enough to overpower the reek of burnt sugar that came with the strange, unfamiliar magic that seemed to be drawing me in closer and closer to the heart of something I did not yet know.  
 
    I kept my pace slow and even as I neared another break in the trees. This time, I could see through the thick branches and layers of multicolored foliage that it led to a much wider clearing than the one Mihany and I had crash-landed in.  
 
    I gestured over my shoulder for Mihany to keep close to me, and I just hoped she also understood the inherent “and be quiet” that came with the gesture.  
 
    My footsteps didn’t make so much as a sound as I moved like a well-trained predator through the underbrush and came up to a massive tree trunk just at the edge of the clearing.  
 
    I ducked behind the tree to keep myself out of sight as I took in what awaited me in the distance.  
 
    The feeling of being reeled in like a fish was overwhelming now, and while I still wasn’t in a trance or a daze, it was beginning to get almost unbearably painful to ignore the pull of magic beckoning me into the clearing.  
 
    The area between the trees was an unnatural, perfect circle. The grass in the clearing was flattened outward toward the trees from a central, radiating point and seemed to have been leached of all color. Instead of the usual vibrant shades of green, it was all a uniform and dull parchment color. Even the trees bordering the circular space in the clearing were beginning to lose their color. 
 
    And at the center of all the uncanny devastation was perhaps the most jarring thing of all.  
 
    A woman.  
 
    She stood with her back to me and Mihany, and with her arms raised up high over her head. A long curtain of white, almost silver hair fell down her back in sleek waves.  
 
    There were dark markings covering her arms that looked like some sort of runes. They covered her skin in looping patterns like bracelets, all the way from where the sleeves of her gown stopped at her shoulders to her wrists. 
 
    I couldn’t decipher the language, especially not from so far away, but something about it struck me as familiar in a way I couldn’t quite place. It was like something I had once known but now laid forgotten in the back of my mind.  
 
    The woman wore a long, flowing skirt made out of a metallic silver material that almost exactly matched her hair. At first, I thought the material was embroidered with a circular pattern, but as she shifted, I realized they were actually small metal disks stitched into the fabric.  
 
    Each move she made created a melodic, musical tinkling sound. Her blouse was made of a much less eye-catching black material, though it still seemed to glitter in the strange low light of the forest.  
 
    An undeniable power radiated from the woman. It practically rolled off of her in waves, and I felt the intense tugging sensation in my chest even stronger than ever as she swayed to some sort of silent song only she could hear.  
 
    The scent of burning sugar was strong at the edge of the circle. Whatever magic this weird woman was working, it had to be what was causing all of the men to go into trances and try to run into the forest against all common sense.  
 
    It felt as if whatever had struck me in the chest had deposited me perfectly to confront this woman and put a stop to one of Ocadia’s current pressing problems once and for all. 
 
    Which was beyond odd. Almost suspicious, in fact. 
 
    But I was rather used to working under severely odd circumstances. 
 
    And I was here to do what I could to protect my kingdom, so I sucked in a deep breath and took a step out from behind the large tree that I’d used for shelter. I pulled back the bowstring to fully secure the arrow in place, and I aimed it at the woman’s back, directly toward her heart. 
 
    My footsteps had made no sounds as I moved, I was sure of that, but somehow, the woman in the center of the open clearing sensed my presence, because she gave a quick, sudden turn. 
 
    Then she was facing me.  
 
    My heart hammered in my chest, and my mouth went dry as a bone as I stared at her.  
 
    Her eyes were two different colors. 
 
    One was a dark gray, and the other was an icy blue.  
 
    She and I faced each other in a surreal stare down, with our oddly mirrored eyes boring into each other, as I walked toward her.  
 
    Each step I took, I felt the pulling feeling around my heart like its own heartbeat.  
 
    The woman’s face was delicately round with a pointed chin and a slightly upturned nose. At first glance, I had assumed she was young, perhaps near my own age, or at the very least, someone like Nara who was well over one hundred but looked my age.  
 
    But as I drew nearer to the woman, I could see that there were faint crow’s feet around her two-toned eyes. There were nearly imperceptible wrinkles on her forehead and green veins that stood out against the backs of her hands.  
 
    She looked like she might have been in her forties, if she were a world-dweller. And I was absolutely positive she wasn’t. The power that radiated off of her was too intense to ignore, and I’d never met another world-dweller that put out that sort of energy, not even Idali had, or even Ezralore.  
 
    I felt like I was walking closer and closer to the heart of a great, burning fire with each inch that closed between us. The magic that poured off of the woman in the center of the clearing was enough to make my hands sweat and my body want to betray my mind, but I was in control.  
 
    It didn’t matter how powerful this woman was.  
 
    I was Dex Morgan, Master of the Assassins’ Estate, life force to the Water Goddesses’ favorite siren, consort to the queen of the Ardere, and bearer of the Goddess of the Eternal Squall’s power. 
 
    And I wasn’t about to crumple under her intense, unwavering gaze.  
 
    “Who are you?” I demanded. “And what do you want with the men of Ocadia? What are you doing with them?”  
 
    My questions rang out across the clearing and broke the strange silence that had hung over the space like the blade of a guillotine.  
 
    Even the Forest of Hud seemed to be listening in on the conversation, and I could have sworn some of the trees were leaning in, as if they wanted to be closer to listen.  
 
    A smile slowly spread across the woman’s face, and she extended her runed arms out to her sides in a wide-open gesture.  
 
    “You do not recognize me?” she asked.  
 
    My steps faltered as her voice cut across the field. It was light and clear as a bell, like the tinkling of all the tiny mirrors embroidered onto her large, flowing skirt. 
 
    Wait. Mirrors? 
 
    How had I not noticed they were mirrors before.  
 
    “I won’t ask again.” My longbow remained steady, and my hands didn’t shake. “Who are you, and what do you want with the men of Ocadia?”  
 
    The woman took a step toward me, and her skirts clinked with an odd musicality. She kept her arms open, as if she was welcoming the potential blow from my tungsten arrow.  
 
    “Dex,” she said my name like a sigh. “That is your name, is it not? That is what she called you? Dex?” 
 
    “Why do you care about my name?” Somehow, when the words left my lips, they weren’t a question.  
 
    They should have been a question, and yet, I knew for a fact that it was pointless to ask. I had already figured out the answer on my own. 
 
    “I have been looking for you for so long…” The woman’s face was practically split open with unflinching adoration. “Dex, my baby. My son.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    It felt as if the world as I knew it tilted on its axis, but at the same time, it was as if everything suddenly made sense.  
 
    As I stared at the woman in front of me, I was able to find myself in her features. Our eyes, of course, were mirrored images of one another, but there was also the angle of her nose and the set of her jaw. Even our hair was the same shade of white that was almost silver.  
 
    I lowered my longbow and let the tungsten-tipped arrow slip out of place harmlessly. My entire body felt as if it had gone limp all at once, and it took me a moment to realize that was because the intense, tugging magical feeling I’d been experiencing only seconds before had vanished as well.  
 
    “You’re my mother,” I said in what sounded like a very distant voice to my muffled ears. “You’re my actual mother.” 
 
    The woman nodded and flashed me a bright, almost blinding smile as she took another cautious step toward me. She was treating me as if I was an animal she was afraid of frightening away, but then again, I couldn’t blame her. 
 
    I had just been aiming my bow at her and was fully ready to fire.  
 
    “I knew I felt your presence,” she said. “I felt it in the air and knew that you were close. I knew I could draw you to me if I tried. I have been searching for you for so long…”  
 
    I opened my mouth, but no words came out.  
 
    What was I supposed to say? What could I even say? 
 
    I had been an orphan for twenty-seven years, and suddenly, here was my mother right in front of me, telling me that she had been searching for me.  
 
    “Dex.” It was Mihany’s voice that broke me from my stupor.  
 
    I turned around and saw that the wind goddess had a concerned look on her sharp face.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    Mihany pointed upward.  
 
    Now that we were in the clearing and out from the thick canopy of the trees, the storm clouds overhead were once again in view, and whatever reprieve we’d had from the storms was quite rapidly coming to an end at any second.  
 
    “Shit,” I hissed, just as the clouds above gave a traitorous clap of thunder. 
 
    A barrage of rain started to fall seconds later, as if on some sort of cue.  
 
    “I can keep it at bay for now,” Mihany said.  
 
    The goddess thrust her hands up over her head, and as she did so, her swirling tendrils of hair rose up into the air and followed the gesture. Her silver-and-gold eyes seemed to crackle with energy as she suddenly exuded enough wind to keep all of the rain from falling down around me.  
 
    It was a similar trick to what she had pulled back at the palace gardens what felt like so long ago. Within seconds, the three of us were enclosed in a massive wind bubble that kept out the storm.  
 
    I could feel the other woman in the clearing’s eyes burning into the side of my face as I pulled my attention from the makeshift barrier around us. 
 
    No, not just a woman. My mother.  
 
    I felt a strange pulling in my gut as I looked at her, but it wasn’t like the pulling sensation that had tried to drag me here. It was something different that I couldn’t even really place. I couldn’t remember a time I had felt an emotion quite like it, and I wondered if it was what it felt like to be around family, real family.  
 
    “You have grown so big and strong,” my mother said. She took another step toward me, and the sound of her dress musically tinkling was somehow loud enough to cut through the dinning roar of the combating storms.  
 
    A thousand different questions were battling to come out of my mouth at once, but in the end, it was just a simple word that opened up the floodgates.  
 
    “Why?” I asked. “If you’ve been looking for me all of these years, why did you leave me in the first place? What do you even mean you were looking for me? How does someone lose an entire child? Who even are you? I don’t even know your name, so how do you know mine? If you know my name, how come you didn’t seek me out before? And what are you even doing in the Forest of Hud? What’s the point of all of this? And why now?”  
 
    After all of the questions exploded from my mouth, I felt as if I was going to deflate like a sail that had the wind knocked out of it in the middle of the sea.  
 
    The woman, my mother, smiled a strange, almost sad smile. “I am sorry you have so many questions, and that it’s taken me so long to be able to answer them. But I will. Anything that you want to know. I just cannot believe that I have finally found you after all this time.” 
 
    “Start with that one,” I managed. “Where were you? I’ve wanted to know my entire life, and now you’re suddenly here?”  
 
    I paused.  
 
    “Actually,” I amended. “Start with introductions, and then answer that one.”  
 
    She gave an obliging nod. “Of course, my son. I am Jeta, the Trickster Goddess of Mirrors.” 
 
    “I have heard of you,” Mihany cut in with surprise laced in her tone. “You have used your powers to lure men to ruin for millennia.”  
 
    My stomach gave a sour roil. 
 
    “Wait, what do you mean ‘lure men to ruin?’” I asked, and I wasn’t even sure which of the two goddesses the question was directed at.  
 
    “I mean nothing by it,” Jeta said quickly. The matronly smile on her face shifted for just a moment, and I thought I might have been able to see a hint of the trickster in her beneath it. “It is simply my nature, and in return, the nature of men to be so easily tricked. I am one of three sisters, and each of us plays our part in creating the correct amount of chaos to keep the world functioning as it does. Without us, there would be no surprises, and how boring a world would it be then?”  
 
    “She is not wrong,” Mihany added. “You world-dwellers are quite boring.” 
 
    I was still reeling, but managed to raise an eyebrow in Mihany’s direction.  
 
    “Except for you,” the Wayward Wind Goddess amended.  
 
    “So, what?” I asked. “You lure men in to kill them?”  
 
    For a moment, Jeta looked shocked, and a flash of horror crossed her face. “No! No, that is not my way. I simply… lead to their downfall. I have felled many kings this way.” 
 
    “Is that what happened to my father?” My eyes widened in concern. “Who was my father? And why did you only find me now?”  
 
    Jeta gave a sniff and reached up to dab underneath her dark gray eye. It was only then that I realized the Trickster Goddess of Mirrors was actually crying. They were real tears. But was it with joy?  
 
    Her tears started to fall more freely now, and there was another uncertain lurch of emotions roiling in my stomach. I found myself wanting to rush forward to comfort her while also being simultaneously wary of her at all.  
 
    “I am sorry, I am so overwhelmed with joy that it is hard to keep the questions straight,” she sniffed again as if to compose herself. “I think it will be easier to explain your father first, and then I can explain why I have not been able to find you for so long. I promise, I will answer everything in due time.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” I managed.  
 
    She nodded and flashed me another bright smile. “Of course. As I said, my entire purpose in this world has always been to lead powerful men to their ruin, to create a healthy bit of chaos in this world, as it very much needs it. But things were different with your father.” 
 
    “How so?” I urged her on a bit skeptically. “Who was he?”  
 
    “Noble men were always such a challenge,” Jeta said in what I hoped was a segue. “And your father was no different. His name was Acristen Morgan, and it is his surname that you carry with you.”  
 
    “Acristen,” I said my father’s name for the first time in my entire life and wondered over the way it sounded on my tongue. “Acristen Morgan.”  
 
    “Yes.” Jeta had taken on a dreamy, almost wistful look. “He was a knight in the courts of the king just over the mountains. A brave and gallant knight. They are rather rarer than one might believe… Tales speak of so, so many of them, but we gods know better. True bravery, true gallantry, is one of the rarest things in this world. And the moment I saw him, I knew that I wanted to do as I always do with world-dwelling men.” 
 
    I frowned. “You wanted to ruin him.” 
 
    “It is more complicated than that,” Jeta said, but she didn’t deny it, either. “Let me explain.”  
 
    I nodded for her to continue.  
 
    “I had my sights set on another man in the kingdom. He was the owner of one of the largest brothels in the north, and he had begun to let it go to his head in a way that grated me. He was not the usual sort of man I would have attempted to trick, as it almost felt too noble to rid the world of him, but I had a distinct dislike for him. But I no longer even remember his name.”  
 
    Jeta’s voice moved in a soft, almost melodic way that played against the bell-like clings and jingles of her mirrored skirt, and I found myself fighting the urge to lean in closer.  
 
    “It was the day I planned to set my scheme into motion that I saw him, Acristen.” She wore an expression that was oddly close to lovestruck. “He was high upon his steed as he rode up one of the highest peaks in the kingdom, but he showed no fear as he navigated the rocky mountain’s terrain. I had never seen a world-dweller move with such natural confidence or bravery. True bravery, mind you. Not the nonsense of mortal legends. And I was so intrigued that I postponed my plans to watch him for a while longer.”  
 
    “What was he doing on the mountain?” I asked.  
 
    “It was some sort of quest given to him by the king,” she explained. “He was the favorite of the knights in the court, and I think that perhaps he was the only one the king truly trusted. Sometimes, mortal kings have been known to have good judgment, and this was one of those instances. There was something foul going on at the very top of the mountain, and so your father had been sent to deal with the issue.”  
 
    My brow furrowed. “Foul? What was happening?” 
 
    “Young girls from a small farming village at the base of the mountain had been disappearing,” Jeta sighed. “It was very distressing for the people in the village, I imagine.” 
 
    It was almost unsettling to hear the woman-- no, the goddess-- that was my mother speak so dismissively of the people in the northern kingdom, but then again, didn’t Mihany speak the same way? And I cared about the wind goddess.  
 
    “And so the king had sent out a patrol of knights to see what the problem was, with Acristen leading them on their quest,” she continued on with her story. “But the mountain was dangerous thanks to the thick magic draped over it, and in the end, it was only your father who was left standing. He had done everything he could for his fellow brothers-in-arms, but the mountain was far too dangerous for most world-dwellers, and I found myself… wanting to aid him. It was very unlike me.”  
 
    “Did you?” I asked. “Did you aid him?”  
 
    Jeta sighed and shook her head. “No, I did not. I do not think he would have wished for it, either. He was a very noble man, as I said.” 
 
    “Truly noble,” I said the words I sensed had been on the tip of her tongue. 
 
    My mother smiled as fresh tears welled in her eyes. “Yes, you understand now… And I think he would have found it unknightly to receive help from someone… like me.”  
 
    “What do you mean by that? Someone like you?” I asked, though I had a fairly decent idea as to what it meant already.  
 
    “It is not as if I was unknown in the northern kingdom and those that expand even beyond it, past the mountain peaks and all the way to the cliffed shores at the edge of the world,” she said. “It has always been my domain, and my sisters and I are well-known. We are respected, but also feared, and some ungrateful world-dwellers have never understood our purpose.” 
 
    Mihany gave a sigh of agreement. “They are so small-minded, are they not?”  
 
    “So you didn’t help him,” I pressed to keep the story on track. I was practically vibrating with an energy I had never felt before as I stared at my goddess mother.  
 
    “No,” Jeta confirmed. “I simply watched as he navigated the mountain alone, just him and his steed, all the way to the very top peak. A large creature controlled by a rogue sorcerer had been kidnapping the young girls, it turned out. Even I had been unaware of what was happening, because if I had known, I would have dealt with him far before the king found it necessary to send out a battalion of knights to do it.” 
 
    “What sort of creature?” My mind flashed back momentarily to Idali, the evil sorcerer that I had defeated myself. 
 
    Apparently, that sort of oddly heroic thing was in my blood, and that notion made me feel strangely warm inside.  
 
    “A wyvern,” she said. “A predecessor to the dragons you are familiar with now. Very rare, and this one was very undead. I still do not know how the sorcerer managed to reanimate the corpse of the wyvern, or if he’d had a necromancer do it for him, but it was not a pleasant creature, and he was not a pleasant man. He was preparing to sacrifice the young girls to an ancient god that I do not think ever really existed, but his zealotry made him powerful and dangerous.”  
 
    Logically, I knew that because I was here listening to this story, my father had to have escaped the situation, but I still felt my stomach lurch with anxiety.  
 
    “Acristen came upon the sorcerer’s lair alone, and he single-handedly managed to rescue every single one of the young girls that had been taken from the village below.” There was pride in Jeta’s tone and on her face. “He first defeated the sorcerer and his undead wyvern, and then he started to take each of the girls down the mountain. There were fifteen of them in all, and the youngest was no more than a little doll of a thing.”  
 
    “How did he do it?” I asked instantly. “You said the mountain was dangerous, so how did he manage to take all of the children down safely?”  
 
    A smile toyed at Jeta’s lips, and the expression made her look even younger, like we could have been twins instead of mother and son. “I did help him then.” 
 
    “You did?” I asked. “I thought he would have turned your help down?”  
 
    “Defeating the sorcerer and the wyvern, yes, of course,” she said. “He may have even thought it was one of my tricks, as he was a stubborn man of great pride, but when it came to helping the children, he was much more willing to accept aid. Together, I used my blessing to calm the mountain and its wild energies, and we led the fifteen girls back down to their families.”  
 
    “What do you mean wild energies? Like the Forest of Hud?” I gestured to the forest around us, on the outside of Mihany’s still whirling protective wind vortex. “Is that why none of the other knights survived the journey up the mountain?”  
 
    “In part,” she said. “The mountain is very similar to Hud, and the sorcerer himself had also laid the already tricky pathway with traps and curses meant to prevent exactly what Acristen did. His willpower was too strong to be sucked in by the magic of the mountain. I could have soothed it myself as I watched his journey upward, but I would have faced my sister’s scorn.”  
 
    Something clicked in my mind then. “Wait, your sister. She’s the one who controlled the mountain? And you didn’t do anything to soothe the mountain sooner?”  
 
    “As I said,” Jeta reminded me. “I know he would not have wished for me to intervene in that manner, and I could smell my sister’s own trickster magic on every rock on the cliff face. I was facing her ire if I dared counteract it with my own magic.” 
 
    “But you did it anyway.” I was beginning to get a better image of the goddess in front of me, and it was a highly confusing portrait at that.  
 
    “I did.” Jeta seemed almost pleased with herself as she admitted it. “And I would have done it a thousand times over. I have always had a soft spot for children, even if I do not for the men that produce them. My sister, your aunt, is the Trickster Goddess of Malcontent. She has always had the ability to create powerful energies that pick and gnaw at the soul.”  
 
    “Wait.” I held my hands up. “Is she responsible for the Forest of Hud?”  
 
    I looked around at the forest surrounding us once again, as if I was seeing it in a new light. The forest was known as the Succubus Forest for a reason. Typically the people that came in didn’t come out the same, if at all.  
 
    “I have always wondered that myself.” A smirk played at Jeta’s lips as she followed my gaze up and around us to take in the towering trees and strange, parchment-colored grass. “Rovea has always had a bit of a rebellious streak, and so I would not be surprised if this is something of her creation as well. It would explain why I have felt a connection here myself.”  
 
    “Can you not sense if it’s her magic?” I asked.  
 
    “No.” Jeta shook her head. “Maybe I could have, once upon a time, but Rovea is much older than I am, and so many of her creations are ancient by even my standards. The older they are, the harder it is for me to sense her, like a smell that has faded away over time when it once was bright and strong.”  
 
    “Did she dislike you blocking her magic?” I asked. “When you helped my father escort the girls down to their families?”  
 
    Jeta laughed, and the sound was like the ringing of hundreds of small, dainty bells. It was strangely at odds with the intensity she exuded, even as she continued to sniffle and wipe away occasional tears of obvious joy.  
 
    “Quite,” she confirmed. “It was the worst fight we had in three hundred years, worse than when she took a world-dweller I was toying with right out from under my nose. She grew so angry with me that we have not spoken since.”  
 
    “That has to be at least twenty-seven years!” I exclaimed, but then, I paused. She was a goddess, after all. Time undoubtedly felt much different. Who knew, maybe twenty-seven years just felt like a long month.  
 
    “Yes,” Jeta said. “But she will come around eventually. She is very stubborn in that way.” 
 
    “What did your knight think of your aid?” Mihany asked. “I am quite curious, as I have found that world-dwelling men do not often appreciate the kind gestures of goddesses.”  
 
    I had the niggling feeling she was referring to the fact that I hadn’t been thrilled when she’d quite literally dropped a body in my yard. How long would it take her to get over that apparent slight? It had already lasted longer than it had taken to clean the body from my estate in the first place.  
 
    “He did not understand it at first,” Jeta said. “He was suspicious, and then a little confused as to why I had stepped in. He had quite a tilted view of me, but I was still drawn to him in a way that I hadn’t been to anyone else for as long as I could remember. And I have a very good memory.” 
 
    “So, then what happened?” I urged her to continue.  
 
    “I gave up my plans for the brothel owner,” Jeta said. “And set my sights entirely on Acristen Morgan. I was drawn to everything about him. You look very much like him, you know. It is strange, like I am seeing him in your face.”  
 
    “I do?” My heart clenched oddly in my chest. I had never even considered that I might look like one of my parents, much less both of them.  
 
    “You do,” Jeta said softly. She took another step toward me and reached out with a light, almost hesitant hand to touch my cheek. “I see him in your strong jawline and the shape of your brow. It is not quite him alone, there is plenty of myself here, too, but I can see it all so perfectly.”  
 
    I swallowed a surprising lump in my throat. “So what happened after you moved on from the brothel owner?”  
 
    She didn’t pull her hand from my cheek. “I did not know for quite some time, really, what my new plan was. Why I was so drawn to this man. But to my surprise, Acristen didn’t rebuke me as I had thought he would. He had thanked me in earnest for my help saving the little girls of the village, and when asked what he could do to repay me, all I asked for in return was to see him again.”  
 
    “And he wanted to see you again, too?” I asked.  
 
    Jeta laughed. “I actually do not think he did. He was still afraid of me, in his own brave way, but he refused to show it. He agreed to my conditions like he was swallowing a spoonful of something dreadful. But he still showed up when I called for him a few days later.”  
 
    “What did you do?” I felt as if all I was capable of doing was asking question after question. I had finally reached the end of my lifelong search, and now all I wanted were the answers to everything I had ever wondered about my past.  
 
    “A picnic.” I was surprised by Jeta’s answer.  
 
    “A picnic?” I asked. 
 
    At the same time, Mihany asked “What is a picnic?”  
 
    “It was very mundane, wasn’t it?” Jeta smiled. “I did not want to frighten him away. He shared your skepticism, and he wore the same furrow between his brows that I see on your face now, but he was a man of his word, and so he sat down to enjoy the picnic. The more I spoke with him, the more drawn to him I felt. He was everything that I always sought to ruin in men, and yet the longer I was around him, the less I wanted to use any of my old tricks.”  
 
    “Did you two see each other anymore after that?” I asked.  
 
    “We did,” Jeta said. “Too many times to count. As I was finding myself falling for him, he seemed to be doing the same for me. We should not have mixed in the way we did. He was stalwart in his beliefs and loyal to the core. He would have given away all of his belongings to anyone that needed them without a second thought. He loved his horse as if it were his child, and he spoiled the creature more than any world-dweller I had ever seen. He was purely gallant and brave, and oftentimes he would take the quests that no other knights would dare volunteer for, and he would do it without wanting to reap the rewards.”  
 
    “He… sounds like a hero.” My voice felt small. I had never thought that my father might be a hero.  
 
    “He was much like you in that way, my sweet son,” Jeta soothed, and I realized my breaths had grown incredibly shallow as I fought to keep my expression unreadable. “I grew more in love with him each day, and we lived in a strange normal. Our relationship was kept secret, of course. As I said, my sisters and I were not well-loved by many in the north, and I did not want that to affect his well-earned reputation, but I could not bear to be apart from him for long. It was against my very nature. I am a trickster goddess, I use mimicry and mirrors to lead men to ruin. I did not fall in love with them, nor did I become pregnant with their child. But that was exactly what I did. I had you. I cannot remember a time I had ever seen Acristen happier than I did when he held you in his arms for the first time.” 
 
    “So what happened?” I asked in as even a tone as I could muster. 
 
    I knew the happy story was coming to an end, because that was the only way things could have possibly turned out how they did, but I still felt almost sick to my stomach as I waited for the answer.  
 
    My trickster goddess mother gave a long, sad sigh. “The brothel owner in the kingdom had continued the practices that led me to cross paths with your father in the first place, and the situation had grown more dire over the course of those blissful four years than I could have imagined. I do not claim to be as noble as your father, but I do like to think that I am still noble in my own way, even if I do lead to the downfall of men. I have never been as vicious as Rovea, or as heartless as Sophae.” 
 
    I assumed that Sophae was my other aunt, but I didn’t interrupt my mother to ask the question.  
 
    “And so, I told Acristen that I needed to take care of the business that I had started before our first meeting,” she said. “He understood, of course. He was a knight, after all. He knew better than most what it was like to have to take on strange tasks for the greater good. You were nearly two years old, still so young then. I kissed the both of you goodbye, and then I went off to deal with the brothel owner.” 
 
    The pit in my stomach deepened. “Then what?”  
 
    Jeta’s two-toned eyes were bright with unshed tears, and she seemed to force herself to look away from my face for a few long seconds before continuing.  
 
    Her voice was thick with sadness. “It took far longer than I expected. By then, the situation was more complicated than it had been five years before, and it was harder to accomplish what I needed. It grew even more difficult when your aunt Sophae came into the picture.” 
 
    I frowned. “What did she want?”  
 
    “She had been in the east when Rovea and I had our fight, but she had finally returned to us and caught news of the argument,” Jeta explained. “And she took Rovea’s side. She did not approve of my relationship, my dalliance as she called it, with your father, and she wanted to make that very well known. It led to an explosive fight between the two of us as well, as she claimed I was tarnishing the name of trickster deities by doing the one thing we never did.” 
 
    “Falling in love with a world-dweller?” I asked.  
 
    She shook her head sadly. “Treating one as an equal.” 
 
    Her response was like a punch to the gut, but I didn’t interrupt as she continued her story once more.  
 
    “The fight lasted weeks, and when added to the already tedious task I had given myself, I was gone for six months. I missed your second birthday, and I felt worse than I ever had before,” she sighed. “That was about to change, too. I thought that I could never feel worse than I did knowing I had missed celebrating another year with you. But then I returned to the home I shared in one of the valleys in the north with Acristen, only to find that our home was… it was not a home any longer.”  
 
    “What happened?” I could barely get the words out of my throat. They felt as if they wanted to cling to the inside of my mouth, just so I wouldn’t have to hear the tragedy I knew had to be coming.  
 
    “While I was away, the king had called Acristen up for a quest,” Jeta said quietly. “He could have said no. He was in the king’s good graces, and was beloved in the courts, but he was far too noble to do that. A small civil war had broken out on the western edge of the kingdom, and it was creating so much needless bloodshed. The king wished for Acristen to go and settle the fight. He was a well-perceived negotiator and diplomatic man, it seemed fitting. And because he wanted to put an end to the bloodshed, he agreed.”  
 
    Jeta opened her mouth, as if she was going to continue the story, but no other words came out for a few seconds. She swallowed back a lump in her throat and pressed her lips together in a thin, unconvincing smile.  
 
    “That is where much of my information ends,” she practically whispered. “I do not know what arrangements had been made for your well-being, but I know that something had to have been done, as he would never just leave you alone. He adored you more than anything else in the entire world.” 
 
    “What happened?” I asked her gently. “On the quest. What happened?”  
 
    “I have spent nearly twenty-five years trying to piece that information together,” she admitted. “All I know is that your father arrived in the west, but things were far worse than he had been told, and in his attempts to create peace and end the bloody war, he was slain.” 
 
    “In battle?” I asked.  
 
    Jeta gave me another watery smile. “No, my sweet boy. He was protecting a young woman and her child and was killed. It was his death that finally ended the war, the senselessness of it all, like it brought them all back from the brink of becoming animals. But that never mattered to me. Because when I returned back to our home, Acristen was dead. And you were gone.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    My mouth went dry.  
 
    “Gone?” I asked her, though I knew of course that it was true. It was just so much harder to wrap my head around than I had expected. How could I have simply been gone?  
 
    She nodded with a raw, open look of heartbreak splashed across her face. “Gone. Our home had been abandoned. I do not know the timeline as well as I would like, as I said, things were so chaotic in the west that it took some time for Acristen’s body to be brought back to the king. It was known that he had a home in the valley, though his connections to me, as well as your existence, were not things many were aware of.”  
 
    “So I was just… gone?” I found myself as baffled as Jeta herself seemed.  
 
    “I looked for you everywhere, but I could not find you,” she said quietly. “I asked everyone I could, but no one had seen you at all. It was the worst heartbreak I have ever experienced in the millennia I have been alive. I wished to ascend to the shadow planes, if only to be away from my grief and my misery, but I could not do that. I had to find you.”  
 
    “I understand that babies are rather small,” Mihany said. “But how did you lose him for so long?”  
 
    If Jeta found Mihany’s brusque question rude, she didn’t act like it.  
 
    “I searched every orphanage in the north, all the way to the far edge of the sea, into areas no world-dweller could have survived, but it was all I knew how to do,” she said. “I spent days, weeks, and then months searching without stopping, but it was as if you had vanished entirely into thin air.”  
 
    “I was found in the Forest of Hud,” I told her. “Someone found me at the edge on the Ocadian side of the forest, and they brought me to an orphanage there.”  
 
    Her pale eyebrows furrowed in a gesture that I found strangely reminiscent of one I knew I made often. “The Forest of Hud? Here?”  
 
    “Not here exactly,” I said and gestured around us. “But within the forest, yes.” 
 
    “And you survived the forest,” she said, an inquisitive tone underlying her words. “I know that you share my blood, of course, but still, I find it strange. You were just a child, hardly more than a baby. And for you to end up here…” 
 
    Her face twisted into a look of something unpleasant, and I could have been mistaken, but for a moment, it appeared that the irises of both her eyes turned reflective and silver, like the mirrors sewn into her skirts.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked.  
 
    “I do not know any world-dweller foolish enough to cross the mountains, into this… this dead space, and then trek through this place all the way to the very edge of Ocadia,” she said, and I knew where her thoughts were going as soon as the words left her mouth. 
 
    “My aunts,” I breathed. “Do you think they could have had something to do with this? You said they didn’t approve of your relationship with Acristen, did they know about me? Would they have done something like this, do you think?”  
 
    Jeta exhaled through her clenched teeth. “Sophae and I were engaged in an intense battle, as I said, that pushed my distance from you for longer than I would have liked. I would not put it past Sophae and Rovea to have conspired together to pull some sort of trick on me. Something they perhaps deemed harmless. It must have seemed like the perfect opportunity to the pair of them. When your father was called away to do his duties, you were left without either of your parents… I am not the only one that can mirror faces, their skills are far less proficient, lasting less time and being less convincing up close, like a glamor instead of a true transformation, but… I do not wish to think of this any longer.”  
 
    “But,” I said softly. “If one of them, Rovea while you were busy with Sophae, wore your face, she could have easily convinced whoever was watching over me to hand me over.”  
 
    “They undoubtedly thought it was just a trick. A way to get back at me for my perceived betrayal. But even in their bouts of cruelty, I cannot imagine they thought things would go as they did.” Jeta’s hand came up to rest over her mouth, and I thought I heard a soft sob escape past her slim fingers.  
 
    “They must have thought you’d be able to find me,” I said. “Or something like that. They probably didn’t expect my father to die and send you into grief.”  
 
    “What a cruel trick.” Jeta sniffled again and wiped underneath her lashline to clear away a thick puddle of tears. “But I have found you now, and I shall never lose you again.”  
 
    “You said you were looking in the north,” I said. “What made you start to look toward Ocadia?”  
 
    “Ah,” Jeta said, once again composed. “I was growing frantic. I had felt… a change. I have felt myself connected to you for your entire life. I have never doubted that you were alive, not even for a moment, but recently, things were different.” 
 
    My mind flashed back to the strange feelings I’d been experiencing in the last month or so, hell, even the last twenty minutes. “Different how?”  
 
    “Have you felt it?” she asked me and reached forward to press the tips of her fingers to my chest, right over my heart. “In here? You are no ordinary man, Dex. You are not a world-dweller or a descendant, but a demigod. Those are rare these days, as it is hard on the simple bodies of most world-dwellers to bear the power of a deity’s seed mixing with their own. It overwhelms them, but Acristen was different.” 
 
    “A demigod?” The word played over and over again in my mind, it was as if every theory I’d had in the last few days were all channeling into the one, startling truth.  
 
    “Yes,” my mother confirmed. “And I can feel that you have been coming into your power. I can smell it on you now, even. It is like a sweet perfume to me, the scent of my child growing into who he is destined to be.”  
 
    “I have felt strange lately,” I told her. “I’ve felt my magic changing, and I thought it might have had something to do with the fact that I slayed a goddess.” 
 
    I heard a small noise, and looked over my shoulder to see that the sound had come from Mihany. The wind goddess didn’t seem upset at the mention of her sister’s death, and if anything, she probably wanted me to acknowledge that she’d killed one of her sisters as well.  
 
    The sky above us, past Mihany’s protective wind bubble, gave a loud, thundering clap once more, and thick drops of rain and ice started to mix themselves into the churning winds. The change in the weather seemed to have drawn all of our attention, and when I looked back down at Jeta, I saw that she had already started to stare at me again.  
 
    There was a wistful look on her face, and I knew without needing to ask that she was undoubtedly thinking of my father.  
 
    “My powers,” I said to get us back on track. “Is this more than just the fact I killed Belinay, one of the Wayward Wind Goddesses?” 
 
    “I heard about that,” Jeta gasped. “But I had no idea… I had no idea in the world that it was you who had done something like that. I heard chatter amongst many of the gods, remarking about the extraordinary feat that a world-dweller had accomplished. The first in a thousand years to have taken on a shadow self.” 
 
    I felt a swell of pride in my chest. “It wasn’t me alone. Mihany was there as well, and I think that without her help, I would have been as good as dead.” 
 
    Mihany preened like a cat. “Yes, I was spectacular, wasn’t I? I was the one who defeated what was once Meluna. My sister was no longer there, and I wouldn’t have her shadow killing Dex. I am rather fond of him, you see.”  
 
    Jeta looked back and forth between the two of us before her gaze settled on me again. “I imagine that the transference of power may have very well had something to do with the first of the larger surges I felt, but it has been brewing for some time now. I believe that you are right, however, and that it was the goddess’ death at your hands that drove me to my state of panic.”  
 
    “Why would that make you panicked?” I asked. I felt like I still had so many more questions than we had time in the day.  
 
    “If you are coming into your power, as I believe that you are, it is a very dangerous thing to go through alone,” she explained. “And I knew I had to be with you, to help guide you through this so it would not wreak havoc on your body. You are a demigod, but you are not impervious to damage, as I assume you have learned. You can still be harmed and overwhelmed with power, and if you were to gain the rest of your magic and power without instruction…”  
 
    “When does that sort of thing usually happen?” I asked her. “The whole ‘coming into your power’ thing.” 
 
    “As I said, demigods are very rare, but in the few instances I do know of, it usually occurs on the thirtieth birthday,” Jeta said. 
 
    I frowned. “I’m only twenty-seven, though. Right? Unless the orphanage guessed my age wrong…”  
 
    “No, no,” she said quickly. “That is correct. But I believe that you are a special case. I may not know much of what your life has been like without me, but it is clear that you are imbued with powerful magic.” 
 
    “You’re not wrong.” I tugged my shirt aside to show her the mark left by the Water Goddesses glowing on my abdomen. “I stole some of the water from the elemental Water Goddesses’ shrine to become the life force for a siren, Ephy. It granted me some of their water magic.”  
 
    Jeta gasped and stared at the glowing, aquamarine marking as I continued.  
 
    “I am also the consort to the Queen of the Ardere, Cinis, the First Ember Priestess and descendant of the God of Irascible Flame,” I said. “And I killed her uncle, the titan Ignis. I also assassinated the sorcerer, Idali, and I took his dragon bone staff, which has increased my powers as well, so… there may be a few elements at play here, now that I really add them all up…”  
 
    “My,” Jeta breathed out. “This certainly makes things a bit more clear. All of the power you have acquired, along with your natural affinity for magic has made you quite the powerful man.”  
 
    There was pride in her tone and on her face, and for the first time I could remember, I could feel the warmth of my mother’s pride filling my own chest. It was a feeling I hadn’t even realized I had missed all my life.  
 
    “And that must have pushed along the whole ‘coming into my power’ thing, too, right?” I asked. 
 
    She nodded. “Yes, I believe you are correct. My attempts have grown more desperate even in the last handful of days, as I felt a surge in your powers. It felt so close, and it drew me deeper into the forest toward Ocadia. And just now, I felt my heart galloping and my body longing to reach out to you as power filled you to the brim once more.” 
 
    “I think I know what you’re talking about,” I said. “The first time, I was near the border when three men were trying to cross into the Forest of Hud in a trance. I fought them back and managed to break the spell over them. The second was just now. We were facing a primordial being in the mountain, and I felt like my power had increased out of nowhere.” 
 
    Jeta’s face colored, and she offered me a small, almost sheepish smile. “I am afraid that the men were my fault, my son. I was trying to draw all the men near your age to me here in the Forest. I knew I would recognize your face, and that if I tried long enough, eventually, you would find me here.”  
 
    “Are they alright?” My brow knitted in concern. “The men, I mean. Are they alright? What’s happened to them? There are many families in Ocadia that are panicked right now because their sons and brothers and husbands have up and vanished in the middle of the night. I have some people coming to me to commit assassinations on innocent people they think are to blame.”  
 
    Jeta had the good conscience to look at least a little apologetic as my anger bubbled up to the surface. “I did not consider that. My focus was solely on you, but I see that in my haste, I have done to others what was once done to me. The men are all safe, I expelled enough of my own power into Hud to keep them from being harmed too badly. They are simply wandering now, I believe. I think a few of them have even become friends.”  
 
    I pressed my lips into a thin line. “Can you release them back to Ocadia and their families? It has caused a kingdom-wide crisis at this point, and even the king himself is worried.”  
 
    “Yes, anything for you, my sweet boy,” Jeta said immediately. She closed her eyes and tilted her head back, and something in the air changed around her. I could practically see the power that pulsated off of her and filled the surrounding space as it moved further and further out past our storm-free clearing and into the forest around us.  
 
    I could feel it like some sort of drum in my chest, and I watched as the palpable, powerful magic worked through the air until it pulled taut and snapped, like someone had cut the string.  
 
    I hadn’t realized that I had braced myself for something until my body sagged with relief without my intervention.  
 
    Jeta tilted her head back up and opened her eyes. They were too bright with power, before she blinked, and they returned to their normal icy-blue and dark-gray state.  
 
    “It is done,” she said. “The men of your kingdom should return home now, as if nothing ever happened at all. They will have no recollection of why they dared venture into the forest in the first place, the things that pulled them here.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. “What was it that drew them in here? I thought it was just a strong feeling to follow the magic’s pull?”  
 
    “You did not experience something specific?” my mother asked me in surprise. “The magic was meant to lure men to the object of their greatest desire, and it was nearly impossible to fight.”  
 
    “No,” I said. “I didn’t experience anything like that. I just felt a sort of tugging sensation, like I should follow the magic, but it was something I have been able to fight without much issue.”  
 
    Jeta laughed. “You seem more powerful to me with each thing you tell me, and I am so proud that I can call you my son. Fighting one of my calls is no small feat, even for a demigod such as yourself.”  
 
    She smiled at me with such an intense brightness, I almost had to look away. I had never known a feeling like this before, and I didn’t want it to end.  
 
    But before the two of us could continue our happy reunion unbothered, Mihany loudly cleared her throat from behind me.  
 
    I turned and saw that the Wayward Wind Goddess actually looked a bit frazzled. It wasn’t like the goddess to show any signs of weakness, but then again, she had been holding the intense, primordially-charged storms at bay for some time now while I spoke with my mother. 
 
    My love for her tripled at this knowledge.  
 
    “The storms are growing stronger,” she said, and her voice was ever so slightly thinned with strain. “I cannot keep this up for that much longer, so I would like it if this conversation could end.”  
 
    If I hadn’t seen the thin sheen of sweat dotting across her forehead, I would have laughed at her tone. But it was clear that holding the storms back with her own magic had been more difficult than I expected.  
 
    I nodded my head in understanding and looked back at my mother. “Will you come with us?”  
 
    “I do not think I can,” Jeta said. “Not now. I need to make sure my powers have truly been severed completely from the men of Ocadia, but do not worry, my son. I will see you again. If you ever need me, simply call upon me, and I will be there. Now that I have seen you, touched you… I will feel it in my heart, and I will come to you.”  
 
    “Do you promise?” I looked at her seriously.  
 
    “Of course, my son. I promise you,” she said. “If you ever call for me, I will come without hesitation. I have lost you once, and now that you are found, I will never lose you again. You can trust in that.”  
 
    I decided I believed her and nodded in agreement. “Alright. Mihany, we should go.”  
 
    The wind goddess seemed relieved, and without warning anyone else, she lowered her arms, and the windstorm she had created around us dissolved like parchment in a fire.  
 
    The full brunt of the powerful storms slammed into me, and I had to plant my feet so that I wouldn’t be knocked onto my ass on the strange, pale ground.  
 
    Rain and hail pounded down around us without mercy, and the winds continued to whip in their strange, circular patterns. But that wasn’t the only oddity I noticed within the storm.  
 
    In some places, I could have sworn that the rain moved upward toward the dark, roiling clouds, instead of the other way around. Whatever magic the primordial being within the mountain was using, aided by the dragon bones, it was like nothing I’d ever seen.  
 
    I turned back around to check on my mother, an instinct that I’d never had before, but when I looked over my shoulder, Jeta was gone. She had seemingly vanished into thin air without so much as a trace. 
 
    Whoa.  
 
    Now wasn’t the time to dwell on that, however.  
 
    “Can you fly us out of here?” I had to shout over the storm to even be heard.  
 
    “That is a silly question!” Mihany called back. 
 
    She started to make her way over toward me, but even she seemed a bit off balance in the strong winds that buffeted around us. It whipped the thin material of her dress as if it were made of tissue paper, and I was honestly a little afraid it would rip right off of her.  
 
    Then a deep, low rumbling sound filled the air, and I looked up toward the looming peaks of the mountains. My brow furrowed as I tried to make sense of what I was seeing.  
 
    It looked as if some sort of smoke was trailing from the top of the highest peak in a slow, ominous wave. 
 
    Another rumble shook from the mountain, and this time, it was strong enough to shake the very ground I stood on, nearly a mile away. The sound reminded me of two large stones being dragged against one another, and it set my teeth on edge.  
 
    The smoke coming from the top of the mountain seemed to be moving faster and growing darker in color with each passing second.  
 
    “That mountain wasn’t a volcano before, right?” I asked Mihany, who had come over to stand next to me and stare up at the peak herself.  
 
    “No,” she said. “It wasn’t.”  
 
    “Well.” I swallowed. “It definitely is now. We need to get out of here.” 
 
    Mihany reached out and grabbed my arm. I braced myself for the strange sensation of being lifted up off of the ground, and I found that it was much easier the second time. My hand slid into hers as we shot up toward the tar-black, swirling clouds like a shot from a crossbow.  
 
    Just as we breached the canopy of trees, something large shot from the mountain, and I realized what must have hit me and sent us tumbling down to the ground in the first place.  
 
    A large chunk of rock exploded from the mountain, and then another. The rumbling continued and grew deeper and deeper in pitch, until I couldn’t so much hear it as feel it deep within my body.  
 
    It gave me a sick, almost nauseated feeling, and I was glad once Mihany managed to navigate us up and beyond the clouds at last.  
 
    Unlike when we had flown out of the storm in Ocadia, there wasn’t peace above these clouds, at least not entirely, but it was still a little less terrifying than below them.  
 
    The stillness stood out in stark contrast to the chaos below, and it sent a chill down my spine as we continued to fly away from the mountain behind us as fast as possible.  
 
    It wasn’t until we had cut through the sky for a few minutes that I felt myself exhale in relief and let the events of the day truly wash over me. Not only had the king been right about what was inside the mountain in the first place, but the primordial being was spurred on by the powers of the dragon remnants left behind. 
 
    And on top of that, I’d met my mother.  
 
    My mother.  
 
    I had found that everything she told me rang true, and while I didn’t sense any deceit in her words, I could never be too cautious. I wanted to get a little more information and do some research on her, and I knew just the place to do it.  
 
    “Do you think that you could steer us toward the palace in Ocadia?” I asked Mihany and broke the silence.  
 
    I didn’t have to look at her face to know she was frowning. “Why? I have not forgiven the king for nearly having me killed.”  
 
    “Mihany, you were actively trying to kill him first,” I pointed out.  
 
    “That should not matter. He should not have tried to kill me. It was just a… a harmless little joke,” she said. “That is what a joke is, isn’t it?”  
 
    How the fuck was I supposed to answer that? “Right. Can you do it, though?”  
 
    “Of course I can,” she huffed. “I would do anything for you, Dex. And it is not as if it is outside of my range of powers to simply fly to one place or another.”  
 
    I grinned. “Thank you, Mihany. You’ll have to teach me how to fly soon, that way I don’t need you to cart me around.”  
 
    “I rather like this, though,” she said. “And my offer from earlier still stands.”  
 
    As she spoke, I felt her hand sliding from mine and up my arm, as if she was going to use the new grip to pull me in closer.  
 
    I barked out another laugh. “Maybe later, once we’re less likely to be shot out of the sky by flying debris?”  
 
    Mihany gave a long-suffering sigh, but she slipped her hand back down into mine without argument. Her lower lip did, however, pout out in a very kissable display.  
 
    “Why are we going to the palace, anyway?” she asked, still pouting.  
 
    “I need to use the palace’s library,” I explained. “Which means I need to see Maggie.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    Thankfully, Mihany didn’t try to cause another crash-landing by suggesting we fuck in the sky again for the entire rest of the trip to Ocadia.  
 
    I could see that the storms were still raging below us, based on the movement and coloring of the clouds, but after seeing what was going on in the north, they suddenly didn’t seem quite as bad as I first thought.  
 
    Mihany navigated us with ease, and I couldn’t help but be impressed with my lover’s ability to know exactly where she was going, even though it was almost impossible to see anything at all.  
 
    I was once again glad she had ended up being a good person, because having her on my side was a definite plus in my favor.  
 
    “We will have to drop below the clouds now,” Mihany warned me, which was more than she usually did before doing something extreme.  
 
    She angled her body downward and guided us through the clouds themselves.  
 
    It was a strange sensation, and it felt as though the clouds themselves were tickling any spots of bare skin as we dove through them and erupted on the other side in a puff of condensation and the chaos of storms.  
 
    As soon as we were through to the other side of the clouds, the storms threatened to swallow us whole. Mihany didn’t seem to have any issues keeping us on course, but the water vapor, ice, and rain that whipped around us were far from pleasant.  
 
    I had to squint to even see through the mess to catch sight of the palace far on the ground below us. Sure enough, Mihany had managed to navigate us to just the right place.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said.  
 
    She cocked her head to the side like one of her birds. “Should I drop you now?”  
 
    “What!?” I shouted. “No! Don’t drop me! I was just thanking you for navigating us so well! Bring me lower first!”  
 
    Mihany seemed pleased. “I did do well, didn’t I?”  
 
    Luckily, she didn’t actually try to drop me, and instead, slowly started to push us closer and closer to the ground.  
 
    The world below grew into more focus with each passing second. One moment, all I could see were vague blurs and colors, and the next, I could see each individual slab of thatch making up a roof, or the stones lining the street.  
 
    We swooped even lower as the palace came into clearer view, and I felt anticipation curling underneath my skin already. All the information I had just learned answered many of my questions, but now I had about a thousand more that I could only answer with Maggie’s help.  
 
    “Here is fine,” I said as we neared the edge of the palace grounds, close to the kitchen door I had snuck Maggie out of what felt like a century ago.  
 
    Mihany nodded and did as I asked. The Wayward Wind Goddess brought us lower to the ground until all I had to do was stretch out my legs to touch the ground. No falling from great heights necessary.  
 
    She didn’t land next to me, but rather hovered in the air a few feet above the ground. She looked mildly terrifying with her pale yellow hair whipping around her like a demented halo and her intense eyes staring down at me, but I wasn’t afraid at all.  
 
    “I couldn’t have done this without your help,” I told her. 
 
    “That is a lie,” she said with a slight smirk. “But I like the lie very much.” 
 
    She dipped down in the air to press her lips to mine in a quick brush, and then, just as quickly, she vanished into the air.  
 
    Damn. I really needed to learn how to do that.  
 
    My body still thrummed with the trace remnants of the extra power I’d experienced, but it lingered more like sore muscles than anything else. I knew now, thanks to the conversation with my mother, that I had started to come into my powers. If that was just the beginning, then I was in for a ride when more of them started to develop.  
 
    My mind raced as I moved through the grounds to the palace itself.  
 
    The hood of my cloak was soaked through with water and didn’t do much to keep me dry, so I simply pushed it back from my head as I made my way to the large, rough-hewn wooden doors that led into the kitchens. 
 
    They were far less grand than the main entrance of the palace, but I hardly minded as I gave a tug on the rough-hewn rope used as a handle and slipped inside without any issue.  
 
    The relief I felt at being inside was almost instantaneous, and it caused my entire body to sag with relief. It also, unfortunately, made me realize just how damp I was in the first place.  
 
    I was entirely waterlogged, and each step I took came with a horrid squelching sound as water expelled itself from my leather boots. Steam all but rose off my body as I shuffled through the sweltering kitchen. 
 
    There were fewer employees working than there had been previously, but just like those before, they didn’t seem too bothered by my presence as I moved past the large wooden work benches and the boiling pots over open flames.  
 
    I wasn’t sure what it was they were cooking, but it smelled fantastic, and my stomach gave a low rumble.  
 
    I reached up to press my hand to the door I knew led into one of the palace hallways and paused.  
 
    Anxiety clawed its way through my stomach, which was a strange and almost foreign feeling, but the king’s words echoed back to me.  
 
    He knew I was involved with Maggie. He had made that much perfectly clear, but how much did he know? Did he know of the times we’d had sex? Did he think that every time I’d come to the palace since meeting Maggie, the two of us had engaged in less than platonic activities?  
 
    How long had he known what was going on? Did he think it had been going on for more time than it had, or less?  
 
    Was the speech he gave me just a ruse so he could throw me into the dungeons the next time I so much as looked at his niece the wrong way?  
 
    I felt as though I was sweating out all my anxieties, which only added to the miserable wetness I was already dealing with, but I couldn’t let that stop me.  
 
    I took a deep, calming breath to get myself back under control of my emotions before I pushed through the swinging kitchen doors and found myself in one of the large stone hallways. 
 
    My feet seemed to move of their own volition as I took familiar halls and stairways until I was once again in the palace library. If I knew Maggie at all, she would be here amongst the stacks of books.  
 
    A sense of calm washed over me as I took the last few, crumbling steps of the ancient stairwell and into the library itself.  
 
    I was temporarily overwhelmed with the scent of old books and musty pages. The library was a maze of heavy wooden shelves embellished with gold that formed a seemingly unknowable pattern.  
 
    The shelves themselves were bogged down with all sorts of books and scrolls, from those made of wood and animal hide to the thinnest, most delicate paper I had ever seen.  
 
    Some of the volumes were bound in gold with precious metals hammered into the covers, while others were nothing more than cheaper, leather-bound texts.  
 
    It had been one of those simple, leather-bound texts that had given me the information I needed about Jolin Obhain before, thanks to Maggie’s help.  
 
    The library was dim, but not dark, as flickering torchlight filtered in through sporadically-placed stones made of amber and other translucent stones. It gave the entire space a strange, otherworldly feeling, but I felt no fear or worry amongst the stacks. If anything, I felt an overwhelming sense of calm.  
 
    Now I just had to find Maggie somewhere in the labyrinth.  
 
    My waterlogged clothing chafed against my skin as I took careful, soft steps through the large, looming stacks of books. If I were anywhere else in the palace, I wouldn’t have hesitated to simply use my water magic to pull all the moisture from my clothing and drop it somewhere else, but I didn’t dare ruin the priceless volumes that surrounded me on all sides.  
 
    I cleared my throat. “Maggie?”  
 
    My own voice echoed around me in the strangely resonant library, and I felt like I was going to be reprimanded by some nonexistent librarian for being too loud. There was something sacred about a place like this, and it felt just as off-putting to shout here as it would have in one of the temples dedicated to various deities around the kingdom.  
 
    There was no response to my call, so I tried again. 
 
    “Maggie, are you in here?” I waited for a beat. “It’s Dex.”  
 
    Another few seconds ticked by as I moved cautiously through the rows of shelves. I kept my cloak tucked in to my sides as tightly as I could manage to try and keep from dripping water as best I could.  
 
    I was about to shout out her name a final time before I accepted that I had been wrong and she was somewhere else, when I turned the corner.  
 
    I couldn’t recall having been into this section of the library before, but then again, it was rather hard to tell with the seemingly random layout of the shelves.  
 
    A large, plush chair made of a musty-looking orange velvet was wedged into a narrow space between two of the massive shelves. It wasn’t an elegant arrangement, but it didn’t seem to bother Maggie at all. 
 
    There was a small table next to the chair that blocked a portion of one of the shelves, and it was laden high with books of all different shapes and sizes.  
 
    Maggie herself was curled up into the chair with her legs pulled up onto the cushion with her. Her pale pink skirts seemed to act as a blanket, and while I didn’t think it would be comfortable to sleep in a dress like that, she seemed perfectly content.  
 
    A smile danced across my face as I took a moment to study the duchess. She looked beautiful like this, maybe more beautiful than I had ever seen her. My chest filled with warmth, and I hesitated before I made a move to wake her.  
 
    I reached out and gently placed my hand on her shoulder.  
 
    “Maggie,” I whispered her name as I gave her a small shake. “Maggie, wake up.”  
 
    The duchess made a soft sound in the back of her throat and shifted ever so slightly in the chair. A long tendril of red hair slipped down into her face from the bun at the nape of her neck, and I fought another smile as I gently tucked it back behind her ear.  
 
    “Maggie,” I whispered again.  
 
    This time, the duchess stirred, and her lovely hazel eyes fluttered open. For a moment, she looked surprised, but then a pleased, sleepy look of affection spread across her face. 
 
    “Am I dreaming?” she whispered right back, and I fought the urge to laugh.  
 
    “Am I usually standing in front of you, soaking wet, in your dreams?” I teased.  
 
    “Not usually the wet part,” she managed as she slowly shifted into more of a seated position. As she did so, she seemed to take in for the first time that I really was soaking wet, and a frown made its way onto her face.  
 
    “Sorry,” I apologized. “I didn’t have time to dry off before I came here.”  
 
    “You’re going to catch your death,” she chided me softly. She reached out and cupped one of her delicate, pale hands to my cheek in an intimate sort of gesture that filled my belly with heat.  
 
    “I’m alright,” I promised. “I came here to ask you for something. I’m sorry I had to wake you, though.”  
 
    “It is not alright,” Maggie said, and for a moment, I thought she meant the fact I had something to request of her. “You are going to get a cold, and then who will defend me, Master Morgan?” 
 
    A small smile worked its way onto my face. “It’s Dex, your highness.”  
 
    “And it’s Maggie, Dex,” she teased right back. She pushed herself up from the plush chair with a yawn befitting a kitten and stretched her arms high up over her head as she did so.  
 
    “Come,” she said. “You need to get out of those wet clothes before you catch your death.”  
 
    I didn’t even have time to protest before Maggie caught my hand and tugged me along after her. She navigated the large shelves with ease, and I found myself more than a little impressed that she didn’t even make a wrong turn once.  
 
    Maggie pressed one of her fingers to her lips as she led me up the stairwell, but she didn’t have to tell me twice to be quiet. My flurry of thoughts about the king’s words came flying back to me in an instant, and a shudder rolled down my spine at the thought of him finding us together, even with his apparent approval and all of our clothing on.  
 
    “Where are you taking me?” I asked in a tone barely above a whisper.  
 
    “Shh!” Maggie insisted again. 
 
    “But I can simply–” I began, but the duchess shushed me again before I could point out the obvious fact that I could very easily rid myself of the water right here in the passageway if it was concerning her so much. 
 
    Still, I smirked at her sudden bossiness, and I let her pull me along through the shadows and narrower passages of the palace. 
 
    I knew the palace better than most, but Maggie was taking routes that even I had never before seen. I assumed it simply came with having been raised in the palace.  
 
    Then she led me up a narrow, spiraling staircase made of stone until we emerged into a brightly-lit hallway. There were massive windows that lined the hall, and torches placed between them in a pattern. I knew that if the weather had been better, the sunlight streaming in would have been stunning.  
 
    Maggie’s pale pink slippers were soft against the stone as she broke into a light run toward one of the doors at the end of the long hallway. I stumbled after her and easily caught up to fall in step behind her. 
 
    She pushed open the door without hesitation, yanked me inside behind her, and then slammed the door closed with a visible look of relief on her pretty face.  
 
    “Where are we?” I asked her quietly. My nose was still pressed to the door as I tried to peer through the nearly imperceptible crack to see if someone had followed us.  
 
    “My bedchambers,” Maggie said.  
 
    I sucked in a breath and pulled back from the door. For the first time, I actually looked around to take in the room Maggie had hidden me away in. 
 
    In all the time I had spent with the duchess, I had yet to see her bedchambers, and I felt as though I had been taken into some sort of secret haven.  
 
    A large, four-poster bed was next to an enormous fireplace and pushed up against one of the massive, stained-glass windows that overlooked the palace gardens. I imagined that when the sunlight trickled in at dawn’s light, it painted the bed in beautiful splashes of color. 
 
    The bed itself was made of a rich, dark wood and carved with roses all the way up the posts. Draped over the bed was a pale yellow canopy made out of some sort of gauzy material that seemed almost too fine to be real. 
 
    The blankets were lush and matched the same soft, pastel color scheme that the rest of the room seemed to have been styled in. The bed was perfectly made and laden with a large pile of pillows fit for, well, a princess.  
 
    But it wasn’t the bed that took up most of the space in my mind right now. It was the hints of Maggie that I could see so clearly scattered across the room. 
 
     There were shelves pressed against two of the four walls that looked as if they had been dragged up all the way from the palace libraries, and each level of both shelves was jam-packed with books. They were all clearly well-loved and often read, and next to the shelves was another plush-looking armchair with a table at its side.  
 
    It was a similar setup to the one I had seen down in the library, and I knew then that it had undoubtedly been Maggie who pushed the chair down into the lowest bowels of the palace in the first place.  
 
    The table was stacked high with books, as well as taper candles in a golden candelabra that were burnt down to nothing more than stumps of wax.  
 
    On the remaining wall were rows and rows of plants placed daintily on shelves. They weren’t the sort of grand, lively, and thriving plants that filled the gardens and the arboretum on the palace grounds. These plants were clearly ones that needed more love and care than the natural elements could give them.  
 
    The idea that Maggie had brought the plants inside to tend to them and nurse them back to health herself made my heart lurch up into my throat. 
 
    “I do not know if I have anything for you to wear,” Maggie said and broke me from my thoughts. 
 
     I looked over at the duchess and saw she had drifted away from my side at the doorway and moved over to a large, gilded armoire that was almost twice her height. When she pulled at the grand doors, they swung open to reveal a wardrobe chock-full of elegant, perfectly tailored dresses, much like the pink gown she wore now.  
 
    “I’m fine,” I told her again, but as I said it, I looked down and saw that my dripping clothing had created quite a sopping wet puddle on the finely crafted rug that covered the stone floor.  
 
    Maggie looked over her shoulder at me and pressed her rose petal lips into a line that told me she didn’t actually believe me.  
 
    I shot her a sheepish grin, and before I knew it, my hand was reaching up to unfasten my cloak from my shoulders. 
 
    Which was an admittedly odd choice. Several logical parts of my brain were screaming at me that I could simply wave my hand and dry my things instantly, but suddenly, I didn’t want to. 
 
    Being in Maggie’s personal chambers had abruptly shifted my mindset. It had dragged me from the godly, primordial haze I’d been in for the past couple hours, and pushed me straight into a vastly different reality. A reality where a beautiful, humble, sweet-faced, non-magical woman wanted to care for me. A reality where I was just a man standing drenched before someone who loved him. 
 
    And I didn’t want to wave my hand and make the moment vanish. 
 
    Why should I? 
 
    I wanted to be a normal, if ridiculously lucky, bastard. I wanted to let Maggie do what she pleased, and judging by the little frown between her eyebrows, and the concerned little pout on her lips, she wanted to take care of me. 
 
    A duchess more gorgeous than should be possible wanted to tend to me. 
 
    Alone in her chambers. 
 
    So yeah, I removed the damn cloak like any mortal with half a brain would.  
 
    As soon as the soaked wool was off of me, I felt about twenty pounds lighter-- literally. The cloak seemed to have gained more weight than should have been possible.  
 
    “Here,” Maggie said as she breezed back over toward me. “Let me hang this in front of the fireplace to dry.”  
 
    She took my cloak from my hands, and I didn’t bother protesting that I could do it myself before she moved toward the grand fireplace. A low fire had already been burning, but she used a golden poker rod to push the metal grate open and add another log. 
 
    The flames roared up, like they were pleased to have been stoked, and Maggie delicately draped my cloak on a rack a foot or so away so the heat could rid it of all the icy-cold water.  
 
    “The rest of your clothes,” she said and looked back over her shoulder at me. “You should probably dry those as well.”  
 
    There was a slight glint in her eye one moment, but it was gone the next, and just as quickly, her cheeks flushed a light shade of pink and made her freckles stand out in stark contrast.  
 
    “If you’d like, I mean. I do not want to force you, of course,” she corrected quickly.  
 
    I laughed. “Maggie. You don’t have to apologize, you have a point. And I don’t want to get your chambers wet.” 
 
    Never in my life had I been more happy to completely ignore the magical powers surging through my brain. 
 
    Who the hell needs water magic for every little thing anyway?  
 
    As I spoke, I started the process of slinging my various weapons from my back. I carefully placed my dragon bone staff up against the wall next to the door, and I placed my longbow and quiver at its side. I then pulled off my weapons belt and dropped it carefully onto the stone floor in an inelegant heap before I made my way over toward the duchess at the other end of her massive bedchambers.  
 
    She watched each of my movements with a careful, almost calculating gaze, but as soon as she saw me noticing, she dropped her eyes down to her feet and cleared her throat.  
 
    A grin spread across my lips as I came to a stop in front of her.  
 
    “You know that you’re allowed to look at me, don’t you?” I asked in a low voice. “In fact, I want you to look at me.” 
 
    At my words, Maggie’s eyes drifted up to me. Her hazel eyes were wide and dark as she stared at me. “Alright.” 
 
    “Would you help me get out of my wet clothes?” I asked her quietly, but I didn’t even have to say a word, because as soon as she had looked at me, her hands had moved forward, seemingly of their own volition, to grab at the hem of my sopping wet tunic. 
 
    The two of us worked in a surprisingly graceful manner to pull the wet garment off of my chest. I felt not only the heat from the fireplace, but from the intensity of Maggie’s gaze as she stared at the hard, muscular planes of my body like she wanted to drink me in.  
 
    I stepped out of my boots and kicked them aside without even having to bend down.  
 
    At the same time, Maggie reached forward to fumble with the clasp on my trousers next, and I felt a thrill surge through my body as she bit her lower lip in concentration before managing to pull it free.  
 
    She lowered herself down to the ground as she pulled my trousers down with her. I stepped out of the wet material and looked down at the duchess. 
 
     I was stark naked in the heir to Ocadia’s bedchambers, and she was on her knees in front of me with her lips parted and her eyes wide with lust.  
 
    “Dex,” she whispered my name with a sort of reverence. “Can I please you?”  
 
    My mouth went very, very dry.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    It was like a sight straight out of a dream. 
 
    Maggie knelt on the ground in front of me with her long, billowing pink gown draped across the plush rug. The fire crackled behind me and painted warmth across my bare skin, but somehow it was Maggie’s eyes on me that made the heat truly stir in my stomach.  
 
    “Yes,” I breathed out, and all precautions and worry about the king finding us be damned.  
 
    A small, shy smile spread across Maggie’s face, and her cheeks flushed a beautiful shade of pink. It was a sight that I would never grow tired of seeing.  
 
    She leaned forward and parted her lips before gently taking me into her mouth. There was a tentativeness about it that made it all the more appealing to watch her. A low groan rose from the back of my throat as I felt her lips around my aching cock.  
 
    I stared down at the duchess and saw that she was looking up at me through her dark lashes, as if making sure I could see her.  
 
    I reached down and cupped her face with one of my hands and smoothed my thumb over her cheek. “You’re doing so good, princess.”  
 
    The praise seemed to have the intended effect, because Maggie’s eyes fluttered closed, and she all but purred like a cat as she bobbed her head further down onto my cock to take more of its length in her mouth.  
 
    I used my hand on her cheek to help her set the rhythm, and the sounds she made each time she tried to take me deeper were enough to send shivers down my spine.  
 
    Never in my wildest dreams had I ever imagined that the future queen of Ocadia would be on her knees swallowing my cock, but now it had happened on a few separate occasions.  
 
    I felt nearly blissed out of my mind as she shifted forward, and it felt as if I was touching the back of her throat. Her cheeks were high with color as she slowly pulled her lips from my shaft, only to delicately reach out with her tongue and lick it.  
 
    I nearly came undone then and there. “That’s it. Such a good girl.”  
 
    Maggie’s eyelashes fluttered as she continued her eager ministrations.  
 
    Had I died at some point? Was this the afterlife? Because it sort of felt like it might be.  
 
    “D-dex?” she stammered. “Can I… I-I…” 
 
    “What is it?” I murmured. My own voice was low and rasping from lust as I stared down at her. 
 
    She held my cock in her delicate grasp, and it was all but pressed against her cheek.  
 
    “I…” She flushed with embarrassment, but my hold on her face kept her from looking away.  
 
    “What is it, princess?” I urged. “Be a good girl and tell me.”  
 
    “I want your seed in-inside of me,” she stuttered out shyly. “I want all of it inside me, p-please. Is that okay?”  
 
    Is that okay? 
 
    I choked back an aching laugh.  
 
    “That is more than okay,” I assured her. “Definitely more than okay. I want that, too, actually. Very much.” 
 
    She seemed to relax a little at my words, as if there was any real world in which I would have told her I didn’t want to cum inside of her perfect pussy.  
 
    “That’s n-not all,” she mumbled in the same shy tone. “I think I want a baby, too…”  
 
    My eyes felt like they were going to bulge out of my head, and I was suddenly unable to ignore the fact that my cock was hard, aching, and pressed against a gorgeous princess’ cheek.  
 
    I bent down at the waist and hooked my arms under Maggie’s to gently haul her up to her feet in a quick, easy motion.  
 
    The sudden shift in positions made Maggie burst out into a series of nervous, giddy giggles as I simply hefted her up into my arms. The material of her dress and its voluminous skirts reminded me of the clouds I had soared through with Mihany not long ago.  
 
    Maggie snaked her arms around my neck, and I could feel the weight of her eyes on me still as I moved over toward her bed with a single-minded dedication. 
 
    She wanted me to fuck my seed into her womb? I was damn well going to do what she wanted.  
 
    “Dex,” she breathed out my name through a surprised little giggle as I dropped her down onto the mattress.  
 
    She settled back immediately onto the thick, luxurious blankets and pulled her skirts up to expose the creamy skin beneath and her slick, hot entrance.  
 
    A growl rolled from the back of my throat as I clambered up onto the bed over her. I gripped one of her luscious thighs and pushed it to the side before I lined my cock up with her entrance.  
 
    “Gods,” I breathed. “Do you ever wear anything under your gowns?”  
 
    Maggie turned red all over and sucked her plush lower lip between her teeth. I had barely done anything to her yet, and already she looked unkempt and rumpled. And damn if that wasn’t a sexy sight.  
 
    “Not when I think I might see you,” she whispered.  
 
    And that did it.  
 
    I pushed into her tight, quivering pussy in a hard, swift motion.  
 
    Maggie’s lips parted in a sharp cry of pleasure, and she arched back against the mattress as I sank all the way to the hilt inside of her.  
 
    She felt so perfect around me that for a second, it was impossible to even fucking breathe.  
 
    “You feel so fucking good, princess,” I groaned. “Like your pussy was made just for me.”  
 
    “I-It was,” she whispered. “It’s all yours, Dex. All of me is yours.”  
 
    A haze of lust dropped over me at her words. I shifted my grip to her hips and fucked into her without abandon.  
 
    Maggie clamped her hand over her mouth as a series of babbling, ecstasy-filled cries threatened to spill out of her mouth. I thrust again just to watch her eyes widen and darken with need. Then my knees pressed into the soft mattress as I held her hips off the bed and flush to mine. 
 
    Her skirts fell upward to her waist, and every move I made left the duchess whimpering with pleasure. Her entire perfect, freckled-covered body was flush and quivering as I thrust into her without mercy. Each movement of my hips seemed to push further and further into her warmth.  
 
    She grasped desperately with her free hand at the blankets and pillows that surrounded her as she writhed in pleasure.  
 
    “That’s it,” I urged her. “You’re taking me so well, princess. You’re being such a good girl.”  
 
    Maggie gave a low, keening gasp of ecstasy at my words, though it was muffled behind her hand.  
 
    I bent forward to take her hand that covered her mouth and pinned it to the bed next to her.  
 
    “I want to hear you,” I told her in a low growl. “I want to hear how good this feels, how much you like my thick cock inside of you.”  
 
    The duchess’ eyes grew wide, and her pink lips parted in surprise at my words, but instead of protesting, she gasped out my name.  
 
    “Dex.” It was like music to my ears. 
 
    I smirked and fucked into her again and again as she devolved into a mess of moans and my name. They grew louder and louder with each new thrust, and I felt my own lust curling deep in my stomach.  
 
    Her red curls slipped free from her bun and spilled loose across the pillows. Each new thrust caused her breasts to nearly spill out from the top of her tightly-laced gown in a delicious display.  
 
    She was a mess of whimpers and mewls as I gave her everything I had. Her pussy was so tight around me that I felt like I was going to explode with each new thrust, but I wasn’t done with her yet.  
 
    Maggie’s head fell back against her pillows as she arched her back even higher. The new angle made me feel like I was buried so deep inside of her, I’d never come out.  
 
    “Fuck, yeah,” I grunted. “That’s it, princess. You’re being so good for me, aren’t you? You like when I fuck you like this…”  
 
    Maggie let out a sharp cry that was louder than all the rest as I felt her tight pussy spasming and clenching around me.  
 
    Oh, no. I wasn’t about to let her cum just yet.  
 
    “Not yet,” I ordered. “I tell you when to cum. Can you do that for me, princess? Can you do what I tell you?”  
 
    “Y-yes,” she whimpered. “Y-yes, y-es, whatever you want. I’m yours.”  
 
    Her words were music to my ears. I felt as if my entire body was on fire and underwater all at once as I slammed into her with each desperate thrust.  
 
    She reacted to my every touch like it was the first time she’d ever felt it, and her face was a mask of desperate ecstasy.  
 
    “That’s it,” I urged her as she gave another soft little cry. Her body was all but convulsing as she tried to fight off her orgasm.  
 
    I felt my own brewing up inside of me with each quivering gasp that fell from her lips. There was something almost addicting about knowing her body would react to mine however I wanted.  
 
    I thrust into her again with as much force as I could muster, and the bed beneath us lurched a few inches. The sharp gasp of pleasure that shot from Maggie’s lips was the loudest I had ever heard from the duchess.  
 
    “Cum for me, princess,” I ordered. “You’ve been so good, it’s time to cum.”  
 
    That was all I needed to say.  
 
    Maggie let out a desperate, breathy cry as she embraced the orgasm she had been trying to keep at bay. Her body shuddered with the release, but I wasn’t done with her yet as waves of pleasure rocked through her perfect body.  
 
    I continued to fuck her through her first orgasm, and only once her body finally stopped shaking did I release my seed deep inside her. I held her hips flush to mine as her pussy clenched and milked every drop of my seed from my body.  
 
    “Oh, D-Dex,” she stammered out my name as another powerful orgasm started to rock through her body.  
 
    This time, the two of us came in unison as I gave her everything I had. I thrust into her pussy until I knew I was empty and felt a deep stirring in my gut that I had done exactly what she had asked, and put a baby in her womb.  
 
    A wave of contentment washed over me as I dropped down onto the bed next to the duchess. Her pale skin was flushed and slick with sweat, and her red curls were spread out across her pillows.  
 
    When she caught my eyes on her, she flushed even further, and I couldn’t help but grin.  
 
    “What?” I asked with a soft laugh. “Why are you blushing like that?”  
 
    Maggie shifted onto her side so the two of us were laying face to face. “You’re looking at me with such intensity.”  
 
    “I don’t think I know any other way to look at you,” I joked. I leaned forward and caught her kiss-bruised lips for another soft, slow kiss, and I felt her practically melting against me as the two of us laid together in bed.  
 
    I certainly was no longer freezing from the downpour of rain outside, that was for sure. My body relaxed as Maggie leaned out of our kiss and pulled one of her many blankets up to drape it over the two of us, as if she was too exhausted to even remove her dress.  
 
    It was the first time I had been able to really relax with the duchess after one of our trysts, and I was more than willing to enjoy the experience.  
 
    “What is it that you came to tell me?” Maggie asked as she traced one of her fingers over the muscles of my upper body. “You clearly came to the palace in such a rush, and I fear I may have ruined the importance of what you came to say.”  
 
    “Believe me when I say that you couldn’t have ruined anything with that,” I assured her. “But you’re right. I did have a few things I wanted to talk to you about. I think I need to bring you up to speed on everything that’s been happening since we last spoke.”  
 
    “Please,” Maggie said. “I would love to hear it.”  
 
    I shifted to make myself a bit more comfortable in the lush bed. “I found out that there have been a hundred or so men who have gone missing in the last month or so from Ocadia, is that something you knew about?”  
 
    “What?” Maggie gasped. “No, I had no idea something of that magnitude was happening. How awful!”  
 
    “I agree.” I was careful to keep her uncle’s involvement in the revelations small, because personally, I didn’t want to think about him while we laid together. “And I also had a discussion with your uncle about the storms. He’s under the impression that it’s some sort of primordial being in the north, something called the mountain dweller.”  
 
    Maggie’s delicate brow furrowed, and I was overwhelmed with the urge to kiss the tenseness away. So I did. 
 
    I brushed my lips at the spot between her eyebrows and gave it a gentle kiss. 
 
    Who was going to stop me?  
 
    She smiled lightly and swatted playfully at my chest. “That term, mountain dweller, it does sound familiar. I think it might be something from one of the stories he used to tell my sister and I when we were children. One of the primordial beings that made up the continent, right?”  
 
    “That’s exactly right,” I told her. “Well, I took what he said and decided to do a reconnaissance mission with the information. Mihany went with me, and together, the two of us flew out toward the mountains to see if we could piece together what’s happening.”  
 
    “That sounds awfully dangerous, Dex,” Maggie murmured. “I know you’re strong, but I do get worried whenever you might be at risk. It’s very difficult to love a hero.”  
 
    “Would you have it any other way?” I teased.  
 
    “Of course not.” She paused. “Well, perhaps a little less dangerous.”  
 
    I chuckled. “I was safe. Clearly, as I’m here with you now. But I went to the mountains with Mihany, and it turns out that your uncle was right. There was something going on in one of the mountains, some sort of thing was coming alive and crawling out from the depths of a large cavern. Whatever it was, it was clearly hidden away for quite some time.”  
 
    “Was it the mountain dweller?” There was an intellectual glee on her face, and I had a feeling that as bad as she knew the situation was, Maggie was still excited that something out of one of her stories might have been true.  
 
    “I think so,” I admitted. “Whatever it was, it was powerful, and worse, I think when Jolin evacuated the dragons from Ocadia, he relocated them to the depths of that very mountain. There were bones and remnants of long dead dragons filling the place, and I think the primordial being inside is using the power from the dragon bones and skins to fuel the storms as it breaks out of the mountain itself.”  
 
    “Oh, my,” Maggie gasped. “That’s… that does not sound good at all.”  
 
    “The story gets… stranger,” I said. “When Mihany and I left the mountain, we started to fly away but ended up getting struck down somewhere over the Forest of Hud and crash-landed.”  
 
    “You crashed?” Maggie’s eyes were wide, and she quickly started to look me over for injuries she might have somehow missed while we fucked.  
 
    “We did, but I’m alright. The forest made sure of that,” I assured her. 
 
    “What about Mihany?” she asked in concern. “Is the goddess alright as well?” 
 
    I felt a warmth spreading through my chest as Maggie worried after a goddess who had, admittedly, tried to kill her a short time before. The duchess was an undeniably pure soul.  
 
    “Mihany is alright as well,” I promised her. “She was a bit annoyed, but she’s perfectly fine. The Forest of Hud is still a little aggravated with her is all. It hasn’t quite forgiven her for using it to attack Cinis’ kingdom.”  
 
    “Well,” Maggie said. “I am glad that she is alright. I was worried she might have been injured. But I know you would not have left her in that state if she was.”  
 
    “You’re right,” I agreed.  
 
    “What did you find in the forest?” 
 
    I hesitated for a moment, and the words seemed to gather up in the back of my throat but wouldn’t quite leave my mouth. They felt almost impossible to say.  
 
    “My mother.” I couldn’t quite look at Maggie as I finally let the words free. “My mother was in the forest. She was the one that had been drawing all of the young men in Ocadia into the Forest of Hud at the northern edge of the kingdom. She was doing it to look for me.” 
 
    Maggie went still for only a moment before she threw her arms around my neck and pressed her perfect body up against mine underneath the blankets.  
 
    “Oh!” She squealed in delight. “That is such fantastic news, Dex! I am so happy for you!” 
 
    When I didn’t react, Maggie quickly pulled away and studied me with another furrow in her delicate brow. 
 
    “Or is it?” she asked. “Is it good news? I know that you have wondered about your parents, and the fact that one of them was searching for you must be good news, right?”  
 
    “You’re right,” I finally spoke. “It’s just… do you remember our conversation with Ezralore about mirror magic? He said that it was the magic of the gods.”  
 
    Maggie gasped. “Your mother… she is…” 
 
    “A goddess,” I confirmed. “Which makes me a demigod.”  
 
    “Oh, my,” the duchess breathed. “That is… unexpected, but also I think that it does make perfect sense. I have said before that I have never met a man like you, so of course you wouldn’t just be a man. You’re something even more powerful and impressive. You’re a demigod, Dex. That is so incredible!”  
 
    The redheaded duchess threw her arms around me again, and this time, I reciprocated the hug. It felt like a giant weight off my shoulders to be able to talk to someone who wasn’t a goddess about the revelation.  
 
    Mihany meant well, but it was different for her. She had never thought she was anything more than a world-dweller, only to find out differently.  
 
    Maggie was the duchess, of course, but she didn’t have any magical powers. She was the perfect person to talk to about how astonishing all of this was, and to have her support me so implicitly took all the weight off my chest.  
 
    “Thank you,” I breathed into the crook of her neck. “Thank you. It’s certainly something, I can’t lie about that.” 
 
    “That’s why you came to see me, then?” she asked. “To talk about your mother? What was she like? What’s her name? Do you look like her? Does she share your lovely features? What is she a goddess of?”  
 
    I laughed at Maggie’s insatiable curiosity. “Whoa, whoa, slow down. Give me a moment, and I’ll answer anything that you want to know.”  
 
    She smiled at me as she pulled back from our embrace, but she didn’t go far. “Of course.”  
 
    “Her name is Jeta,” I said. “She called herself the Trickster Goddess of Mirrors. Have you ever heard of her?”  
 
    I watched Maggie’s brow furrow and her lips purse, but she shook her head. “No. I do not think I have. I might have come across something about her in all of my reading, but it must have been something small, if anything at all. Our texts in the library cover many things, but we are strangely lacking in the category of gods.”  
 
    “I wonder if there’s any other libraries that might have a more robust collection,” I mused. “I thought that the palace library is the best in the kingdom.” 
 
    “It is,” Maggie assured me. “But even the best is bound to have a few blind spots. I wonder if Ezralore would have any in his collection.”  
 
    “That’s a good idea,” I said. “Because I was going to ask you if you’d be willing to do some research on her for me. She walked me through the basic details of my birth and everything that happened, but I want to know more about her. Mihany and I couldn’t stay as long as I would have liked. The storms were growing too intense, and I think the thing in the mountain was getting aggravated with our presence, so we had to leave.”  
 
    “Would you tell me what happened?” Maggie asked. “I would love to know, if you’re willing. I do not want to ask you anything that is too personal.”  
 
    I chuckled. “What about all your other questions?”  
 
    “I would like to know the answers to those, too, of course,” she teased.  
 
    “Well, I do look like her. We share our eyes and the color of our hair,” I told her. “And I should be able to answer anything else you might want to know with the story. Her name is Jeta, and she’s one of three trickster goddesses that resided primarily in the north. There’s her, of course, and she is the Trickster Goddess of Mirrors. And then there were her sisters Rovea, the Trickster Goddess of Malcontent, and Sophae, the Trickster Goddess of Misfortune.” 
 
    “They both sound… unpleasant,” Maggie murmured. 
 
    I explained everything that my mother had told me about my father and how she came to lose me, and the duchess’ eyes widened at the story.  
 
    “So… how did she know to look here now?” Maggie asked. “You said that she is the reason all of the men in Ocadia started to go missing, did you not?”  
 
    “Right,” I said. “Well, apparently demigods aren’t born with their full power. They come into it, usually when they reach the age of thirty, but apparently I have been pushing that along at a much faster pace because of all the things I’ve done, and so she was able to feel that change.” 
 
    “I knew that you were special,” Maggie teased me lightly.  
 
    “She was waiting for me in a section of the Forest of Hud, drawing power and energy from the forest to help aid her magic as she called out to me,” I said. “It was like a massive beacon. Now that she’s found me, the rest of the disappearances should stop at least.”  
 
    “And how are you feeling about all of this?” Maggie asked. “I imagine that this was quite a lot to take in.”  
 
    “I feel…” I trailed off as I tried to figure out how to even put the emotion into words.  
 
    It wasn’t just that I had found out that I wasn’t a regular, world-dwelling mortal man like I had thought for all of my life. It was that my mother hadn’t wanted to abandon me. My father hadn’t wanted to leave me behind.  
 
    It had been a cruel trick of fate, and maybe my aunts, that had driven our family apart.  
 
    It changed everything I had ever thought about my parents and my past, and it was certainly hard to wrap my head around, especially when I factored in the fact that I was also a literal demigod.  
 
    “I feel like we should go to bed,” I finally said with a smile. “But, now you know what I know.” 
 
    Maggie nestled in closer to me and tucked her head under my chin. Her body was warm and soft against mine, and I felt strangely at home in her bed in the palace.  
 
    Fuck. I had never imagined I would feel something like that.  
 
    “I would be honored to look into your mother for you. I can go in the morning to see Ezralore, I’ll have Hector take me. He’s a trustworthy guard,” she mumbled against my skin. “Thank you for trusting me with the request. I won’t disappoint you.”  
 
    “You could never disappoint me,” I whispered into the crown of the duchess’ hair. “Never.”  
 
    Our conversation drifted off into blissful, tired silence, only broken by the sounds of the fireplace crackling and the wind and rain splattering against the stained-glass window behind us.  
 
    As I drifted off to sleep, I dwelled on the one thing that I hadn’t told Maggie. 
 
    Her uncle knew about our relationship, and he approved of it. He wanted me to sit after him on the throne. 
 
    That was the thought I kept in my mind as I finally let myself drift off to sleep with Maggie in my arms. 
 
    A strange bit of sunlight broke through the storms and streamed through the stained-glass window before I knew it. I was pleased to see that I had been right in my assumption about how the light would dance over the delicate sheets and blankets.  
 
    It was still early, that much was obvious, but I had many things to do in the day, and as much as I would have liked to stay in bed with Maggie for hours on end, I knew I had more important things to do.  
 
    I carefully pulled myself from the warmth of the duchess’ embrace and slipped out onto the floor without making a sound. I kept my movements quick and quiet as I dressed in my newly dried clothing and fastened my weapons back onto my body.  
 
    Even the thick wool of my cloak had managed to dry out overnight, so I slipped that on as well.  
 
    Then I pressed a soft kiss to Maggie’s temple, gave the duchess one last lingering look, and quickly slipped out of her chambers and back into the halls of the palace.  
 
    I stood frozen outside her door for a moment as I strained my ears to make sure no guards were on patrol before I quickly slipped into the shadows. The king might have given me his tacit approval, but the last thing I wanted was to get caught leaving his niece’s room in the early morning light. 
 
    There really wouldn’t be an easy way to explain myself out of that one.  
 
    Luckily, no one stopped me as I disappeared from the palace like I hadn’t even been there in the first place.  
 
    Even the storms outside seemed to be taking a slight bit of pity on my early morning walk of shame, as they were almost pleasant, instead of ready to take my head off with massive hunks of hailing ice.  
 
    I kept my water repellant forcefield up as I walked, just to make sure my dried clothing stayed that way, and walked briskly from the palace and back toward the Assassins’ Estate.  
 
    I was already planning what I needed to get done for the day, and I hoped the majority, if not the rest of my women, were already at the estate so I wouldn’t have to send for them across the kingdom.  
 
    They needed to be brought up to speed on everything I knew, and it needed to happen as soon as possible. We were running out of time to create a plan, because whatever primordial being was inside the mountain, it was more than ready to get out, and I had a feeling that if it did, things wouldn’t go well for Ocadia, or the rest of the continent.  
 
    I let go of my water magic as I stepped back through the gates of my estate, and it felt like letting out a sigh of relief. The watery blue magic that kept the estate protected and the storms at bay seemed to be coming in handier each day.  
 
    I neared my estate entrance, but something made me pause.  
 
    The front door of the Assassins’ Estate was blown wide open, and there in the doorway was someone I didn’t expect to see again so soon.  
 
    My mother.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    “Shit,” I hissed out. Then I broke into a jog as I made my way up to the front of the estate.  
 
    Jeta was wearing the same thing I had seen her in the day before, and as she turned to face me, the mirrors on her skirt gave a musical jingle.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” I asked as I came to a halt.  
 
    My mother clapped her hands together in glee before she rushed forward and threw both her arms around my neck in a hug that all but took the breath out of me. I was simultaneously overwhelmed with the fact that I was actually hugging my mother, as well as the fact that all of my assassins were definitely gathered around in the foyer and staring as my mother continued to coo at me. 
 
    I extricated myself from the hug and took a step back while I cleared my throat.  
 
     “Jeta,” I said her name firmly. “What are you doing here?”  
 
    She didn’t seem bothered by the fact I had pulled out of the hug. If anything, she was even more delighted than she had been moments before.  
 
    “I wanted to see where you worked,” she explained. “It wasn’t hard to find at all. Now that I’ve found you the first time, I feel as though I have a sort of line directly to your power. I was able to follow it all the way here.” 
 
    “How did you get through the barrier?” I asked. I looked back over my shoulder, as if somehow, the force field that I had just gone through myself might have somehow disappeared in the moments I was looking away.  
 
    Pamphrus cleared his throat and took a slight step forward.  
 
    “That’s my fault,” he admitted. He wouldn’t meet my eyes. “I thought that she might have needed help.”  
 
    My eyes narrowed. “She’s a goddess.” 
 
    It wasn’t as if that wasn’t obvious, and I was beginning to get the suspicion that Pamphrus had had something else on the brain when he had helped my mother onto the estate grounds.  
 
    “I did not think you would be upset if I came to see you,” Jeta said. “Did I upset you? I am no good at this mothering thing, I fear it has been too long…” 
 
    “It’s fine,” I said quickly. “It’s fine, but let’s get you out of the open. Somewhere you can sit down and relax.”  
 
    I shot Pamphrus with a withering look that had the larger man shrinking down in shame.  
 
    That was all it took for the rest of my assassins to quickly avert their gazes from my mother and her good looks as I quickly ushered her further into the estate.  
 
    “Mazne,” I hissed at the receptionist. She looked to be one of the only ones that wasn’t entirely enamored with the sight of my goddess mother.  
 
    The receptionist looked up and blinked owlishly at me from behind the round lenses of her glasses. I noticed that she had strategically tucked the nipitar-cut strands of her hair out of her face so it all looked the same length, and I almost laughed.  
 
    “Yes?” she whispered back, like we were keeping a secret. 
 
    “Well, aren’t you simply adorable,” my mother cooed to Mazne, who looked more than a little startled in return.  
 
    “Get everyone back to work,” I said with a sigh. “Please? And keep anyone who might need me at bay for a little while. I have to catch my women up on things… And introduce them to my mother.” 
 
    Mazne nodded. “You got it, boss.”  
 
    Once that was taken care of, I placed my hand at my mother’s back and continued to urge her down the hallway toward my chambers. My office probably would have been the best place to have this sort of meeting, but I didn’t want to deal with having to herd my mother and all of my women back and forth.  
 
    I prayed that they hadn’t started trying to build another crib before I pushed open the doors to my bedchambers and stepped inside with my mother in tow. 
 
    To my relief, nothing seemed to be out of place. Everything was the color it was supposed to be, and there wasn’t something masquerading as a crib in the center of the room. And, better yet, Nara, Cinis, Ephy, and Mihany were all gathered inside.  
 
    It was better than I could have expected.  
 
    I closed the door behind me and Jeta quickly, and I managed to draw the attention of all four of my women at once.  
 
    The questions started to come immediately, and I could barely hear anything at all, including my own thoughts, over the chaos of the five women’s overlapping voices.  
 
    “Is this her?” Cinis asked.  
 
    “Fine time for her to show up,” Nara all but snarled.  
 
    “She is very pretty,” Ephy said. 
 
    “I told you!” Mihany exclaimed. “A goddess!” 
 
    “Oh! I feel the power here!” Jeta said in delight. 
 
    “Ladies!” I shouted and clapped my hands together. “Can we please take a moment to gather ourselves? I can’t even hear myself think.” 
 
    There was a soft chorus of “sorry, Dex” as I dropped myself down into the chair near my wall of vines. It felt nice to sit, and I let out a long sigh as I tried to clear my thoughts and get myself back in order.  
 
    “Right, well, I planned on doing this a little differently,” I said. “But ladies, this is my mother, Jeta, the Trickster Goddess of Mirrors.” 
 
    Jeta seemed to take that as her cue to give a small twirl once more. The smile on her face was undeniably bright as she looked at each of my women closely, like she wanted to take in all the details of their faces as she stared at them. The fondness on her face was hard to ignore, and I felt a slight pang in my chest.  
 
    I hadn’t even realized it until now, but I had wanted my mother to approve of the women I made my life with, and it was clear from her smile that she did. 
 
    Jeta looked over her shoulder at me with a mischievous smile. “I can tell that you’re my son. These are all very powerful women. I would expect nothing less. These are the exact sort of powerful people I would have found myself drawn to as well, if my heart did not still belong to your late father.”  
 
    “Thank you,” Ephy said. “That means so much coming from you. I can only imagine how powerful you are, to have birthed someone like Dex.”  
 
    As she spoke, the siren reached out and let her hand rest upon her stomach where my baby grew inside of her.  
 
    Jeta’s eyes followed the gesture, and the smile on my mother’s face somehow managed to grow even wider. 
 
    “You are with child,” she breathed as she looked from Ephy to Cinis. “I am to be a grandmother?”  
 
    “Yes,” Cinis chimed in. She had come to stand next to Ephy, and her dark, velvet-like wings extended out behind her. I had the feeling she might have actually been showing off to my mother, but I pushed that thought aside for the time being.  
 
    It was rather cute, but I didn’t have time to get distracted.  
 
    Jeta looked so pleased that I was momentarily worried the goddess might spontaneously combust.  
 
    Before I could say anything else, however, I heard a soft sound outside the doors of my chambers, and I didn’t need to check to know what caused it.  
 
    I knew the sound of my assassins moving about like I knew the back of my own hand. If I hadn’t been so well attuned to the people of my estate, I probably wouldn’t have even heard the slight shuffling sound. They were the best assassins in the kingdom for good reason, but someone had to be the best of the best, and that was my job.  
 
    I sighed and looked back over to where my mother was clearly bonding with my women. Only Nara seemed skeptical of the goddess, and she stood a few feet away from the others with a discerning, cautious look on her face as Jeta cooed over Ephy and Cinis’ bellies and discussed names.  
 
    My mother couldn’t stay here, if the sounds outside my door were any indicator. She was too large of a distraction to my assassins, and I couldn’t have them being unfocused. People’s lives were quite literally on the line, and I wasn’t going to let them do a sloppy job because they were too caught up in my personal life and gawking at my mother. 
 
    “Jeta,” I said, and when that didn’t work, I tried again. “Mother.”  
 
    This time, Jeta’s head whipped around toward me. Her two-toned eyes were bright.  
 
    “What is it, my dear son?” she asked.  
 
    “You can’t stay here,” I said. “It’s not that I don’t want you here, but you’re distracting my assassins.”  
 
    Jeta smiled. “You remind me so much of your father right now. He was always so cautious about his work, and would always make sure a job was done correctly.”  
 
    “You can stay at my palace in the Ardere,” Cinis offered. “It has recently been repaired, and is in wonderful condition. We have plenty of space, and it would allow you to still be near Dex. My citizens will pay you no mind.”  
 
    “That would be lovely,” Jeta said. “Thank you. I have been trying to figure out where best to stay, and that sounds like the perfect option.”  
 
    “Great,” I said. “That sounds like a good plan. Thank you, Cinis. But Mother, before you go, can you make sure that all of the men have been released from the Forest of Hud?” 
 
    Jeta sighed. “I suppose, for you, my sweet boy. They are all quite entertaining, but if you think I must, then I will.”  
 
    “I do think you must,” I said firmly. “Their families need them back.” 
 
    “Then I shall go make sure they are all no longer under my thrall,” she assured me. “And I will send them home. But before I go, there is something else.”  
 
    “What is it?” I asked.  
 
    “Your power,” she said. “I have not felt if you’ve experienced any further surges, but you must be aware they might come. You have been lucky so far to have survived the influx of power, but it is dangerous. It seems to have come to you in times of trouble, but you cannot let it overwhelm you. Many demigods have fallen because they lose sight of themselves amidst the sudden power.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” I said. “It happened clearly when I was in a fight and when Mihany and I were face to face with the primordial being in the mountain. Those have been the strongest times I’ve felt my magic shift.”  
 
    “Promise me, my son,” Jeta said and stepped toward me with concern on her face. “That you will be careful and remain grounded.”  
 
    “I promise,” I assured my mother. “Now go, get the men back to their families.”  
 
    Jeta nodded and placed her hand on my cheek. It was a soft, loving gesture, and it nearly knocked the wind out of me. The overwhelming feeling was gone just as soon as it had arrived, however, and I could breathe a bit easier as my mother vanished from my room.  
 
    How long would it take for me to get used to having my mother back in my life? And when would those simple gestures start to feel every day, instead of like momentous occasions?  
 
    As soon as Jeta left and the doors fell closed, all of my women seemed to stare at me, and I could tell there were a thousand questions about to explode from each of them. 
 
    I held my hands up preemptively.  
 
    “I know,” I said. “I wasn’t expecting this, either.”  
 
    “I wish that we had more time with her,” Ephy said. “She seemed wonderful, Dex. And she looked so much like you!”  
 
    “She does seem interesting,” Cinis agreed. “Mihany wasn’t being dramatic for once.” 
 
    “I am never being dramatic,” the goddess said, but she didn’t seem bothered by Cinis’ words.  
 
    “I don’t trust her,” Nara grumbled. “Who does she think she is that she can just waltz back into Dex’s life like she didn’t leave him in the first place?”  
 
    “I explained what she said happened,” Mihany huffed. “She did not abandon Dex on purpose. Apparently, babies are rather easy to lose. That is something we must all keep in mind, given two of our states.”  
 
    “Still,” Nara insisted. “How do you know you can trust her, Dex? Do you think she’s really going to let the men go? She was the one to drag them all into the Forest of Hud in the first place!”  
 
     “She only did it because she was looking for me,” I pointed out. “And I trust her. I can’t explain it, either, but I think she genuinely means what she says.”  
 
    Nara pursed her deep purple-painted lips, but it was clear she wouldn’t argue with me about it. 
 
    Instead, she only grumbled under her breath. “If you say so, but I still am suspicious.”  
 
    While I did wish all of my women were fond of my mother, I was strangely appreciative of Nara’s wariness. It was clearly there because of her care for me and the people Jeta had nearly hurt, and it was a sentiment I could get behind.  
 
    “I took it upon myself to inform the rest of the women as to what happened at the mountain,” Mihany said, and she sounded utterly pleased with herself.  
 
    I snorted. “Thank you, Mihany. I’m going to go through it again, really quickly, just to make sure you didn’t miss anything, but I appreciate it.”  
 
    “I guarantee you that I missed nothing,” Mihany said. “But go on.”  
 
    “Right,” I said. I quickly began to summarize everything, but as I reached the detail about the dragons, Nara spoke up.  
 
    “Wait,” she interrupted. “Dragons?”  
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “I think it might have been one of the places that Jolin Obhain had helped guide the dragons to when he led them from Ocadia, and after they died, their bones obviously stayed in the caverns. And now that the primordial being, the mountain dweller, is starting to wake up, it seems like it’s feeding off the energy of the bones themselves to boost its power.” 
 
    “That’s not a good sign,” Cinis said. “The Szizzonk is annoying enough on his own, I cannot imagine what would happen if he somehow got his hands on amplifiers like the dragon remains in the mountain.”  
 
    “Exactly,” I agreed. “It’s part of the reason we need to get a handle on this as soon as possible. The more the primordial being wakes up, the more power it can harness, and the more dangerous it can become. It’s already able to do this with the storms, I don’t want to know what it could do if it was fully awake.”  
 
    “I actually don’t think Mihany left anything out,” Nara remarked.  
 
    “Well, she might not have left anything out about our encounter with the thing in the mountain,” I said. “But there was more to my conversation with the king. He’s aware of my relationship with Maggie.”  
 
    “What? How did he find out?” Ephy asked in surprise. “You are always so careful!”  
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “But he wasn’t upset about it. In fact, he sort of implied that he wanted me to become king after him.”  
 
    The words seemed to have rocked all of my women into silence as they took in this information. I was glad to see that I wasn’t the only one who had been shocked by that revelation.  
 
    It was Nara who spoke first.  
 
    “Well, why wouldn’t he?” she said, as if it was the most obvious thing in the world. “You’re the most accomplished person in the entire kingdom, and not to mention you’ve saved the kingdom on numerous occasions.”  
 
    “You’ve also saved his life before,” Ephy added before looking over at Mihany with a soft smile. “But we forgive you for all of that.”  
 
    “I’m still miffed about my palace,” Cinis grumbled, but even my fiery lover didn’t seem to be that aggravated with the goddess. “But the king would be a fool not to see how good of a leader you would make, Dex.”  
 
    I grinned. “You all really think so?”  
 
    “Of course,” Nara said. “I wouldn’t lie about something like that. Besides, anyone would be better than the king we have now.”  
 
    “He really isn’t a bad person, Nara,” Ephy said gently.  
 
    “Speak for yourself, Lilypad,” the witch grumbled. “He has a long way to go before he gets into my good graces.”  
 
    “What brought all of this up with the king, anyhow?” Cinis asked me. “Was it because he knows of your relationship with Maggie?”  
 
    “Not quite,” I said. “He’s sick. Apparently, he’s been sick for a while now, and he’s trying to get things in order. All of the stresses the kingdom has endured in the last few months hasn’t done much for his health, and he is an old man. I think he’s trying to make plans for when he’s gone.”  
 
    “So he wants you to wed the duchess?” Mihany asked. “Why didn’t he simply come out and say so? World-dwellers love nothing more than to say everything but what they mean.”  
 
    “Well, anyway,” I said to push the conversation along before Mihany could tell us everything else about what world-dwellers allegedly loved. “That is everything I haven’t been able to tell you all. So now we are all caught up to speed.”  
 
    “Thank you, Dex,” Ephy said. The siren had situated herself on the edge of the bed and was leaning her weight into one of Cinis’ wings. “What can we do? You do need our help with the mountain dweller, don’t you?”  
 
    “Of course I do,” I assured her. “I don’t think I would be able to fight it alone, and as much as I want to keep you all safe, I know we’re stronger together.” 
 
    “So what’s the plan, then?” Nara asked. The witch had made herself comfortable on the ground with her legs stretched out in front of her. With her platform boots on, it made them look much longer than they actually were.  
 
    “That’s what I’m trying to work out now,” I said. “I know it’s going to take all of us. Cinis, you and Mihany will have to be our rides to the north, and to the mountain itself. The winds around the mountain are particularly strong, but I think the two of you will be able to do it, especially if I can get a handle on my wind powers and use my dragon bone staff to help keep them at bay so we can get close.”  
 
    “That should be doable,” Mihany agreed. “And I promise not to drop you this time.” 
 
    “She dropped you?” Cinis gasped in shock. “You left that part out!”  
 
    “I simply thought that he wanted to try flying on his own,” Mihany said with a huff. “I do not understand why everyone wishes to make such a large deal out of something so simple.”  
 
    “I was fine,” I laughed. “But technically, yes. Moving past that, though. Nara, it’s probably smart if we get a few more of those potions of yours that make us lighter, that way they have an easier time getting us to the mountain with the wind being so strong.”  
 
    “I can do that,” Nara said. “I’ve also had the rest of the coven whipping up a few things that might be able to combat the storms. They’re still in the testing phase, but if they work, the potions should bottle up portions of the storm to be released later.”  
 
    “That sounds much more useful than the bird messaging system,” Cinis said. 
 
    As if on cue, Chainmail let out an indignant squawk from wherever the fuck the creature was in my chambers. I didn’t even want to know where he had made himself a nest.  
 
    “I’m ignoring whatever the bird just said,” I announced.  
 
    “He didn’t like Cinis’ comment,” Nara added helpfully. “And he says he deserves better than that, because he’s been very useful.”  
 
    “He managed to fit all of that into a single sound?” Cinis raised a dark eyebrow.  
 
    “Yes,” Nara said with a straight face.  
 
    “Anyway!” I said a bit louder. “The potions do sound helpful, Nara. When Mihany and I were there in the caverns, it looked like the creature was only just starting to emerge from deep within the mountain. We’re going to have to be careful, because we can’t actually kill it.” 
 
    “Like the Szizzonk,” Cinis said. “That makes sense. If it is like the asshole living in my kingdom, its life force is tied to the people, and so we can’t actually kill it.”  
 
    “That’s my thought process,” I agreed. “So we’re going to have to beat it into submission, lure it back down into the depths of the mountain, and get it to go back to sleep. We’ll also probably have to remove the dragon bones from the area, just to be on the safe side, because the last thing we need is the creature waking up and using all of that untapped energy to start this mess all over again.”  
 
    “That sounds like something we could use earth magic for,” Nara said. “I don’t know if I have anything in my repertoire that fits the bill, but I can head back to my coven to see if there’s anything I can whip up at the Witches’ Estate.”  
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “That would be helpful. Anything you can get your hands on, do it. We’re going to need everything we have to take care of this thing.” 
 
    Her words got me thinking, however. The task we had ahead of us did seem like one that would be aided, in particular, by earth magic. And I just so happened to know someone that was an earth elementalist.  
 
    “I have an idea,” I said and pushed myself back up to my feet. My weapons shifted around on my person as I adjusted my cloak. “I need to head back toward the city markets. While I’m gone, Nara, arm yourself with whatever potions you can get your hands on that might help. Everyone else, prepare for the fight. When I get back, we’re going to make our move.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” Cinis asked me. “What’s in the city markets?”  
 
    “Mirabelle is,” I said. “Or rather, I hope she is. Ezralore’s granddaughter. She’s an earth elementalist, and she’s helped us before. I want to see if she’d be willing to help us again.”  
 
    “That sounds like a good idea,” Ephy said. “I’m sure she doesn’t want the kingdom to be destroyed any more than the rest of us.”  
 
    “Exactly,” I agreed. “I’ll be back soon. I love you all.”  
 
    “We love you, too.” Ephy touched her stomach as she spoke, and I knew what she meant. My unborn children loved me just as much as their mothers.  
 
    A smile crossed my face, and I couldn’t help but feel like the luckiest man in the world as I made my way out of my bedchambers and quickly navigated through my estate.  
 
    It was easy to forget that I was about to fight a primordial monster when I had something like that waiting for me at home, but I couldn’t let myself get distracted.  
 
    My mind churned with plans and potential ways to fight the primordial creature as I made my way toward the city markets. Any mercy that the storms had shown me earlier had vanished, and now the rain came down harder than I had ever seen it before. 
 
    The wind continued to swirl in its strange patterns, and I could have sworn that I even saw some rocks flying down from the sky amongst the hail.  
 
    Whatever was going on with the primordial being in the mountain, it was clearly far from pleased.  
 
    It had been easy putting the Szizzonk to sleep. That one was a creature made out of lava, and so all Cinis and I had to do was cool it down until it stopped moving. But that didn’t exactly apply to the mountain dweller. So what was it that we needed to do to make this primordial being go back to sleep?  
 
    I had an idea, something about driving it back down into the depths of the mountain itself, but I hoped Mirabelle could weigh in on this. Otherwise, this entire trip would be more than a little fruitless.  
 
    I flipped my hood down from my head as I finally came across the narrow tent stuck between two of the permanent structures in the markets. Like usual, I found that it was hard to stare directly at the tent, like it somehow was able to rebel against the very gesture. I stepped closer and reached out to push one of the flaps back before stepping inside.  
 
    The air inside was warm and dry, and I took a deep breath to savor it as I shook some of the water from my cloak. There was a sweet sort of smell that I hadn’t noticed in the tent before, and I looked over to see that there were two little porcelain cups on the table. Between them was some delicious-looking cake.  
 
    It was the perfect shade of golden-brown and dripping with a lavender-tinted glaze. The sight of it made my stomach rumble in protest.  
 
    Seated at the table itself was Maggie and Mirabelle. A familiar-looking guard, Hector Peytal, stood a few steps behind Maggie with his eyes trained on me in alarm.  
 
    One of his arms had drifted toward the sword at his side, but he seemed to recognize me soon enough, and some of the tension slipped from his posture.  
 
    “Oh! That’s lovely advice,” Maggie cooed. “I cannot believe I had not thought of that! You’ll have to come with me to the palace soon. As soon as the storms cease, I’m sure you will adore the gardens. They’re rather hard to walk through right now, however. And I fear that most of my more delicate plants have been ruined.”  
 
    “Nonsense,” Mirabelle said and waved one of her hands. “I’m sure I can help you revive anything that has been affected by all this wind and rain. Don’t worry. We will have them as good as new.”  
 
    It was only when I cleared my throat that the two women looked over at me. They had clearly both been so enraptured with their conversation about plants that if I hadn’t made myself known, I doubt they would have realized I was there at all.  
 
    “Dex!” Maggie gasped in excitement. The duchess tucked her pastel yellow skirts into her side as she pushed herself up to her feet and quickly made her way across the series of patchwork rugs toward me.  
 
    She threw herself into my arms with enough force that she nearly knocked me off my feet, and I laughed as I steadied the both of us.  
 
    “I’m sorry I left without saying goodbye this morning,” I murmured quietly enough that only she could hear. “I didn’t want to wake you.”  
 
    “You have nothing to apologize for,” she whispered. “I assumed as such, and I wasn’t bothered. But I am glad to see you now.”  
 
    The yellow of her fine silk skirts set off the hazel in her eyes, and if I didn’t have more pressing matters at hand, I could have stared into her eyes all day.  
 
    “Dex,” Mirabelle greeted, though a tad less enthusiastically than Maggie. “It’s nice to see you again.”  
 
    Maggie separated herself from my arms and made her way back over to the seat at the table.  
 
    I smiled at Mirabelle. “You as well. I’m glad to see the two of you are getting along well.” 
 
    “Oh! Better than well,” Maggie assured me. “Mira is wonderful with plants, and she’s agreed to help me with some of my more fragile ones as soon as she’s able. I think that with her help, I can make the gardens better than they have ever been!”  
 
    Mirabelle looked down, but there was a smile on her face as she tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “It’s nothing that special. I am an earth elementalist, after all.”  
 
    “That’s actually why I came here,” I said. “I wish this was a social visit, but I have something important to ask you.”  
 
    “Oh?” Mirabelle looked up at me, and her multicolored eyes seemed to spark with curiosity.  
 
    “I don’t know how much Maggie has told you,” I said. “About what’s going on in the kingdom, but there is a primordial being within a mountain in the no man’s land of the north, between the kingdoms’ borders, and it’s waking up.”  
 
    Mirabelle’s brow furrowed. “She hasn’t had a chance to mention that yet.”  
 
    “It’s not good,” I said. “I checked it out yesterday with the wind goddess, Mihany, and the creature inside the mountains is feeding off the energy of the dragon bones that are located inside the caverns of the mountain. It’s trying to work its way out of the depths.”  
 
    “And so, what is it that you need me for?” Mirabelle asked. “I am not sure I could be much help…”  
 
    “I think you’re wrong about that, actually,” I said. “I have fought a primordial being before, and the difficult part is the fact that we can’t actually kill the creature. Oftentimes, the magic and life force of an area is tied to the being’s survival. So, the solution is to put the creature back to sleep.”  
 
    “Back to sleep?” Mirabelle looked at me in confusion. “How would we do that?”  
 
    “I think we would do that by pushing it back down inside the mountain,” I said.  
 
    For the first time, she seemed to fully grasp what I was saying.  
 
    “And you think that my earth elemental abilities would help with that,” she finished.  
 
    I nodded. “That’s what I think, yes. I had hoped to ask your grandfather if he thought it was a sound plan as well. Where is he?”  
 
    I looked around to make sure I hadn’t somehow missed sight of the wizard in the tent, but sure enough, he wasn’t actually there.  
 
    “He’s off on business,” Mirabelle said. “Which I think is code for playing one of his strange, old man games with the other ancient magic users in Ocadia. He does this about once a month, and he’s impossible to reach while he’s out.”  
 
    “Well, I guess I’ll just take your opinion, then. Do you think I’m right? That you would be able to help me drive the creature back down inside the mountain?”  
 
    Everyone in the room was now focused on Mirabelle as we awaited her answer.  
 
    The pretty earth elementalist looked from me, to Maggie, and even to Maggie’s guard Hector before she gave a firm nod of her head.  
 
    “Yes,” she said. “I think you’re right. I think I can help you put this thing back to sleep.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
    “Is there anything I could do to help?” Maggie asked me eagerly.  
 
    She was leaning forward and perched on the very edge of her seat as she looked between me and Mirabelle with clear excitement in her gaze.  
 
    “No,” I said. “Not with the battle, at least. I don’t want you getting hurt.”  
 
    Maggie’s lips pressed into a slight, delicate frown. “I know I’m not a fighter, but I wish I could do something.” 
 
    “You’re already doing plenty,” I assured her. “In fact, you’re doing quite a bit for me by researching my mother and her magic. By doing that, you’re finding out more about me and the powers that I have. It’s an invaluable thing.”  
 
    This seemed to brighten Maggie’s mood, and she flashed me a wide, bright smile. “Do you mean that, Dex?”  
 
    “Of course,” I assured her. “Thank you for doing this for me. I love you and appreciate all that you’re able to do for me, more than you could ever know.”  
 
    Maggie all but preened under the praise as she tucked one of her long, red curls behind her ear and smiled so widely I thought it seriously must be making her face hurt.  
 
    “Feel free to stay here,” Mirabelle told the duchess. “And use all of the books you would like. Make yourself comfortable. I know that Ezralore would not mind, and I certainly don’t. It’s been a long time since we’ve had anyone interested in our company.”  
 
    “Thank you,” Maggie told her with another bright smile. “I appreciate that very much, and I think I will take you up on that. You said you had quite a few tomes on the gods?”  
 
    “Over there,” Mirabelle said and pointed to one of the seemingly identical shelves that line the walls of the magically enhanced tent. “I think what you’re looking for is probably somewhere among all of those.”  
 
    “Gather up whatever you might need,” I told Mirabelle. “We don’t have much time. As soon as we get back to my estate, we’re going to be heading toward the mountains.”  
 
    Mirabelle nodded and started to bustle about the tent to grab her things. While the earth elementalist was busy doing that, and Maggie made herself comfortable in front of the large shelf, I moved over toward the guard from the palace.  
 
    He wore a neutral look on his plain face, but I could feel his eyes moving as he watched me like a hawk. There was something cunning about the way he looked at me, even while seeming to be entirely bored of the situation.  
 
    It was the sort of act that I appreciated in my line of business.  
 
    “Hector, right?” I asked him.  
 
    He looked up at me and gave a slight, stiff nod.  
 
    “You know who I am, don’t you?” I asked.  
 
    “You’re Master Dex Morgan,” he said. “You’re the king’s weapons master.”  
 
    I paused. “Not quite. I am actually in a… separate line of work. And I trust that with the discretion you’re already showing, you won’t share that with the rest of the palace. But if you ever find yourself interested in a new sort of business, don’t hesitate to visit the Assassins’ Estate. A position might just be waiting for you.”  
 
    His eyes widened, and I backed away as I let my offer sink in with the young man. He didn’t have time to say anything else to me, however, because Mirabelle was back at my side.  
 
    “I’m ready,” she informed me. She had draped her earth-toned cloak on over her dress and slid her previously bare feet into a pair of old leather boots. She had also taken the time to pull her long, chocolate-brown hair back into a braid. There was a grim, determined look on her face.  
 
    I looked over my shoulder at Maggie to see the duchess hard at work flipping through the pages of two books at once, and I smiled. I wouldn’t bother her with a goodbye.  
 
    “Come on,” I said to Mirabelle, and together, the two of us slipped out of her great-great-thousand-times-great-grandfather’s tent and back into the stormy streets. 
 
    The earth elementalist stuck closely to my side as the two of us easily navigated the markets in silence until we were free of the chaos and back on the simple dirt path toward my estate.  
 
    “This is going to be dangerous,” I told the woman to break our silence. 
 
    “I know,” she said. “But I don’t think I would be able to live with myself if I didn’t do something about this. I don’t think anyone would, if they had a chance.”  
 
    “You’d be surprised,” I told her. “Plenty of people in this world only want to do things if there’s something in it for them. Oftentimes, the idea of helping people comes secondary.” 
 
    Mirabelle shook her head. “Not for me. That has never been the case for me. It’s not in my nature.”  
 
    “I know,” I said. “I’ve learned that much about you. After all, you didn’t have to help me and Mihany when the entire kingdom was against us, but you did it anyway.” 
 
    “It was the right thing to do,” she said again. “And besides, sometimes some of the members of my estate need to be brought back down to earth.”  
 
    I snorted out a laugh. “Ah, so you aren’t entirely altruistic after all.”  
 
    Mirabelle grinned. “I never said I was, Dex.”  
 
    “I just got that impression,” I teased. “After all, it’s hard not to look at someone like you and assume you’re good at heart.”  
 
    “Someone like me?” she asked. “What does that mean?”  
 
    “Someone beautiful.” I said simply. “I find that I’m a sucker for a pretty face.”  
 
    Mirabelle went silent, and for a second, I was afraid I might have overstepped my bounds, but when I looked over at the earth elementalist, it was clear that wasn’t the case.  
 
    Her lower lip was tucked between her perfectly white teeth as she tried to fight a smile. Her lovely, impossible to place eyes were crinkled at the edges with a smile.  
 
    “You know,” she said slowly. “I think that I might actually like you, Dex Morgan.”  
 
    “Oh, just maybe?” I laughed.  
 
    “Maybe,” she agreed with another laugh. “I didn’t think I did at first. I find that powerful men are… off-putting. But there’s something about you. Maybe it’s the way you interact with the duchess. A woman like her wouldn’t put up with someone who wasn’t worth her time.”  
 
    “I’m glad the two of you get along,” I said. “She’s different from the other royals, even her uncle. And it’s nice to see that there’s someone who understands her.”  
 
    “I’m glad she’s the one who will be on our throne one day,” Mirabelle said. “It’s nice to know someone so kind is in line to rule the kingdom. And someone who cares about plants. That’s a good sign of a person’s character, you know.”  
 
    I raised my eyebrow. It had been my job for as long as I could remember to be able to read people. It was one of the most important parts about being an assassin. But I had never heard about using someone’s feelings toward plants as an indicator.  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked as we continued our brisk walk.  
 
    “People look over plants frequently,” Mirabelle said. “They treat them as if they are nothing, just because they don’t live the same way as you or I. If someone cares about living things, just because they are alive, that’s a good sign. I like her, and because she likes you, I think that I like you, too.”  
 
    “I’m glad to hear it,” I said. “Because it would be awfully bad if you were willing to come fight beside me and you didn’t like me. You might let the primordial being get me then.” 
 
    Mirabelle let out a surprised laugh, and it sounded so much like music, that it almost became my new favorite song. 
 
    The two of us made the rest of the way back to my estate in silence, but I could feel the warm, pleasant weight of our conversation at the back of my mind. I might have been crazy, but it certainly felt like there was something between the earth elementalist and I. I made note of that and decided that when we weren’t about to find ourselves in an intense battle, I would explore that a little more.  
 
    “Come on,” I told Mirabelle as I led the way onto the Assassins’ Estate. 
 
    I was sure it looked a little different to her without the angry mob surrounding it.  
 
    She followed closely after me, and this time when I approached, I was relieved to see that the front door remained closed.  
 
    Apparently Mazne had done her job and managed to corral the assassins back to work. I was just glad that my mother’s temporary appearance hadn’t made everyone lose focus for the day.  
 
    “I see that you were able to fix the gouges in the ground I left,” Mirabelle joked as she followed me inside.  
 
    “It took some time,” I said. “But I got them sorted. Honestly, I debated leaving them there as a warning to anyone else who might want to try something, but when one of my clients nearly fell into the ground and twisted their ankle, I finally decided to fill them back in.” 
 
    Mirabelle laughed again, and the sound echoed on the walls as she followed me through the halls of my estate.  
 
    The door to my bedchambers was propped open, and I slipped inside with the earth elementalist close behind me.  
 
    Nara looked as if she had just come back from her own estate, because the petite Headmistress of the Witches’ Estate was laden down with too many potion bottles of all sorts of sizes and colors to count.  
 
    She turned her head at the sound of the door falling closed behind me, and she nearly whacked me with one of her unruly curls. Her mess of hair cawed, and I was taken aback to see that her damned bird had made itself nice and comfortable amongst the twigs, leaves, and wild black curls.  
 
    “Is that a bird?” Mirabelle asked, though I wasn’t sure if she was asking me or Nara herself.  
 
    The witch seemed pleased. “His name is Chainmail.”  
 
    Chainmail, of course, made yet another loud cawing sound in response.  
 
    Mirabelle looked at me with her eyes wide, as if she was waiting on some sort of explanation that I simply couldn’t give her.  
 
    I looked past Nara and saw that the rest of my women were still in my bedchambers as well. The energy in the room was tense, and it was clear that everyone was ready for the battle ahead.  
 
    “Everyone,” I said to catch my women’s attention. “This is Mirabelle. She’s an earth elementalist, and Ezralore’s great-granddaughter. She’s agreed to help us fight the primordial being in the mountain.”  
 
    I gestured to the earth elementalist next to me.  
 
    Mirabelle raised her hand in a slight, almost awkward wave. “Hello.”  
 
    Ephy spoke first. “Hello, I’m Ephelia, but everyone calls me Ephy! It’s lovely to meet you! Thank you so much for helping us.”  
 
    The siren flashed her a wide smile, and it seemed to put Mirabelle a little more at ease.  
 
    “Of course,” she said. “I want to do what I can to help.”  
 
    “I’m Nara,” the witch introduced herself. As she turned to face me and Mirabelle, the potion bottles on her tiny person all seemed to clank at once. “I think I’ve seen you before at some of the assemblies in the palace.”  
 
    Mirabelle pursed her lips. “I think you might have. I definitely recognize you, though. You’re the Headmistress of the Witches’ Estate.”  
 
    “She’s hard to miss,” Cinis agreed. “I’m Cinis, the First Ember Priestess and Queen of the Ardere.” 
 
    As she spoke, my fiery lover extended her wings out, and I had a feeling it was a gesture intended to impress Mirabelle.  
 
    It seemed to work, though, because the earth elementalist’s lips parted in shock at the breathtaking sight.  
 
    I couldn’t blame her. Cinis was impressive to look at, even when she wasn’t actively trying. It was another thing entirely to see the curvy, goddess-like fire descendant showing off.  
 
    “And this is Mihany,” I gave the last introduction and gestured to the wind goddess. “You two have sort of met.”  
 
    “Sort of,” Mirabelle agreed as she looked at the Wayward Wind Goddess up close for the first time.  
 
    Mihany shifted from one foot to the other in the air, and it was a strange gesture to watch, considering she wasn’t actually standing on either foot. She seemed as if she wasn’t quite sure what she was supposed to say, and if it didn’t make the entire room feel overwhelmingly awkward, I might have laughed.  
 
    Finally, she seemed to realize that she was going to have to speak if she wanted everyone to stop staring at her. 
 
    “Thank you,” Mihany said stiffly. “For the distraction you caused that allowed me to escape with Dex.”  
 
    Mirabelle smiled. “Of course. I didn’t like the way they were treating you, and I wasn’t going to stand for it.”  
 
    “Oh!” Ephy gasped. “I didn’t realize you were the one who helped Mihany. Thank you. That was a very kind thing for you to do. And very brave.”  
 
    “Especially considering that Mihany wasn’t on her best behavior,” Cinis added. “That is very impressive indeed.”  
 
    Mihany huffed. “I am a goddess. I do not need to be on my best behavior. Any behavior I have should be good enough.”  
 
    “Anyway,” I said before Mihany could launch into a strange tirade. “Now that all the introductions have been made, I think it’s time we debrief on the plan, and then get out of here. We don’t have much time to waste.”  
 
    “That sounds like a good idea to me,” Cinis said. “What are we going to do?”  
 
    I decided to go over everything I had already told the women again, just to catch Mirabelle up to speed as well.  
 
    “Mihany,” I said. “Do you think that you could recharge those stones we took from your followers?”  
 
    The wind goddess looked at me. “Why wouldn’t I be able to do that?”  
 
    If the situation wasn’t so tense, I might have laughed. “We can use those to travel to the mountains, then.”  
 
    “What stones?” Mirabelle asked. I remembered then that she hadn’t actually been with us during the mess with Mihany’s followers.  
 
    “They’re stones that Mihany can imbue with a small portion of her power, like adding liquid to a flask,” I explained. “They give the wielder a bit of wind power, which we can use to dissipate into the wind to get to the mountains.”  
 
    “Whoa,” Mirabelle gasped. “I have never heard of something like that before. They sound powerful.”  
 
    “They are,” Mihany said in a pleased tone. “Not as powerful as the entirety of my wind magic, but they are useful for those not blessed with my abilities.”  
 
    “What are we going to do when we actually get to the mountains?” Nara asked. “You said we can’t actually kill the primordial being.”  
 
    “We can’t,” I said. “So we’re going to try to beat it into submission, and then with Mirabelle’s help, we’re going to bury it back down into the depths of the mountains as best as we can.”  
 
    “If there are enough rocks and stones that are loose in the cavern,” Mirabelle spoke up, “I should be able to manage it. It might be more difficult if I have to pull the stone up myself, but I think I can do it.”  
 
    “Good,” I said. “That’s what I like to hear. We’re going to have to be careful. The cavern itself is full of the dragon bones and remnants, and we don’t want to let the primordial being get too close to any of those, either. It’s already using them to feed off of and grow its powers, so the further we can keep it from them, the better.”  
 
    “Is there anything else we need to go over?” Cinis asked me.  
 
    I mentally went through everything I’d said out loud again, but I came up empty. “I think that covers the plan itself. I’m going to bring my staff, of course, and a few other weapons as well. Mihany and I didn’t stay in the caverns long enough to get a good look at the mountain dweller, so I want us to be prepared for anything and everything. Let me get my weapons arranged, and then we should be ready to go.”  
 
    My women all nodded, and Mirabelle did as well. The earth elementalist moved over to join the other four of my women as they talked amongst themselves and helped Nara arrange the potions on her petite form.  
 
    While they were busy with that, I moved over toward the wall of vines that held my weapons. I carefully slipped off my cloak to sling my longbow from my back, as well as the quiver of arrows. I offered them out to one of the vines, and the green tendril quickly snatched them both up and pulled them back to mount them safely on the wall.  
 
    I already had my dragon bone staff, and that covered any sort of ranged weapon I might have needed. I wanted to bring something with me that would be useful for any close combat, though, so my eyes danced over all of my carefully arranged swords.  
 
    For a moment, I debated grabbing the claymore that I had used to defeat the other two Wayward Wind Sisters with Mihany, but I had a feeling the massive weapon might be more than a little too unwieldy in the confines of the cavern.  
 
    The space was large, but I also didn’t want to risk knocking any of the dangling rocks down from the inside. I would need to bring a blade that was a little easier to handle.  
 
    My eyes fell onto one of the lesser used weapons in my collection. It was one of the most impressive swords I owned, but I rarely used anything of its caliber.  
 
    It was a long, curved scimitar about the length of my own arm, made out of a shimmering metal forged with a rare, magical powder known as feybane. It was said to tamp down magic abilities in whoever the blade cut, and it had been a labor of love on Myokos’ part when he forged the blade for me. 
 
    The tip of the scimitar was split down the center like a forked tongue, so it was able to provide a wicked injury if someone was stabbed with the end.  
 
    It seemed to call out to me as I debated what to bring. I trusted my instincts, so if my instincts said that my scimitar was the right weapon to bring, I wouldn’t question it.  
 
    I grabbed the blade and its sheath from the vines on the wall and quickly fastened it to my belt.  
 
    It hung perfectly from my side, and along with my trusty dagger, a small leather pouch of shurikens, and my dragon bone staff, I felt perfectly armed to the teeth.  
 
    “Are we ready to go?” I asked as I pulled my cloak back on. 
 
    All five women turned to look at me, but before anyone could agree, Mihany cleared her throat.  
 
    “Here,” she said loudly and thrust her hands out.  
 
    No one moved for a moment, and it was Nara that finally took the first step forward. She reached out and let Mihany drop whatever it was that she wanted to drop into her waiting hand.  
 
    I was overcome with recognition as I saw one of the stones carved with the swirling symbol drop into the witch’s palm. They were the stones from her followers, the ones I had explained to Mirabelle. 
 
    Instead of stepping forward to simply take the stone from Mihany’s waiting hand, Ephy let out a joyous little cry and wrapped her into a very one-sided hug.  
 
    Nara snorted. “Come on, Lilypad, I think you’re going to make her combust.”  
 
    Ephy grinned, took her stone, and stepped back to Nara.  
 
    Mirabelle looked surprised to have been given a stone of her own, and honestly, I was sort of surprised, too. Maybe Mihany was finally starting to understand what it meant to be a team player. I was rather touched that she had done something nice for everyone, as opposed to her usual act of being insane.  
 
    “How do we use these?” Mirabelle asked as she continued to examine the stone.  
 
    “You simply channel the power of the wind,” Mihany said, like that should have been obvious. “You are all powerful in your own rights, though not as powerful as me. I imagine it will feel similar to using your own magic.” 
 
    “Just with a different intention,” Ephy said.  
 
    “Yes, that is correct,” Mihany confirmed.  
 
    “Are we going to use these to fly to the caverns? Because they seem rather far away,” Mirabelle asked another valid question.  
 
    “No,” I said. “You should be able to use the stones to dissolve into wind, and we can ride that to the caverns. Mihany and I have been there before, so we should be able to guide you with our wind magic.” 
 
    Mirabelle raised her eyebrows. “You have wind magic, too? What can’t you do?”  
 
    “Not very much,” Cinis said with clear pride in her tone.  
 
    “Using the stones to transport us all to the caverns may take most of their magic,” Mihany warned. “But it is certainly enough to get us where we need to go. We will join hands, so you do not get lost in the winds, and then imagine you are dissolving while gripping the stones between yourselves.”  
 
    The women all looked at me, and I nodded my head in confirmation. The six of us quickly shuffled and fell into the formation the wind goddess had described. As soon as all of our hands were joined, I could feel the undeniable thrumming of power that flowed through all of us. It moved like a river’s current from one of us into the next, and I felt the pulling of wind magic stirring in my gut.  
 
    “Are we good, then?” I asked and looked at each of the women individually. 
 
    They all met my gaze with a determined nod.  
 
    “Alright, then,” I breathed. “Let’s do this. We have a kingdom to save.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
    The travel felt as if it happened in an instant. One moment, I was solid and substantial, and the next, I felt lighter than air. It was an electrifying sensation, and I once again felt as if I understood Mihany and her behavior just a little more.  
 
    The power of my magic, alongside Mihany’s, and the distilled magic in the rune stones was a sort of high that I had never felt before. But despite the urge to simply let go and enjoy the sensation of being one with the wind, I kept my wits about me and helped direct our insubstantial forms toward the mountains. 
 
    Despite the storms still whipping the clouds around that were as dark as charcoal overhead, we were not blown off course. Instead, we traveled the wind until we landed directly inside the cavern that housed the primordial being.  
 
    Mihany and I didn’t speak aloud, and I wasn’t even sure how well we could in the state of wind we embodied, but through the bond of our power from having taken on the sacrifice, it felt as if we could communicate to one another with ease. Through this silent magic that traveled through the wind, we agreed that we were in the correct cavern.  
 
    I slowly released hold of my own wind magic, and as I did so, I released Mirabelle’s hand to my left, and Ephy’s hand to my right.  
 
    My feet thudded down onto the ground of the tar-black cavern, and I was once again solid and in my own body. The world seemed to spin around me for a few, dragging seconds, but once I blinked my eyes to adjust to being back inside my body once more, I took stock of our surroundings.  
 
    It was hard to see much in the cavern, but I recognized the uneasy, hollow feeling that pulsated through my chest.  
 
    “The stones are near empty,” Mihany said. “I can sense it. If we plan on using them to return home, we must be careful not to waste their power during the fight.”  
 
    “Lucky us,” I said before addressing the group as a whole. “But I know we’ll be fine without them. Keep them handy, though, or we’re walking all the way home.” 
 
    Thanks to Cinis and her lightly smoldering wings, I was able to make out the shapes of the large stone outcroppings that marked this as the right place.  
 
    “Oh, I don’t like it down here,” Ephy said quietly. “I feel as if I am removed from the water that runs beneath the ground.” 
 
    I pulled my dragon bone staff from the sling on my back and gripped it tightly in my hand. The staff seemed to hum and vibrate with poorly contained energy, and I could feel it all but pulling me toward a darkened corner of the cavern.  
 
    “Illuminate the cavern, please,” I whispered to the staff, and to my relief, it followed orders despite the mind of its own that it seemed to have developed inside the cavern. 
 
    A bright ball of yellow light, like that from a candle, lit up at the end of my staff, and it illuminated the large, sweeping cavern that surrounded us.  
 
    The stalactites and stalagmites that made up the inside of the mountain were dark and blobby, like wax that had dripped down the side of a candle for too long, and the ground beneath us was as dark as rich, fertile soil.  
 
    I shifted my weight and could feel the loose gravel and pebbles as they slid beneath my boots. 
 
    Even without the light from my staff, I’d known we were in the right place. But the light only confirmed it, because in every spare corner of the large, spacious cavern was a pile of bones that had once been a dragon.  
 
    The power that thrummed and radiated from each pile would have been enough to protect my entire estate ten times over. The magic in the air was wild and raw, and I could feel it sliding against the outside of my skin like water from a stream.  
 
    “Whoa,” Nara managed. She still seemed a little unsteady on her feet, and I couldn’t be sure if it was because of the platforms, or because of our strange mode of transportation.  
 
    “This is more incredible than I could have imagined,” Mirabelle whispered. “I knew you said we would be inside a mountain, but this… Can you feel it?”  
 
    “Feel what?” Cinis asked as she looked around. Her wings were now tucked neatly into her back, and her long, dark braids whipped around her as she moved her head.  
 
    “The power,” Mirabelle said. “From the ground around us. It’s like nothing I’ve ever experienced before.”  
 
    “I do not feel it,” Ephy said. “As I said, I feel strangely removed from my own power here. But I think I understand what you mean. I imagine it’s like how I feel when I am in the water of my Goddesses.”  
 
    My women continued to talk amongst themselves in low, almost reverent whispers as they looked at the massive piles of dragon bones and the remnants of the hides that had once covered the great beasts, but my focus was elsewhere.  
 
    I scanned my eyes around the still dim sections of the cavern in search of the primordial being. It had been here last time, and it had nearly charged at me and Mihany. 
 
    So where was it now?  
 
    I was on high alert as I dragged my eyes slowly over every single nook and cranny in the cavern. But despite the precision of my hunt, the creature was still nowhere to be seen.  
 
    I glanced over at Mihany and saw that the goddess was wearing a similar look of concern on her face. It was good to know I wasn’t the only one who was a little alarmed at the turn of events.  
 
    The power from the cavern seemed to echo around me, and each time I reached down into my gut to pull at my own magic, it was like I could hear it being repeated again and again by all the dragon bones. They were some seriously powerful amplifiers. 
 
    I took a cautious step forward with my dragon bone staff still held aloft in the air as I looked around. I started to scan my eyes upward now. If the primordial being wasn’t on the ground, then… 
 
    “Ladies,” I said slowly. “Get behind me.”  
 
    The words felt like nothing more than a whisper, but it seemed like the change in my tone was enough to get my women’s attention. No one asked me a single question as they all fell into place behind me. I could feel Mihany crackling with magic, and I could feel the heat from Cinis’ flames as she raised her hands up in the air. The ground beneath my feet shifted as Mirabelle readied herself for a fight, and even Nara raised one of her potions in the air toward the darkness that had drawn my attention.  
 
    I raised my staff up slowly into the air, and the butter-yellow light began to illuminate the shape I had almost mistaken for a part of the cavern wall.  
 
    Almost, but not quite. 
 
    For the first time, I was able to see all of the primordial being known as the mountain dweller.  
 
    It was unlike any creature I had ever seen before. The massive primordial being was as large as a single-story cottage. Its body looked as if it were made of the same, almost melted stone that made up the stalactites and stalagmites of the cavern, but instead of being tar black and nothing else, the strange, lumpy, and melted flesh of the mountain dweller was almost iridescent.  
 
    The longer I stared at its misshapen form, the more colors I was able to see in what otherwise would only be darkness.  
 
    Eyes of all sorts of shapes and sizes blinked at random intervals all over the creature’s body, and it made it impossible to tell if it had a face at all. The largest eye sat at the center of its mass. It looked crusted over and raw at the edges, and a thick, pus-green liquid seeped down like tears from the yellowed iris.  
 
    The pupil was slitted like a cat’s, and it seemed to be focused directly on me.  
 
    It took me a few moments of horrified staring to even make out the creature’s limbs. They looked like large pillars of stone, and if it wasn’t for the fact that they seemed to move each time the creature blinked, I doubted I would have even seen them at all.  
 
    A stench like rotten eggs and burning matches filled the massive cavern from top to bottom, and when I tried to take in a breath, I almost gagged. The scent was thick enough to coat the back of my throat and the inside of my mouth like bile.  
 
    The power that radiated off the gigantic primordial being was enough to make me feel sick to my stomach. I had never seen a creature so large, nor had I ever been around a creature so powerful. 
 
    There was something about the monster that terrified me down to my core, and it felt as if it were something I had been afraid of all my life without even knowing it. The fear came to me as easily as breathing, but I knew better than to succumb to my body’s instincts.  
 
    I was Dex Morgan, Master Assassin and… demigod. 
 
    And I was not about to be afraid of an overgrown rock.  
 
    The creature shifted forward at a slow, lumbering pace. I felt like I could hear each of the rock-like pustules that covered the outside of its body pop as it moved. A thick, murky, oil-like substance started to leak from the strange wounds and slicked itself across the floor of the cavern.  
 
    The entire fate of the kingdom, and maybe even the continent, rode on my ability to fight this thing, and I wasn’t going to let anyone down. I had never been more powerful, nor had I ever had more powerful women with me all at once.  
 
    This piece of shit wasn’t going to know what hit him.  
 
    The mountain dweller took another step forward. Its massive, stone-pillar foot slammed down onto a pile of gathered dragon bones with enough force to shatter the ancient remnants of the creatures in one fell swoop. 
 
    As the bones broke, a wave of power and energy coursed through the room and slammed into me with all the force of a tidal wave.  
 
    The mountain dweller took that moment to lunge.  
 
    For something so large, it moved faster than I thought was possible. One second, the mountain dweller was pressed against the wall, and the next, it had unfurled itself and pushed off toward the six of us at the center of the cavern.  
 
    It moved like some sort of strange lizard, which just added to the eeriness of the creature. At least this one didn’t seem to talk, unlike the Szizzonk.  
 
    “Watch out!” I shouted as I threw myself to the side and out of the creature’s path.  
 
    A thick, slimy appendage that must have been its tongue shot out from somewhere on its strange body and slammed into the place where the six of us had stood only seconds before.  
 
    I threw one of my hands out and focused all of my intention into my wind magic and sent a hurtling blast of icy, frigid wind straight toward the mountain dweller in an attempt to keep its attention on me as I took in where the women had landed.  
 
    Cinis had scooped Ephy and Mirabelle up with each arm and yanked them back from the attack with a powerful thrust of her wings. Meanwhile, Mihany had shot straight up into the air like an arrow from a bow and hovered high above where the creature had tried to strike her.  
 
    Only Nara remained next to me, and it seemed like the witch had used one of her potions to all but adhere herself to my side, so that when I moved, it pulled her with me.  
 
    It was a pretty clever little trick.  
 
    The mountain dweller whipped around toward me, and I saw that the tongue lolling from its oddly shaped mouth was as thick as a horse’s torso and strangely articulated.  
 
    The sight made me want to gag.  
 
    Its body moved like a body shouldn’t have been able to, and I could see each rock-like appendage creaking and popping as it began to run toward me.  
 
    Each of its feet slammed into the ground with enough force to make the entire cavern shake around us. I was certain that if it kept up this pace, it was going to bring the entire mountain down around us.  
 
    “Nara!” I shouted at the witch. “Do you have anything that could slow this thing down?”  
 
    I swung my dragon bone staff out in front of me as I waited for her response. I barely even had to think before the staff reacted. A long stream of water whipped out from the end of the staff and snapped at the mountain dweller. It cut across the creature’s thick, grotesque body, but instead of leaving any mark, it simply caused some of the rocks layering the outside of its body to crumble away.  
 
    Nara rifled through her bags full of potions slung across her body. It was clear that she was going to need a moment.  
 
    “I do not think I like you,” Mihany snarled as she dropped down from above the mountain dweller. 
 
    Her pale yellow hair fluttered around her and looked almost like wings, like she was some sort of avenging angel. Her two-toned metallic eyes were brimming with rage. She thrust her hands out in front of her, and jet streams of air blasted from her palms and slammed into the mountain dweller’s back with enough strength to knock more of the rocky pustules from its back.  
 
    Then a dark green bottle flew through the air and slammed into the ground with a loud crash that sounded like a clap of thunder. 
 
    The sounds instantly made me recall the potion Nara had told me she was working on to harness the storms’ power.  
 
    Sure enough, a miniature tornado wrapped in whipping rain and gravel picked up from the ground of the cavern, slammed into the massive, lumbering primordial being, and knocked it backward a few paces. But it didn’t slow it down for long. The storm itself seemed to remain tethered to the primordial being, and as it shook itself off, the tornado moved with it.  
 
    My mind was moving faster than I could articulate, but I was getting an idea.  
 
    “Keep it away from the dragon bones!” I shouted. “And keep aiming for the rocks!”  
 
    “I can do that,” Cinis called out. 
 
    The Queen of the Ardere was a terrifying sight as she flapped her wings and sent herself careening up into the air alongside Mihany. Her eyes blazed as she sent a blast of fire down onto the creature’s back.  
 
    Much like Mihany’s attack, the fiery blow caused a few more of the rocky croppings along its body to crumble.  
 
    The mountain dweller whipped around and snarled up at my two women in the air. Then slowly, the primordial creature started to rise up onto the two back pillars of stone that seemed to make up its legs. 
 
    Nara’s tornado started to wane, and just as it did, another potion bottle streaked through the air. It illuminated the darkness like a bolt of lightning, and I saw that the bottle itself seemed to glow. 
 
    It crashed into the primordial being and sent a thick, glowing yellow ooze over the creature’s disgusting body. An unholy smell started to mingle with the already putrid odor the creature emitted. The potion was burning away at its flesh, but not enough to down it.  
 
    The mountain dweller lumbered toward another mass of bones in its attempts to shake the potion and its effects clear of its massive body. It struggled backward, like it was still trying to stand. 
 
    “Ephy!” I called out to the siren. “Keep it away from the bones!”  
 
    My siren lover didn’t need to be told twice. She ducked her head down and started to sprint over toward the bones to keep them clear of the primordial being.  
 
    The mountain dweller continued to rise up and up and up until it was entirely balanced on the two stone pillars that had once made up its back legs. Now it seemed as if they had always been there to keep the creature upright.  
 
    I realized then that the stones and rocks that seemed to make up the outer shell of the creature’s body were shifting and rearranging like some enchanted armor every time the creature moved.  
 
    Then a brightly colored bottle streaked through the air and slammed into the ground at the primordial being’s feet. A haze of bright, lime-green smoke filled the air, accompanied by the scent of something sour. A bubbling mess of green-tinged goo formed at the primordial being’s strange feet at the base of the cavern.  
 
    The primordial being was now fully bipedal. It was taller than I ever imagined possible, and it seemed to reach nearly the top of the cavern itself.  
 
    Mihany and Cinis both dove through the air with skilled precision as they tried to avoid the creature’s wildly swinging appendages. Each new attack seemed more powerful than the last, and it was like it was gaining strength with each new movement.  
 
    That was not good.  
 
    Cinis blasted another flaming ball of fire at one of the thing’s many eyes. It landed home and slammed into a red eye and caused an unholy wail to explode from somewhere on the creature.  
 
    I used this moment of distraction to get closer to the creature’s bound legs and whipped out with my dragon bone staff again. The water whip cut with all the force of a blade and slammed into the unnatural flesh of the primordial being.  
 
    It sheared off another layer of rocky flesh, and now that I was close enough, I was able to see what was underneath the tar-black stones. It was a strange, pink flesh that was so thin I could see a whitish fluid pumping beneath it like blood.  
 
    I was right, then. Whatever was on the outside of the primordial being was simply some sort of armor, and if we wanted to take it down, we would need to strip it of its protection.  
 
    I lashed out with my water whip once again, and as I did so, I felt the ground shift beneath my feet. I looked over to my side to see what had caused the disruption and saw that it was Mirabelle.  
 
    The earth elementalist had tossed her cloak and leather boots aside. She stood with her bare feet braced against the stone of the cavern and her knees bent down. She had one hand pressed against the ground, and her bright, multicolored eyes were closed.  
 
    She was making the very mountain itself shake. 
 
    Holy shit.  
 
    At first, I couldn’t quite see what it was she was doing, but then I realized she was bringing up rocks and gravel to bind the creature’s feet in the same way that Nara had.  
 
    “Keep doing that!” I told her. “Nara, you, too! Keep it in place.”  
 
    I looked over my shoulder and saw that Ephy was using her jets of steam to blast the dragon bones farther and farther away from the creature as best she could.  
 
    Meanwhile, in the air, Mihany and Cinis continued their merciless attacks on the mountain dweller. For each fireball that Cinis lobbed at the primordial being, Mihany launched a wind attack strong enough to strip the strange creature’s skin from its body.  
 
    Power seemed to thrum through my body as I continued to use the dragon bone staff as a channel for my magic and used my water whip to lash even more of the stones from the primordial being’s skin.  
 
    We were doing it. We were really doing it. The six of us were going to take down a primordial being, and it was actually somewhat… easy.  
 
    The thought had barely crossed my mind when the mountain started to come down around us. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
    A panicked scream broke from Ephy’s throat as a large outcropping of rocks began to fall toward her from on high.  
 
    The primordial being seemed to have used its connection to the mountain itself to shake some of the stalagmites loose from where they hung at the top of the cavern.  
 
    My body moved without me having to think about it.  
 
    One second, I was in front of the mountain dweller, and the next, I was throwing my own body over Ephy’s. I pushed deep within myself and felt for my water magic as it flowed through my body like a river.  
 
    Then I threw one hand up in the air and pushed with all of my force and intention. Water exploded from my palm and cascaded around me and Ephelia in a desperate attempt to keep the siren safe.  
 
    The water formed a protective bubble, and when the rocks slammed down with enough force to crush us both, they bounced harmlessly from my shield. I felt my arm strain and my teeth clench under the weight of keeping my magic strong enough to withstand the attack.  
 
    I looked down and saw that Ephy had curled herself into my body with wide, terrified eyes. One of her hands clenched her stomach where our unborn child lived, and that alone was enough to send me into a rage.  
 
    This… this thing had fucked up. It had threatened one of the women I loved and who carried my unborn child, and it was going to pay.  
 
    “Are you alright?” I asked Ephy through a panting breath.  
 
    She nodded shakily. “Go. I’ll keep moving the dragon bones. We need to get them as far from here as possible.”  
 
    Ephy gathered up another bundle of massive bones in her arms before I could ask her anything else. Steam seemed to radiate from her body, and I thought it might have been the first time Ephy’s anger could rival that of Cinis’.  
 
    The ground around us continued to shake, and more and more of the stalagmites were beginning to fall.  
 
    Mirabelle stood at the center of the chaos with her arms raised up over her head and her face knit tightly in concentration. I watched in amazement as the stones in the air wavered on their path downward. They didn’t stop falling entirely, but they were certainly moving a lot slower now than they had only seconds before.  
 
    Mihany’s hair fanned out around her, and the sentient tendrils snagged at various chunks of rock and threw them with a vengeance right back at the creature as it strained against Nara’s bonds.  
 
    The witch had emptied her bag of potions, and the effect was devastating.  
 
    More miniature tornados swirled around the primordial being as it continued to fight and lash out at the lime-green ooze and rocks slowly binding it in place. A reddish slime had started to eat away at more of its rocky armor, and one of its eyes was seeping out from the crevice it had once filled, like it was a blister that had popped.  
 
    Cinis dipped and dove through the air with all the grace of a dancer as she threw fireball after fireball at the primordial being with more force than I had ever seen her unleash. One after another, they collided with the creature’s vulnerable eyes. My fire descendant lover was attempting to blind the creature, and it seemed like she was succeeding.  
 
    The mountain dweller’s body was shifting and changing again, as if it was reacting to Cinis’ attacks and Nara’s attempts to keep it locked in place.  
 
    I’d never seen anything quite like it, but I watched in horror as the primordial being managed to grow even larger.  
 
    The top of its bulbous head was now pressed to the very top of the cavern, and the impact caused even more hunks of rock to fall to the ground.  
 
    Mirabelle’s face was coated with a thin sheen of sweat, and her body was shaking from the force of pushing the stones back as best she could before they could hit the ground.  
 
    I slid my dragon bone staff back into the sling across my back and pulled out my forked-tongue scimitar.  
 
    Magic was only going so far to get this thing back down to size. And if I wanted it to stop focusing on my women, I was going to have to do something about it.  
 
    “HEY!” I bellowed as I raised my blade up in the air. I bent my knees, sucked in a deep breath, and then jumped.  
 
    I soared up through the air higher than any normal man could have, thanks to my wind powers, and as I rose up into the air, I swung out with the sharpened, poisoned blade and slammed it with all the force I could muster into one of the mountain dweller’s blinking eyes.  
 
    The forked end of the blade sank into the eyeball like it was made of jelly. It gave a sick, stomach-churning, squelching sound, but I didn’t stop. I drove the blade in deeper and deeper until my hand was submerged in the murky goop of the mountain dweller’s eye. 
 
    The creature let out a piercing, panicked rumble despite its lack of a mouth. It was as if I could feel its panic in the very air itself, but still, I didn’t stop.  
 
    It wasn’t until my blade slammed into something hard at the back of the creature’s eye that I ripped it free of the primordial being’s flesh.  
 
    Then I dropped back down to the ground with a loud thunk. 
 
    The creature’s eye came with me. 
 
    I shook it free of my scimitar, and it slid off with a wet plop.  
 
    Mihany and Cinis both took advantage of my attack and managed to strip more of the rock flesh from the creature’s body with their own elemental attacks. Mihany’s wind cut as sharply as any blade as she sheared off layer after layer of stone until more of the disgusting pink flesh was visible. Cinis pressed her hands together and let out a loud scream of exertion, and she sent a funnel of flames onto the newly exposed skin. 
 
    From somewhere in its body, the primordial being let out an ear-shattering squeal of pain, but Cinis didn’t let up. 
 
    It looked as if the mountain dweller had finally extended itself out to as large as it could muster, and now each time some of its pale, disgusting flesh was exposed, it was unable to pull more rocks to cover it.  
 
    I looked back over my shoulder to check in on Ephy and saw that the siren had managed to gather the majority of the bones and skin remnants into a massive pile as far from the primordial being as possible. 
 
    Meanwhile, Nara had drawn some sort of strange shape on the ground of the cavern with some of the creature’s own fluids. An odd golem made out of sheared rocks and eyeball pus formed at the center of the shape, and when Nara thrust her hands forward, the small, hip-height creature lunged and began attacking the primordial being in Nara’s place. All the while, the remaining ooze that held the mountain dweller in place had turned a deep blue color and smelled strongly of lilies as the magic evolved. 
 
    Mirabelle dropped down to her knees on the cavern and dug her fingers directly into the stone. She seemed to be pushing as much magic as she could into the ground to help Nara keep the creature in place.  
 
    The mountain dweller let out another rumbling cry that I felt in my gut, but it didn’t stop me from attacking again and again.  
 
    My body was a highly trained weapon, and I knew just how to use it.  
 
    Each time I jumped, I skewered more of the primordial being’s flesh and ripped it away. I crashed my blade into the rocky coverings of its armor until it fell harmlessly to the ground.  
 
    I worked with my two flying women to strip more and more of the protective armor from the primordial being’s body. I could feel all of my magic pulsing through my body with each swing of my blade, like it was aiding in my strikes and giving me more strength than I had ever exerted before.  
 
    With the dragon bones and hides pushed as far from the mountain dweller as possible, I might have imagined it, but I could have sworn the creature was losing some of its speed and agility. It seemed like the dragon bones were a large part of what was keeping the thing awake, and without them being close by, it was growing sluggish with each passing second.  
 
    “Come on!” I urged my women. “We’re almost there!” 
 
    All of them worked together in perfect harmony, even Mirabelle who had only just met many of them. They all seemed to know exactly what it was they needed to do to keep the primordial being from growing stronger.  
 
    I felt a surge of pride at that fact, but I didn’t let it overwhelm me yet. There was still a battle left to be won, and I was going to make sure we finished it.  
 
    The primordial being seemed to grow more and more panicked with each new thrust of my poisoned scimitar, as well as each blow from my women that stripped its stony flesh away from its weak, limp body.  
 
    It reminded me of a wild animal in a trap, and if it hadn’t been actively trying to destroy my kingdom and everyone who lived in it, I might have felt pity for the creature as I jabbed my scimitar into another of its eye sockets and yanked an eyeball free in a singular motion.  
 
    But I didn’t feel any pity for this creature. Not only had it been actively trying to destroy Ocadia, but it had tried to hurt my women. And I wasn’t going to forgive and forget something like that.  
 
    The primordial being was hunched with its bulbous head pressing into the top of the cavern. Without the rocky outer pustules covering its pale body, it reminded me of a grotesque worm.  
 
    The sight made me want to gag, but I resisted as I sliced through yet another of its eyes, and then another. 
 
    Each slice of my poisoned blade, along with Ephy’s removal of the dragon bones was clearly weakening the creature. It was barely moving at all now, and a grin spread across my face.  
 
    I raised my blade up once again as I readied myself to jump, but then something happened.  
 
    One second, I had been preparing to launch myself into the sky, and the next, it felt as if I had been struck by lightning.  
 
    I was reminded of the overwhelming surge of power that I had felt in the fields at the edge of Ocadia when I’d fought the entranced men, but this was something else entirely.  
 
    My vision went white, and each of my limbs momentarily felt entirely removed from my body. A sharp gasp exploded from my chest, and I dropped down to my knees with enough force to leave bruises. 
 
    White-hot pain seared up my spine, and I felt the bright light in front of my eyes growing stronger and stronger until it felt like I was wrapped in nothing else. At the same time, my heart started pounding at an increased pace until it felt like it might burst from my chest altogether. 
 
    And then, it stopped.  
 
    The world went still and quiet around me. I blinked, and the blinding light was gone, and the searing pain vanished like it had never been there to begin with. 
 
    The pain might have vanished, but I could still feel the river of power pouring into me like a basin that was nearly overflowing already. 
 
    I sucked in a gasping breath of air and was shocked to find that the air somehow tasted sweeter and purer. I blinked a few times and found that even without any extra light, I was able to make out all the details of the walls in the cavern.  
 
    I could see the scales on the ancient dragon hides from yards away. When I looked over at the primordial being bound in its prison of potions and stone, I could see the throbbing and pulsing of each of the veins underneath the thin, gauzy layer of pink skin.  
 
    My fingers seemed to hum with power, and when I touched my face, I felt like I could feel something just under the surface of my skin, buzzing at the tips of my fingers.  
 
    My mother’s words came back to me about not losing myself within the power, and I clamped my eyes shut and grounded myself. I was not going to drown in my new abilities, or let them burn me from the inside out.  
 
    I could handle this. 
 
    The burning, raging pressure inside me faded ever so slightly, and I opened my eyes again. 
 
    “Whoa,” I whispered.  
 
    Whatever had just happened to me clearly hadn’t lasted more than a few seconds, because nothing else seemed to have changed around me. I was the only thing that was different.  
 
    I felt as if I was even standing taller as I looked around to survey the scene.  
 
    This must have been what it felt like to start fully coming into my power as a demigod. I could fucking get used to this shit. I had thought the power boost at the border had been wild, but this was something else entirely. It felt like I had just dropped down into a well, but I was still a long way from even hitting the bottom.  
 
    I looked over at Mirabelle and saw that the earth elementalist was panting. Her chest rose and fell heavily as she clearly overexerted herself to keep the primordial being trapped with Nara’s help.  
 
    “Mirabelle,” I said, and even my voice seemed to be smoother and stronger. “Are you alright?”  
 
    I reached out to touch the woman’s shoulder, and I felt a strange pulling sensation in my gut. It reminded me of how it felt to mirror and wear someone else’s face, but this was different. While it felt like I was slipping into some sort of costume when I borrowed someone’s face and body, this was new.  
 
    I knew I hadn’t undergone any physical change, but something inside my body felt different. The power I was used to having flow through my body was different somehow.  
 
    My hands didn’t look any different. Still, I raised one of them up in the air, and to my shock, a large stone on the ground moved with my hand.  
 
    “No fucking way,” I said.  
 
    “What is it?” Mirabelle asked. Her eyes were more than a little glassy as she looked up at me.  
 
    “I think I just borrowed your powers,” I said. “Watch.”  
 
    To prove my point, I focused on the rock nearest to the two of us and raised my hand outward. As I did so, sure enough, the rock flew up into the air and slammed into one of the primordial creature’s bare, rock-free patches with enough force to cause the monster to roar in rage.  
 
    “Oh, gods above,” Mirabelle gasped. “How?”  
 
    “I think I mirrored your powers,” I expounded. “I think it’s what my mother explained to me about my demigod powers. I’m coming into them more and more. If this is just a taste, I can’t imagine what I’ll fully be able do later.” 
 
     A wide, wild grin split across my face as I looked at Mirabelle again. “How about the two of us bury this thing for good?”  
 
    I helped Mirabelle back up to her feet before I turned my attention to the rest of my women battling against the primordial being.  
 
    Well. Maybe battling was an over exaggeration. The creature was clearly unable to put up much of a fight now, and we had reached the point where all that was left for us to do was make sure that it couldn’t break out again.  
 
    “Everyone back up!” I shouted. “Back to me!”  
 
    The rest of my women didn’t need to be told again, and within the blink of an eye, Cinis, Mihany, Nara, and Ephy joined Mirabelle at my side.  
 
    Nara’s tiny golem seemed to have evaporated back into grime on the ground, but her potions held strong and kept the mountain dweller locked into place. It bellowed out in anger, but it didn’t seem able to do much else. 
 
    “What is it?” Cinis asked. “Do we need to do something else now?”  
 
    “I was rather having fun,” Mihany said.  
 
    “My demigod powers surged again,” I explained. “What my mother was telling me about. I was able to mirror Mirabelle’s powers, but I’m not sure how long it’s going to last. We need to end this now.” 
 
    My four women all started to speak at once in increasingly excited tones, but I held my hands up to silence them so we could finish this before the primordial being found its strength again.  
 
    “Mirabelle and I are going to use earth elemental magic to drive this thing back down into the depths of the mountain. Mihany, use your wind to help us move stones and build up a wall. Cinis and Ephy, I’m going to use your heat and steam to help seal the rocks.”  
 
    “What about me?” Nara asked. 
 
    “I’m sure that you have something up your sleeve that can help create a prison,” I joked. 
 
    “You’re probably right,” Nara said in all seriousness.  
 
    “What do you want me to do?” Mirabelle asked me.  
 
    I scanned my eyes around the cavern until they fell onto a large, dark hole in one of the walls. I had a feeling that was the one that the primordial being had slithered its way out of in the first place.  
 
    “There,” I said. “We’re going to press the weight of the cavern down onto the mountain dweller to force it down and back into the hole it came out of.”  
 
    Mirabelle raised her eyebrows. “If you say we can do it, I think we can do it.”  
 
    That was all I needed. 
 
    I grinned, and together, I raised my arms in tandem with Mirabelle.  
 
    Using her powers was strange. I found myself trying to mirror her posture and the motions of her hands as I pulled deep within myself to feel her earth elemental powers.  
 
    It was unlike any magic I had ever used before. I could feel the power thrumming from all around me, just as she had said when we’d entered the cavern. I could feel it all the way from the ground through the soles of my shoes, and now I understood why she tended to go around barefoot.  
 
    If I was connected through magic to the power of the land itself, I think I probably would have done the same thing.  
 
    Together, Mirabelle and I used our shared, mirrored earth magic to pull the top of the mountain down.  
 
    It was a slow, tedious process that reminded me of chipping away at a block of marble to create some sort of sculpture underneath. Each inch we dragged the top of the cavern down, the more the mountain shook around us, but I didn’t find I was worried. I felt as if I was in complete control.  
 
    Mihany used her wind magic to help guide the primordial being’s now flopping head around as we drove the creature lower and lower.  
 
    Eventually, we no longer even had to lower the ceiling of the cavern. The creature had dropped down onto its strange stony legs and was all but plastered to the ground.  
 
    It was like watching a birth in reverse, and it was honestly grosser than I could have expected. I had never seen something so putrid, and I hoped I never had to again.  
 
    As the mountain dweller dropped down toward the earth, its strange joints popped and cracked, and bones that looked like rock formations protruded out from the creature’s otherworldly body in horrific displays.  
 
    It seemed to be collapsing underneath the weight of the air around it, as well as the rocks still clinging to its slick, ancient, yet oddly newborn skin.  
 
    I could feel the rocks attached to the creature’s body in the air, despite the fact I wasn’t so much as touching them, and it was a jarring feeling. It was different than feeling the water moving through the bodies of others, because while the water felt alive, the rocks didn’t. I could feel the power coming from them through my own body, but they didn’t have any semblance of life.  
 
    It was as if I was reaching out into the void to grab a large, empty space.  
 
    I curled my fist around it, however, yanked hard, and pulled the rock down. And with it, it dragged the body of the mountain dweller.  
 
    The many eyes remaining on the creature blinked out of sync with one another, while the bleeding, pus-filled sockets also seemed to spasm in blinking-like motions, despite the lack of eyeballs.  
 
    “This is so gross,” Nara said, but she didn’t seem to be bothered by that fact. If anything, she was staring with rapt focus as Mirabelle and I worked together to drag the mountain dweller down further and further.  
 
    We only stopped pulling when the creature was flush with the ground of the cavern. With the entirety of its body pressed to the rubble and stone that made up the ground, I could now feel the way the power coursed like a slowing river through the primordial being’s body.  
 
    I could feel its heartbeat through the ground like I had pressed my ear to its misshapen chest myself. I had never considered earth elemental magic to be a power I envied, but now that I had a taste of it, there was something almost addicting about the way everything felt interconnected.  
 
    “Let’s see if we can thrust it toward the opening,” I said to Mirabelle and gestured with my head toward the gaping hole in the side of the cavern. 
 
    “Got it,” she said.  
 
    The two of us shifted our stances in unison, and I found that I didn’t even have to look at her to know how to position my body just so.  
 
    Our arms moved through the air in movements that felt like a dance, and as they did, I found myself gripping stones that weren’t there and pulling. As I did so, the giant primordial beast’s body moved along with the pulling sensation.  
 
    It felt like something impossible, but slowly, bit by bit, Mirabelle and I used her shared magic to force the creature backward into the gaping hole in the cavern wall. I watched as its pale, milk-white body disappeared into the depths of the darkness like it was being sucked back down into the hellish place it had come from.  
 
    As soon as its malformed head disappeared past the opening, it was Mihany’s time to shine.  
 
    The Wayward Wind Goddess began to lob rocks at the opening without mercy. She used the tendrils of her hair, along with her wind magic to heft up stones of all sizes and throw them at the opening to slowly build up a wall to barricade the mountain dweller back inside the mountain itself.  
 
    Mirabelle joined suit, and I followed her lead and began to use magic to push rocks into place. 
 
    All the while. Cinis and Ephy blasted steam and fire from their palms on either side of the tunnel entrance in a clear attempt to melt the rocks together.  
 
    The heat pouring off of them was so strong that I could feel it from where I stood a few yards away, and it caused sweat to slip down my back. It was as if I was standing directly next to a blacksmith while he hammered out a sword.  
 
    I sucked in deep breaths of air to try and cool myself off as I continued to stack large rocks and stones and force them into place as best as I could. 
 
    The six of us continued this process for a while, with Nara occasionally throwing out her design input, until a sturdy wall had been built to block off the entrance we had forced the mountain dweller back into. The entire expanse was locked in place, not only with the heat that had melted the stones together in places, but with yet another one of Nara’s potions she must have been storing either down the front of her dress or in her mess of hair.  
 
    This one was a bright purple in the bottle, but when it hit the wall itself, it had melted into the stones and formed a strong adhesive that kept everything in place. 
 
    The mountain dweller was once again locked inside the mountain, and the relief that washed over me was palpable.  
 
    “We did it,” I breathed out, and it felt like I had just said the impossible.  
 
    We’d done it. We’d defeated a giant, primordial creature, one that had probably formed our very continent, and stopped it from destroying Ocadia. 
 
    I hadn’t succumbed to the new power flowing through me, and I felt stronger than I ever had before. 
 
    The only issue was that I wasn’t quite sure how to turn off the new ability. It wasn’t quite like mirroring someone’s image, where I could simply will myself to let it slip away. 
 
    This was different. Each time I tried to force myself to let go of my borrowed magic, it felt as if it clung to me even tighter.  
 
    I was definitely glad I had found Jeta when I did, because I was absolutely going to need her help navigating this.  
 
    “What should we do with all of the dragon bones?” Ephy said. She looked over toward the large pile of bones and skins she had compiled at my request near the place we’d landed in the cavern. “Should we bring them with us? They’re awfully powerful, aren’t they?”  
 
    I hesitated. “They are. But I think it’s something we should be careful with. If they ended up in the wrong hands, very bad things could happen. You remember what happened with Idali…”  
 
    “He was a nasty piece of work,” Cinis agreed. “But we can’t just leave them here. What if they start to wake the mountain dweller up again?”  
 
    My fire descendant lover had a good point. They were just as dangerous to leave here as they were to let fall into the wrong mortal hands. 
 
    I bent down to the ground and pressed my hand to the cavern floor, like I had watched Mirabelle do earlier. Then I closed my eyes and forced my brain to calm and my breath to still as I focused on the feeling of the ground beneath my feet. It took a few seconds, but then I was able to feel it.  
 
    I could feel the power of the earth as it stretched downward to depths I had never even imagined. It felt as if I had stepped off the edge of a cliff, and now was dropping down into an unknown abyss. It felt as if my power had been falling for an eternity when finally, it hit the bottom of something, and I felt it.  
 
    The mountain dweller had been driven down so far, it would take at least a century for it to crawl its way back out of there, even with the cache of dragon bones and hides near the entrance of the cavern.  
 
    I rocked back onto my heels. I felt as if I had surfaced from the bottom of the sea when I opened my eyes.  
 
    “We’re safe to leave them here for now,” I decided. “There is no way that the mountain dweller is moving any time soon. Do you agree, Mirabelle?”  
 
    I looked at the earth elementalist, and with a nod, she crouched down next to me and laid her palms flat to the stone. I felt a stirring in my chest as I studied her profile while she closed her eyes and worked her magic. She truly was lovely, even as battle worn as she was at the moment.  
 
    She let out a slow breath and opened her eyes, in what seemed like a much shorter amount of time than I had managed. 
 
    “You’re right,” she said. “I don’t think it’s getting out any time soon, and even if it did, I don’t think it would have the strength to make even a small rumble.” 
 
    “Good. With that being the case, I think it’s best to leave the bones and hides here for now,” I said. “And I can come back later and retrieve them in small batches, that way no one is alerted to the extra magical surge they provide. I’ll keep them safe at my estate until I can figure out what else to do with them.” 
 
    “Safest place in the kingdom,” Cinis said with a smirk, and I sent her a wink. 
 
    “My grandfather might have some ideas,” Mirabelle suggested. “He’s worked with dragon bones before, and he’s far from evil, I doubt he’d cause any issues.” 
 
    For a moment, I tried to picture the kindly Ezralore wreaking havoc with a wealth of dragon bones, but I couldn’t even conjure up the image. Maybe he would just use them to spice up his parcheesi matches with Gozis. 
 
    “That’s another good plan,” I said. “I’ll keep that in mind when it comes time to get the bones. But for now, I think we should get out of here. The mountain still seems structurally sound, but I don’t want to play with fire if we don’t have to.”  
 
    “Why not?” Cinis asked with a cheeky grin. “I love playing with fire.”  
 
    I chuckled. “Come on. Do you and Mihany think you can fly us out? We can use the stones from there.”  
 
    “I know that I can,” Mihany said. “I do not speak for Cinis, however.”  
 
    “I’m alright, too,” Cinis said. “Come on, let’s get out of here.”  
 
    She reached out and took both Ephy and Mirabelle’s hands with a smile on her face. Pregnancy had somehow mellowed her while also making her more terrifying than ever at the same time. I never knew which side of Cinis I was going to get. 
 
    It was a good thing I loved all of her sides. 
 
    While the Queen of the Ardere took Ephy and Mirabelle, Mihany grabbed my hand, as well as Nara’s. The Headmistress of the Witches’ Estate looked more than a little ill at the prospect of being flown, but she didn’t have time to protest before Mihany leaped into the air and took flight with ease.  
 
    She brought us up to the steep entrance of the cavern we had bypassed entirely on our entrance and led us out and into the open.  
 
    I gasped as we broke out of the mountain and into the bright, warm light of the afternoon. For the first time in longer than I felt like I could remember, the sun was warm against my skin, and there wasn’t so much as a cloud in sight.  
 
    “It’s beautiful out!” Ephy exclaimed. “I cannot remember the last time that I saw the sun for more than a few seconds at a time.”  
 
    “This feels weird,” Nara said. “Like I’m waiting for a random storm to hit.” 
 
    “Would you like a random storm?” Mihany asked. “I can create one, if you want one so badly, though I do not understand why you would want something like that, considering we just went to all that effort to stop them from brewing.”  
 
    “No, no, no,” Nara said quickly. “That wasn’t a request. I’m more than happy to have some sun.”  
 
    “Dex, I fear I may not be able to keep this up much further,” Cinis called out. “Even if they took a weightless potion, if Nara even has any, my wings ache.” 
 
    “Let’s land now,” I said quickly. “We can use the stones from here.”  
 
    Cinis seemed relieved as she dropped down slowly to the ground and lowered Ephy and Mirabelle with her. 
 
    Mihany gave a dramatic sigh, but I could have sworn that for a split second, the Wayward Wind Goddess seemed relieved as she landed down at the base of the mountain next to Cinis. 
 
    Nara certainly seemed relieved, and the faint greenish coloring that had made its way onto her face vanished as soon as she was back on solid ground. 
 
    I looked around at the five women who surrounded me as we started to trek slowly past the base of the mountain and along the edge of the Forest of Hud.  
 
    The pride that filled my chest was undeniable, and it made me feel as though I was lighter than air itself.  
 
    I had taken on many dangerous, deadly foes in my time as an assassin, but I couldn’t think of anything more terrifying than the creature we had just faced inside the mountain. Yet despite its size and the terror it exuded, we had beaten it.  
 
    I had come up with a plan and defeated a primordial being with the women I cared about.  
 
    It was a feeling like none other, and I wanted to bottle it up so I could savor it for as long as possible. 
 
    I was getting pretty damned good at the whole saving the kingdom thing. 
 
    But now it was time to relax and celebrate.  
 
    “Ready?” I asked the incredible women around me. 
 
    Then the six of us joined hands like we had back at my estate, with the stones braced between our joined palms, readied ourselves, and vanished into the wind. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
    “Whoa,” I gasped out a breath as we came to a halt just outside the front gates of the Assassins’ Estate. “That was much easier without the storms interfering.” 
 
    I looked up at the sky and couldn’t help but smile at the sight of nothing but blue. It felt almost like being in a dream. It had been nearly two months of storms, and now it felt like a nightmare had finally ended.  
 
    The five women were all with me in one piece, and I felt a wave of relief. The stone braced between my palm and Nara’s felt cold to the touch, and the power that had thrummed underneath the runed marking had vanished.  
 
    Mihany had been right, we’d just barely had enough power to get back to the estate, and nothing more.  
 
    “Come on,” I said. “Let’s get inside and relax. I think we’ve earned it.”  
 
    Cinis and Ephy went first, with my two pregnant lovers joining hands as they pushed through the gate and stepped past the shimmering forcefield. Then went Mihany, who was, as per usual, not touching the ground. Nara followed after the three of them, and as soon as she was back on estate grounds, I heard the witch let out a delighted squeal, and then a caw answered in response. 
 
    Apparently, Chainmail had come to greet her. 
 
    I was met with the sinking feeling that I wasn’t going to be able to get rid of that bird any time soon. How long did birds live, anyway?  
 
    Mirabelle was the only one of the women left, and I could see the clear hesitation on her face as she looked from the open gates of the estate and toward me.  
 
    Her bare feet sank lightly into the soggy ground, and small tendrils and shoots of bright green plants curled up to meet with the vines she wore around her ankles like jewelry.  
 
    I hadn’t realized that she had left her shoes back in the cavern, but it appeared she’d left them and her cloak as well.  
 
    “You are more than welcome to join us,” I told her. “In fact, I would like you to.”  
 
    Mirabelle’s soft lips parted as she looked at me, and it seemed like she was taken aback by what I said for some reason.  
 
    My brow furrowed. “Did you think I was going to just… send you away? You just helped us save the kingdom.”  
 
    “I don’t know what I thought,” she admitted. “I suppose I wasn’t sure of what came next… If you and the others wanted me to stay or not, that is. I’ll admit that I am… slightly perplexed as to your relationship with all of these women. I thought that you were involved with Maggie, as shocking as that is given her rank and yours, but–” 
 
    “I am,” I said. “And with the king’s blessing, I might add. But I am also involved with Cinis, Ephy, Nara, and Mihany.” 
 
    Mirabelle didn’t look alarmed, and in fact, she seemed almost curious. “All of the women share you? And they don’t mind? You don’t mind?”  
 
    “Not at all,” I said. “We all love and care about each other, and so it all feels… like it’s meant to be that way.”  
 
    She studied me thoughtfully for a few long seconds before nodding.  
 
    “I think I like that approach,” she admitted. “I have never felt as if love needs to be bound in black and white. In truth, that is why I haven’t ventured much into the world of love to begin with. There seemed to be many limitations to it all.” 
 
    “I’m glad you say that,” I told her. “Because we really would like you to stay. You fit here. With us.”  
 
    “You’re certain?” she asked with a bit of a flush to her cheeks. 
 
    “Why wouldn’t we want you to stay?” I asked her with a soft laugh. “Mirabelle, I’m sure I could have found another earth elementalist to help us, even if I had to pay them, but I went to you because I like you. I see the way you’re so protective of your grandfather, and I admire that. You defended Mihany when you didn’t have any reason, other than sensing it was the right thing to do. And you get along with Maggie better than almost anyone I’ve ever seen. Of course I want you to stay.” 
 
    Her multicolored eyes widened. “Do you really mean all of that? I didn’t know any of that was really all that important.”  
 
    “You just risked your life when you didn’t have to, because it was the right thing to do,” I continued as I took a small step closer to the beautiful earth elementalist. “And you worked with the other women, and me, like it was something you’d always done. I feel like I’ve noticed all of these things about you, and I look forward to noticing more each passing hour. I would be crazy if I didn’t want you to stay.”  
 
    A small, almost mischievous smile worked its way onto the northern woman’s face. “Really? Like what?”  
 
    She said it like it was some sort of challenge, and I was never one to back down. 
 
    I took another small step closer to her. “Like the way you willfully went against what the head of your estate wanted to do, which took a lot of guts. The look on your face when you did it.”  
 
    She took a slight step forward to match mine, no more than an inch or two. 
 
    “What was the look on my face?” she asked. 
 
    “Something intense,” I said. “Like one of Mihany’s storms or Cinis’ fire.”  
 
    “That seems like a large compliment,” she murmured. We had drifted closer together yet again, and now I could smell the fresh, earthy scent that she carried with her like a perfume.  
 
    “It is,” I assured her. “I’ve also noticed that your eyes are a thousand different colors all at once, and I want to count them until I know them all.”  
 
    “That might take a long time.” She was within arm’s reach now. “Are you sure you want to?”  
 
    “Just like I want to count each of the little freckles on your arms,” I said. “And all of the vines in your hair.” 
 
    Just as soon as the words left my mouth, the vines seemed to change, and the little green buds at the end of the tendrils turned into delicate white flowers.  
 
    I laughed. “All of the flowers in your hair.”  
 
    “It seems like you might want me around for a long time, then,” she whispered.  
 
    “So it does,” I agreed.  
 
    I could feel the heat of her breath now as she tilted her chin up toward me. The next movement felt as natural as breathing, and I leaned down to press my lips against hers.  
 
    She tasted sweeter than I could have imagined, and it might have been the fact I was still mirroring her powers, but I also felt as if the very ground beneath us shifted as the earth elementalist curled her body into mine.  
 
    She pressed her hands against my chest, like she wanted to feel the beating of my heart and the power that thrummed through my body, and I gripped her hips over her breezy skirts in return.  
 
    Mirabelle let out a soft little gasp against my lips as I moved one hand up to cup her cheek and tilt her chin just a little higher. It felt as if we were pressing together as much as we could manage. Heat curled in my stomach, and I felt the vines from Mirabelle’s feet beginning to twine up my boots and my calves through the material of my trousers. 
 
    But before I could push things further and decide that it was the most logical thing to simply have my way with the magical woman right there in front of my estate, I heard the familiar sound of someone clearing their throat.  
 
    The two of us quickly separated, and Mirabelle’s face was flushed a dark red now. She sucked her kiss-swollen lower lip into her mouth before stepping back and ducking her head down.  
 
    I looked over my shoulder to see that Mazne stood just inside the perimeter of the estate and the forcefield. She wasn’t quite meeting my eyes and seemed to have found something very fascinating going on with the ground at my feet.  
 
    “Yes?” I cleared my throat of the raspiness. “What is it?”  
 
    “Not to interrupt,” she said, after having definitely interrupted us. “But, uh, well, the duchess is here.”  
 
    “Maggie is here?” I asked in surprise.  
 
    Mazne nodded. For the first time, I noticed that my receptionist seemed as if she was ever so slightly starstruck. I imagined that having Ocadian royalty show up at our estate would do something like that, though.  
 
    “Give me a moment,” I said. “I’ll be right inside.”  
 
    Mazne didn’t need to be told twice before turning on her heel and quickly making her way back up to the front doors of the estate as fast as her short legs could carry her.  
 
    I turned my focus back to Mirabelle and found the earth elementalist worrying at her thumb between her two plush lips.  
 
    “Will you come inside?” I asked. “Or do you still want to leave us?”  
 
    “I think I could make the time to stay,” she teased lightly, and together, the two of us turned and made our way through the forcefield and onto my grounds.  
 
    Mirabelle fell in step with me as I briskly led the way into the estate, where I was met with what I could only describe as chaos.  
 
    Maggie stood in front of the receptionist desk, where Mazne had clearly given up on actually working for the day. Next to the duchess was the guard I had told to come visit if he wanted a change of scenery, Hector.  
 
    His bland face was blank, but he nodded along as Spodium and Incrassatum talked to him about something. It was only a few more seconds before the two assassins had dragged the young man off, and I caught the tail end of the words “training field.” 
 
    I smirked. The two women had certainly worked here long enough to recognize a promising assassin at a glance as well as I did. 
 
    Nimith zipped around the reception desk, much to Maggie’s obvious delight, and she made loops around Mazne’s head as if looking for more stray curls to munch on. 
 
    Meanwhile, Maggie was wrapped in conversation with Ephy. The siren looked delighted as she reached out and took Maggie’s hand to press it to her bare stomach so the duchess might be able to feel the very faint swelling of her pregnant stomach.  
 
    Mihany and Cinis chatted about something as Nara and Chainmail seemed to be in a conversation of their own, as if a person could actually have a conversation with a bird. 
 
    Sure. Why not? There were weirder things, I supposed.  
 
    “Dex!” Maggie’s cheerful voice cut through the loud, clustered display. My name had barely left her lips before she rushed over to me and threw her arms around my neck in a tight hug.  
 
    I lifted her up off the ground with ease, and with my arms wrapped around her narrow waist, I gave her a quick spin before I deposited her back down onto the ground itself.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” I asked her with a grin. “Weren’t you supposed to stay at Ezralore’s and research some more?”  
 
    She flashed me a bright smile. “I know, that was what I had planned on doing, but when the storms ended, I knew it had to be you who’d done it, and I wanted to be here to see you when you returned. I had to make sure you were alright.”  
 
    I chuckled. “Of course I’m alright. I told you I would be. But I’m glad you’re here nonetheless.”  
 
    “And Mira!” Maggie said as she turned to the earth elementalist. “I’m so glad you’re okay as well! I knew Dex would keep you safe, but it’s hard not to worry. I kept my studies mostly to Dex’s mother, but I skimmed some nasty things about primordial beings as well. It must have been frightening!”  
 
    “It was,” Mirabelle said. “But you’re right. Dex made sure nothing happened to any of us. He’s quite good at that.”  
 
    “You can say that again,” Nara agreed. 
 
    The witch drifted over to our conversation, and I had to glance around to make sure her bird hadn’t decided to join her. But it seemed like Nimith and Chainmail had become fast friends, and the two of them were now both flying circles around Mazne. 
 
    Maybe I should give my receptionist a raise. She probably deserved one.  
 
    Before I could say anything else to the women, however, I heard a gruff voice from behind me.  
 
    “Dex,” Pamphrus said. My assassin stood on the steps of the estate, and next to him, to my surprise, was my mother.  
 
    “Thank you,” Jeta purred to Pamphrus. She reached out to brush one of her knuckles against his cheek, and I could have sworn my hardened assassin fucking blushed.  
 
    All I had to do was raise my eyebrow for him to take a very clear and pointed step away from my gorgeous mother.  
 
    “Mother,” I said flatly.  
 
    She looked up at me, and her dual-colored eyes flashed with amusement.  
 
    “What?” she laughed. “I am still in love with your father, but I do like to have a little fun.”  
 
    “Do not have fun with my assassins,” I told her. “Please.”  
 
    “My client showed back up,” Pamphrus said. “She, your mother, I mean, tracked me down to bring him to me specifically.”  
 
    “You did?” I looked at Jeta with my eyebrows raised.  
 
    My mother clasped her hands in front of her earnestly, and the gesture made her skirts jingle.  
 
    “I did,” she said. “I knew I had disrupted your work, and so I asked a few questions in the right places, spoke with the Forest of Hud, and brought back the man who was believed to be killed.” 
 
    I honestly wasn’t sure what to say, so I settled for gratitude. “Thank you.”  
 
    It was going to be some time before it felt normal having a mother in my life, but I could still appreciate the attempt at making things right for all of the chaos she had caused to find me.  
 
    “The best part is,” Pamphrus said, “All the problems the missing men were causing for our assassinations are over. Incrassatum and Spodium’s guy went nuts, so they don’t even have to kill him now.” 
 
    “Speaking of that,” Mazne grunted and swatted around her head as she moved over to join us. Nimith and Chainmail seemed annoyed at being shooed away, but the two creatures eventually did leave my receptionist alone and flew off to annoy gods only knew who else. “The man you spoke with a few days ago, he’s called off his assassination as well. I thought you would be glad to know after talking with him.” 
 
    It took me a moment to go through my memories of the past few days. “The one whose son went missing?”  
 
    “The very same,” Mazne said. “His son returned home, safe and sound, and he offered his very profuse apologies for bothering us so much. Said you were probably right after all, and that his son had simply run off.”  
 
    “Which is a load off of me,” Pamphrus added. It had been his client, and he had been a fucking handful.  
 
    The man didn’t need to know that his son had actually been temporarily driven to enter the Forest of Hud thanks to my mother, and so I was more than willing to let him think I was right. It was probably better for business that way, anyway.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said, and it was directed at both Pamphrus and Mazne. “I appreciate being kept updated on the situation. Let me know if either of them change further.”  
 
    With that, it was clear the members of my estate understood that they were being released from the conversation.  
 
    “Come on,” Pamphrus said in his gruff way to Mazne. “Incrassatum and Spodium have dragged some newbie out to the training field. Let’s go watch.”  
 
    Mazne seemed taken aback to have been asked to accompany Pamphrus, and her look of astonishment only grew as the large, boulder-sized man extended his arm out to her as well.  
 
    My dear friend shot me a wide-eyed look behind her glasses, but she accepted the offered arm, and together, the two of them vanished down the hallway out of view. 
 
    Interesting.  
 
    Jeta was still standing there, however, and she offered me a wide smile as I looked at her again.  
 
    “I know that you undoubtedly have much business left to deal with,” she said. “But I can sense that you came into more of your power. Do you feel it, too?” 
 
    “I do,” I said. “I did. I am currently mirroring earth magic.”  
 
    Mirabelle waved a little awkwardly to indicate that it was her magic. 
 
    “Fascinating,” my mother mused. “I am intrigued to know what will happen when you fully come into your power, and I will be there to guide you as much as you need.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “I want to ask you a thousand more questions, but you’re right that I have things I should be doing. I need to go tell the king that the issues in the kingdom have been resolved at last.” 
 
    “We will have the rest of time to discuss whatever you wish to discuss,” my mother promised me softly.  
 
    She took a step forward and pressed her lips to my forehead in a gesture so maternal it nearly made my chest ache. My eyes fell shut, and I savored the feeling. 
 
    When I opened them, however, Jeta was gone. 
 
    I was really going to have to learn how she did things like that.  
 
    “Well, she seems nice,” Mirabelle said.  
 
    I laughed, because it felt like the only thing I could do. Elation seemed to vibrate through every fiber of my being. I hadn’t felt so relieved in longer than I could remember, and for the first time in a long time, it felt like things were finally right once more.  
 
    “I think she is,” I told the earth elementalist. “And I’m glad she came when she did. Though, I do think it’s time I give you back your powers.”  
 
    “You want to get rid of them already?” Mirabelle teased.  
 
    “For now,” I said. “They feel… strange, is the best way of saying it. Like when I borrow someone else’s face, but much stronger. Deeper.”  
 
    I fell silent for a moment and closed my eyes once more. As I did, I imagined handing the powers back to Mirabelle, like they were a physical thing I could hold in my hand.  
 
    As soon as I did, I felt them rush out of me like a long-held breath. 
 
    Then my eyes opened, and I felt wholly like myself again. The overwhelming feeling of connection to the ground and the plants around me had faded, but I could still feel the twinges of it in my periphery, like if I moved my head fast enough, I might just catch sight of it.  
 
    That was interesting as well. It wasn’t like when I released my mirror of someone’s form. When that occurred, it felt as if the other person vanished entirely, or like a reptile shedding its skin. This was… different. I could still feel the ever so slight traces of change.  
 
    I wondered what that meant for me, and I made sure to file that thought away to ask Jeta about later.  
 
     “Shall I accompany you back to the palace?” Maggie asked me. “My uncle might have started to wonder where I am.” 
 
    “That would be great,” I told her. “Though I think you may have lost your guard to my assassins guild.” 
 
    She gave a soft little giggle and linked her arm through mine. “That’s quite alright. I don’t think anything could get to me with you here to protect me.”  
 
    “Would it be alright if I stayed here?” Mirabelle asked me. There was a slight longing on her face as she looked past me and into the chaos of the foyer where the rest of my women were still gathered in their vibrant conversations.  
 
    A smile slid onto my face. “Of course. Please do, actually. We’ll be back soon, alright?”  
 
    She nodded before going over to join the rest of the women in their conversations.  
 
    Meanwhile, Maggie and I stepped outside into the bright sunshine overhead and set a brisk pace away from the estate.  
 
    “So, tell me about the primordial being you just slayed,” Maggie said. “I want to hear everything.”  
 
    “Well, we didn’t slay it,” I said. “Not technically. We drove it back down into the mountain that it had started to crawl out of instead. If we killed it, it would sever its power from the land, and that could have been catastrophic.”  
 
    “Oh,” the duchess gasped. “That does sound as if it could have been bad. How did you manage to push it back down into the mountains? I can’t imagine it was easy.”  
 
    “It wasn’t,” I said. “And it would have been much harder had I not experienced another surge of power during my fight.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Maggie asked, and her inquisitive hazel eyes were wide. “I already thought you had more powers than anyone I’ve ever heard of.”  
 
    “I have gained some more of my demigod abilities, and was able to mirror Mirabelle’s earth magic like I can mirror people’s appearances,” I explained. “But I’m not even entirely sure what that means yet, or any constraints on the power. My mother is going to have to help walk me through all of it. But it’s definitely intriguing.”  
 
    “So, you could take on Cinis’ fire?” she asked. “Or, say, a necromancer’s ability to work with death?”  
 
    I paused. “Cinis, yes, I should be able to, but I’m not actually sure if I could take on a necromancer’s abilities. The ability to work with death isn’t an intrinsic gift, but one that’s honed and studied. That’s something that I think I need to ask my mother about, too. There are around a thousand things that I have to learn.”  
 
    “I will do whatever I can to help,” the duchess assured me. “However many books I need to read.”  
 
    I laughed. “That sounds like something you would enjoy anyway.” 
 
    “It might be.” Maggie smiled up at me brighter than the sun above us.  
 
    Our walk was peaceful and calm, and without the threat of the storms pushing and driving against us, it felt like we made it to the palace in record time.  
 
    “Come,” she said. “My uncle should be in his study.”  
 
    She slipped her hand in mine once we stepped into the large, grand foyer of the palace, and together, the two of us made our way up the stairs and into the king’s study.  
 
    I felt a surge of fear wash over me for a moment before we stepped through the doors, because while I knew the king had given me his blessing in a way, it was one thing for him to say it… It was another thing for him to see me hand in hand with his beloved niece. 
 
    But Maggie didn’t seem to share my hesitance, and she pushed open the door without any pause.  
 
    The King of Ocadia looked up from behind his desk at the sound of our entrance, and if anything, he looked even more wan and drawn than he had when I’d seen him a few days before.  
 
    His age seemed to have caught up to him with a vengeance, and whatever illness ailed him wasn’t being kind.  
 
    He looked from my face, to Maggie’s, to our joined hands, and a small, pleased smile spread across his face. It grew into a grin that seemed like it was going to split him in two, and the sheer force of his joy made him appear younger before my very eyes. 
 
    There was something almost magical about the way it transformed him. But the sudden burst of energy was gone in the blink of an eye as a thick, phlegmy cough racked through the king’s body.  
 
    He had to pound his fist against his frail chest to loosen it from his throat.  
 
    Maggie made a move to rush to him, but he held up his free hand to stop her.  
 
    “I’m alright,” he wheezed. “I’m alright. There’s no need. It’s just a bit of a cough.”  
 
    “It sounds like more than a bit of a cough, uncle,” Maggie said, but she didn’t disobey his orders.  
 
    “There are more important things at hand,” he said. “Like the two of you. Please, come, sit.”  
 
    He gestured to the two chairs that sat in front of his desk, and without any further hesitation, Maggie and I made our way forward and settled into the seats.  
 
    I had expected to feel awkward and uncomfortable with the king seeing me hand in hand with his niece, but the feeling never came. In fact, all that I felt was an overwhelming and loving feeling as he looked at the two of us with clear kindness on his withered face.  
 
    “I was just coming to tell you,” I began and shifted forward in my chair. “You were right. It was the mountain dweller that was causing the storms in Ocadia.” 
 
    “Was I?” The king didn’t sound surprised. “And I assume because the storms are no longer, that you managed to defeat the primordial being, Master Morgan?”  
 
    I nodded. “I did, with the help of some of the powerful women I associate with.”  
 
    The king gave me another knowing smile as I recalled our earlier conversation. “And what of the men being drawn to the forest?”  
 
    “That wasn’t the primordial being,” I said. “That was… a trickster goddess, but I talked her down.” 
 
    I decided I would keep the fact that the goddess in this particular case was my mother, and that I was a demigod, to myself for now. It didn’t do anyone any good to reveal secrets when they didn’t have to.  
 
    “I’m impressed,” the king said. “You’ve handled both problems with the sort of speed and efficiency that any king should.”  
 
    His words hung heavy in the air as I processed their meaning.  
 
    “Uncle,” Maggie gasped. “Does that mean you approve?”  
 
    The duchess reached out and took my hand again. She gripped it tightly, like if she didn’t I might very well disappear from her view for good.  
 
    “It does,” the king said. “I love you, Maggie, like you were my own daughter, and I want the best for you and our kingdom. I think we both know it’s Master Morgan who has proven himself more than worthy on more occasions than I can count to satisfy both roles. I have even come to consider him a friend. So I would consider it an honor for him to become part of our family, and to one day take the throne.”  
 
    Maggie’s eyes welled with overjoyed tears, and she lunged across the large desk to throw her arms around her uncle’s neck in a tight, adoring hug. He seemed frail in her arms, but despite that, he hugged her back with the same intensity. He patted her back a few times and let out a chuckle.  
 
    “Thank you, my dear,” he said. “I meant every word. But if you don’t mind stepping out for a few moments, there is something that I would like to discuss with Master Morgan privately.”  
 
    Maggie pulled back from her uncle and nodded. She shot me a bright, overwhelmingly happy smile before she excused herself from the room and left me alone with her uncle. The door to his study closed behind us with a heavy thud.  
 
    “Thank you--” the words had barely left my mouth before the king raised his hand to silence me.  
 
    “Think nothing of it,” he told me. “I knew that I put my faith in the right man, and I didn’t doubt it for a second. You make her happy, and you keep the kingdom safe. There is no other choice I could make. But that is not what I wish to speak with you about.”  
 
    My brow furrowed, and I leaned a little further forward in the chair.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked. “Is there something else you need me to do?” 
 
    He chuckled. “No, no. In fact, it’s nothing that you have to do, but rather, something you can let me do.” 
 
    “That I can let you do?” I frowned. “What are you talking about?”  
 
    “I am an old man, Dex,” the king said conspiratorially. “And old men have their secrets, but they don’t like to go to the grave with them. I have put my faith and trust in you when it comes to my kingdom, and my niece, and now, I’m trusting you once again with one of the most closely-guarded secrets in all of Ocadia.”  
 
    I felt like I was going to burst with anticipation. “What is it?”  
 
    “My magic,” he whispered. There was a cunning glint in his eye.  
 
    It felt as if a rug had been pulled out from under my feet, and I played his words over and over again in my mind.  
 
    His magic?  
 
    I had been raised with the knowledge that the king was an ordinary man, and he had said as much to me on more than one occasion. This felt like I had been swept off my feet.  
 
    “What?” was the only thing I managed.  
 
    The king laughed, but it shifted into another coughing fit just as quickly. He pounded his chest with his fist once more to clear the phlegm from his throat before leaning back in the ornate seat beneath his own portrait.  
 
    “My magic,” he repeated. “As I said, this is one of the, if not the most well-kept secret in the entire kingdom. In fact, only you and I know it now. Not even my nieces know of my powers, nor does anyone else.”  
 
    “What… what are they?” I was still having a hard time getting my bearings.  
 
    “You are handling this far better than I expected,” the king mused. “But yes, my powers. There… there is not an estate in all of Ocadia that specializes in what I can do. I think you would call me a mage, much like you and your mirror magic.”  
 
    I felt another shock as the king casually revealed that he knew about my mirror magic, though he did not know that I wasn’t technically a mage.  
 
    “How…” I gasped. 
 
    “Ever since I was a child, I have been able to cast my mind’s eye into the animals around me,” he said. “Seeing through their eyes, hearing through their ears. They are my spies and my confidants, and in some cases, they have withered and aged in my stead. Haven’t you ever wondered how I keep such a close eye on my kingdom?”  
 
    I opened and closed my mouth in shock. It made a lot of sense, but it still felt like the world around me had changed. The king was a mage, and he was unlike any mage I had ever heard of before.  
 
    “That’s how you’ve stayed so young for so long,” I managed.  
 
    “Indeed,” he agreed. “It has not altered my age, of course, but it has allowed my body to age slower than most world-dwellers. If not for my illness, I’m sure I could look younger than I truly am well into my hundreds, but some things cannot simply be outrun. Magic or not.”  
 
    “That’s how you were so sure there was a primordial being in the mountains,” I realized. “It wasn’t some story you heard, it was because you used an animal to check.” 
 
    The king’s face split into a grin. “You’re clever, Master Morgan, far more than most. And you’re right, of course. My gift has allowed me to keep an eye on my kingdom, and an eye on you. It is how I know you’re a good man, how I know the company you keep, and how I know that you truly love my niece.”  
 
    Before he could continue further, he was overtaken with yet another fit of coughing.  
 
    This time, I moved from my seat as if there was something I could do to help him, but by the time I stood, the fit had already subsided. He looked as if he had simply aged another decade before my eyes.  
 
    “Now we can share the burden of my secret together,” he told me. “But for now, I think I must be alone. I need to regain some of my strength before I can address the kingdom about the safety of the north once more. Go. Enjoy your victory. And take care of my niece.”  
 
    And with that, the king successfully dismissed me with a wave of his hand.  
 
    When I stepped out of his study, I saw that Maggie was waiting for me just outside the door. It looked as if she had been pacing as she waited, and I wanted to laugh at her clear eagerness.  
 
    “What is it?” she asked. “Is everything alright?”  
 
    “Of course,” I assured her. “Now come on, let’s go back to my estate. We have a victory to celebrate.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
    Maggie held my hand as the two of us made our way through the halls of my estate toward the closed doors of my bedchambers. As much as the duchess had wanted the grand tour, I thought it was more important to make sure that no one was trying to burn the entire place down first, and so Maggie had been more than willing to come with me to check on the rest of the women.  
 
    The foyer had cleared out by the time we returned, and I had an image of the entirety of my bedchambers being taken over by what Cinis, Nara, Ephy, and Mihany thought constituted a crib.  
 
    I held my breath and braced myself for the worst, but was more than a little surprised with what I saw when I opened the door. 
 
    Thankfully, there wasn’t any sort of overwhelming chaos like I had expected. In fact, everything seemed fairly peaceful.  
 
    Nara sat on the ground in front of the bed with Mirabelle perched behind her. The witch’s unruly hair had been tamed and brushed out entirely, which was a sight that I didn’t think I had actually ever seen before. Mirabelle had managed to coax her messy curls into two neat braids that were studded with the same white flowers that dotted the earth elementalist’s own hair.  
 
    Meanwhile, Cinis lounged on my bed with her wings fully extended out. They looked like dark velvet against the lighter materials of my sheets. She was also, to my surprise, missing her leather garments and laid out entirely bare. Her perfect body was on display, and it took me more than a few seconds to gather up the willpower to look away and study the rest of the scene.  
 
    Ephy was on the bed next to Cinis, and it was clear she was being careful not to crush the First Ember Priestess’ wings as she gently massaged them with her healing touch. Whatever she was doing, it seemed to have relaxed Cinis into a state of utter contentment.  
 
    The only one who wasn’t engaging with someone else was Mihany, who seemed to be trying to break into my wall of vines. Every few seconds the goddess would reach out and smack at the wall, like she was trying to push her hand through, only for a vine to dart out and swat at her wrist like it was scolding a child.  
 
    It looked honestly like a strange little game that the goddess was playing to entertain herself. I almost barked out a laugh, but managed to keep it in.  
 
    Nara looked up at me sleepily as the doors swung shut behind me and Maggie.  
 
    “She can stay,” she announced and gestured loosely behind her toward Mirabelle. 
 
    The earth elementalist seemed simultaneously pleased and flattered at the odd praise. 
 
    Without a word, she gestured to the pile of leaves and twigs on the ground next to Nara and gave me a look that was equal parts confused and concerned. The question on her face was clear. Why was all of that shit in Nara’s hair? 
 
    I almost laughed once again.  
 
    Next to me, Maggie gave a soft squeak. When I looked over at the duchess to see why she had made the noise, she had turned a bright shade of pink from the tops of her cheeks and all the way down her neck. I knew from experience that the blush undoubtedly covered every inch of her body.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked her.  
 
    “I, uh…” Her voice was shy. “I’ve never seen a-another woman naked before.” 
 
    At this, Cinis lazily looked up from where she was relaxing. Her braids were smoldering and looked like the burnt wicks of candles. Her eyes flickered with darkly burning embers, and she looked from me to Maggie with a sort of curiosity.  
 
    “You haven’t?” she asked, and her voice was practically a low purr.  
 
    Ah, so we came back to horny Cinis. That might have been my favorite side of the fire descendant, I decided.  
 
    Maggie continued to blush in a way I had never seen before as she shook her head. “N-no.”  
 
    Cinis’ gaze flicked toward me with a hunger that made heat curl in the pit of my stomach and my dick twitch in my pants. I reached over to gently cup Maggie’s elbow and lean close to the duchess. My lips practically brushed her ear.  
 
    “Do you want to touch her?” I asked in a low tone.  
 
    All of the women were watching Maggie now, and the duchess looked as if she was going to shrink with embarrassment at any moment, but despite that, there was an undeniable curiosity on her face.  
 
    She hesitated for only a moment before giving a little nod.  
 
    “Go on then, princess,” I ordered. “Touch her. I’m sure she wants you to.”  
 
    “I do,” Cinis agreed. She sat up and fluttered her dark wings invitingly. “Come here.”  
 
    Maggie looked between the two of us for a moment before she finally took a hesitant step toward Cinis, and then another, and another, until she was gently kneeling on the edge of the bed in front of the fire descendant.  
 
    Ephy had moved to give her space, and she perched reassuringly behind Cinis. She flashed Maggie a smile to urge her on.  
 
    “Here,” the siren said gently as she reached out to take Maggie’s hand in her pale green one. “Like this.”  
 
    She gently guided Maggie’s hand forward to stroke it down the side of Cinis’ smooth skin. Maggie’s petal pink lips were parted, and her hazel eyes were wide as she seemed to revel in the feeling of Cinis’ skin beneath her hand.  
 
    Cinis’ burning eyes were on me as the duchess touched her, and she let out a low, pleased sound from the back of her throat that seemed to go straight to my dick. I was already painfully hard in my trousers, but I didn’t make any moves forward.  
 
    I was entranced as I watched my women put on a show for me like this. 
 
    Cinis spread her legs a little wider and gave me a clear view of her pussy, and I bit back a groan. She was already soaked. Clearly she had been waiting for me.  
 
    Nara and Mirabelle had shifted and were both on the ground now as they watched Maggie’s tentative hand, and even Mihany was watching the scene play out.  
 
    Maggie moved her hand again, this time without Ephy’s guidance, and reached out to brush her slender fingers against one of Cinis’ perky nipples. The duchess was practically shaking, and her cheeks were still bright pink, but there was a heat in her gaze that hadn’t been there seconds before. 
 
    She seemed mesmerized by Cinis and her luscious curves, and I couldn’t blame her.  
 
    “You can be a little rougher than that, princess,” Cinis teased, and her voice was like fire rasping over wood. “It feels so good.”  
 
    Maggie looked back to me, and I nodded. “You’re being so good. Do you want to taste her?”  
 
    Her hazel eyes widened, and she looked from me to Cinis. Her lips moved, but no sound came out as she seemed to struggle for a response past her own nerves.  
 
    “I think I want her to taste me,” Cinis continued in a sultry tone. “She seems so sweet. I imagine she would lap at me like a little kitten.”  
 
    “Yes,” the duchess whispered. “Please. Can I, Dex?”  
 
    “Go ahead, princess,” I growled. “I want to see you taste her.”  
 
    If Mirabelle was alarmed with what was happening, the earth elementalist didn’t show it. In fact, she was looking between me and the sight unfolding in front of her on the bed with hunger in her gaze.  
 
    Yeah, she was going to fit in well.  
 
    Maggie was shaking like a leaf as she shifted on the bed and knelt down in front of Cinis. Ephy continued to stroke the queen of the Ardere’s wings as she leaned back against the siren. 
 
    Ephelia bent her head down toward Cinis, and as I watched, they caught each other in a quick, affectionate kiss.  
 
    I quickly shirked off my weapons, tossed them aside, and pulled my tunic off next, but I didn’t make any moves to join my women on the bed yet. I was too busy watching as Maggie lowered her face down between Cinis’ thick, curvy thighs and toward her dripping sex.  
 
    Her tongue darted out from her pink lips, and she let herself taste Cinis for the first time. 
 
    The fire descendant gave a low sigh of pleasure and relaxed back against Ephy even more. With one hand, she reached down and gently stroked back Maggie’s hair to coax the shy duchess forward a little more until her face was absolutely buried between Cinis’ legs.  
 
    “Fuck,” she groaned. “She’s so delicate. Do you like the way I taste, little princess?” 
 
    There was a muffled sound as Maggie gave her clear approval. She shifted forward on the bed with a little more coaxing from Cinis and Ephy until she seemed to have entirely lost herself in Cinis’ goddess-like pussy.  
 
    My fire descendant lover’s eyes were burning as she bucked her curvy hips against Maggie’s pretty face, and I nearly lost myself right there in that moment.  
 
    I had never imagined I would get to see something like this, and I was trying to commit every second to memory as they acted out my wildest fantasies in front of my very eyes.  
 
    “I’m feeling left out,” Nara announced loudly.  
 
    The witch had stripped out of her corset and flouncing, tattered skirts without me noticing, and she was now entirely naked as she stood at the edge of the bed with one hand resting on Maggie’s delicate ankle.  
 
    Her round tits were perfect, and her skin was creamier than anything had any right to be.  
 
    “Oh,” Mirabelle exclaimed, and it was clear that she had been too preoccupied with the scene at hand as well to notice the witch stripping down.  
 
    I moved over toward Mirabelle and helped her as she stumbled up to her feet. She pressed herself into my chest, and I could feel the curve of her ass as it rubbed up against the thick, hard bulge in my trousers.  
 
    “Do you want to stay?” I murmured, and my voice was low and rough in her ear. 
 
    In response, I felt Mirabelle grind back against my cock, and it sent a wave of pleasure straight through me.  
 
    I took it as an invitation and curled my hand around to hitch up her skirts in a fluid motion. A surprised little sound escaped the earth elementalist’s mouth before she leaned her head back and caught my lips with hers. 
 
    It felt like we were picking up right where we had left off before Mazne interrupted us, and heat surged through my body as she kissed me. Her tongue slipped into my mouth, and her hips rocked back against me, like she wanted to take me inside her pussy right then and there. 
 
    I felt her skirts rise up higher without my assistance, and I pulled out of the kiss to see that Nara had come to stand in front of us and hiked the skirts up higher. The witch was far shorter than Mirabelle, but it put her at the perfect level to undo the ties on the earth elementalist’s corseted top and throw it aside. Her blouse fell open, and her perky breasts spilled out from the white fabric. Nara leaned forward to drag the flat of her tongue over one of Mirabelle’s dusky pink nipples. 
 
    The woman in my arms gasped and squirmed under Nara’s ministrations. Her hips bucked again, and I quickly fumbled for my cock in my trousers and pulled it free. It was painfully hard, and I gave it a quick, eager pump to relieve some of the strain before I pulled Mirabelle tighter against me.  
 
    I slipped a hand under her skirts and slid my hand between her thighs. Her pussy was hot and wet, and I slid one finger along her slit just to see how nice and eager she was for me already. Watching my other women play with each other had turned her on, and that made me even harder.  
 
    Mirabelle shuddered and seemed to go limp against me and Nara both as I stroked her again, and then slipped two fingers into her slick pussy.  
 
    “Does that feel good?” I murmured in her ear.  
 
    Nara had moved on from sucking and biting at her nipples to tracing her tongue all across her chest in a way that made Mirabelle shudder continuously.  
 
    “Yes,” she whimpered. “Fuck, all of it. I want to feel you inside of me, your thick cock, not just your fingers. I’ve dreamed about what it would feel like filling me up.”  
 
    I groaned and pulled my hand from her wetness. “You have, huh?”  
 
    Nara didn’t need to be told what to do, and the witch helped me pull Mirabelle’s skirts all the way up to bunch at her hips. I lined my dick up with her entrance, and without further warning, I pushed inside of her in one go.  
 
    I didn’t stop until I bottomed out and buried myself to the hilt. 
 
    A scream of pleasure tore from Mirabelle’s throat. I slid my hand up over her bare chest to wrap my fingers gently around her throat, keeping her upright and pressed against me as she squirmed to get used to me inside her. 
 
    “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” she gasped out breathlessly. “It’s so big. It’s so fucking big, Dex. I didn’t know it was so big.”  
 
    I tightened my grip around her throat, and she seemed to move even more as she writhed against me. Then I grinned as I practically held her up off of her feet and speared onto my cock.  
 
    Nara giggled and leaned forward to press a kiss to the underside of Mirabelle’s jaw. “Can I go play with the others?”  
 
    I tore my eyes from the witch’s eager face and back to the scene unfolding on the bed behind her. Maggie’s dress had been practically burned away by Cinis’ heat, and the duchess was nude between the fire descendant’s legs.  
 
    Her own pussy was glistening and spread as she continued to please Cinis. Ephy was gently stroking her hand down Maggie’s back, but she was also touching herself with a light hand as she urged the duchess on to please Cinis.  
 
    Nara looked back at me with wide eyes, and she looked seconds away from begging. “Master…” 
 
    “Go,” I told her. “Help Ephy take care of Maggie. She’s being a good girl, and I think she deserves to feel good.”  
 
    Nara didn’t have to be told twice. She turned on her heel and leapt onto the bed to give Maggie attention.  
 
    Mirabelle squirmed in my grasp. “Fuck me. Fuck me. I need you to move, I want to feel you in my fucking throat.”  
 
    Well. I couldn’t deny that, could I?  
 
    Finally, I thrust upward into Mirabelle and let my hand loosen around her delicate neck. 
 
    She gasped out in pleasure and in relief, and I felt her pussy clench around me as I held her up off the ground. It was the first time I had managed to use my wind magic to help lift someone else, and it was clear that it was having quite the effect on Mirabelle as she wrapped her legs backward around me as I bounced her up and down on my cock.  
 
    “Dex,” Mihany spoke up for the first time since our fucking began.  
 
    She was behind me, and her tongue was almost in my ear. Her long tendrils of hair curled out and stroked at me and Mirabelle as I bounced the earth elementalist up and down on my cock with all the force I could muster.  
 
    “I want you to fuck me, next,” Mihany whispered. “Once she cums, I want to feel you inside me. With your demigod powers now, I’m sure it will be like nothing you have ever experienced before.”  
 
    I didn’t think she would have to wait long, because I could already feel Mirabelle’s tight pussy spasming around me as she rode my cock in the air.  
 
    “Fuck, yes,” I assured the goddess. “How about you help me make her feel good, then?” 
 
    I expected Mihany to scoff at the notion, but to my surprise, the wind goddess moved to float in the air in front of us. The three of us were all off the ground when she reached out to turn Mirabelle’s face toward hers with more aggression than was strictly necessary.  
 
    “You are very pretty,” Mihany said in what I assumed was supposed to be a complimentary tone. “For a world-dweller. And Dex seems to enjoy the feeling of your pussy.”  
 
    The goddess leaned forward and caught Mirabelle’s lips in a harsh kiss, and to my surprise, Mirabelle threw her arms around Mihany’s neck and braced herself against the goddess as I continued to fuck up into her from behind.  
 
    Their kiss was hot and rough, and the new position meant I could slam even deeper into Mirabelle’s tight pussy. Mihany seemed to enjoy herself as well, because suddenly, the goddess was floating higher in the air, and her curling tendrils of pale yellow hair were stroking at Mirabelle’s face in a gesture that might have actually been affectionate.  
 
    Mirabelle tightened around me, and as much as I wanted to push her until she hit her breaking point, she wasn’t the only woman I wanted to fuck. I gripped her hips so tightly that I was certain I left bruises on her perfect skin as I pumped my cock into her until she started to spasm with release.  
 
    Our two bodies worked perfectly in tandem as I came inside of her and spilled my seed into her eager womb. As I thrust, she clearly had two orgasms back to back, and I found myself matching her eager pace.  
 
    By the time I pulled out of her dripping pussy, I was hard once again.  
 
    Mihany lowered Mirabelle down to the ground, and the earth elementalist seemed unsteady on her feet as she generously switched places with Mihany.  
 
    The wind goddess seemed pleased and patted her on the head in what was probably the closest I’d seen her come to outright affection with anyone besides Nara.  
 
    Her sheer gown was already as thin as tissue paper, but it practically dissolved under my hands as I reached out to touch her. She spread her legs for me and mounted me where I hovered in the air.  
 
    “Take her hands,” I ordered, and without hesitation, Mirabelle did and pulled the goddess’ hands behind her. 
 
    Mihany gasped in shock, but any outrage she might have felt disappeared as soon as I thrust my cock up into her waiting sex.  
 
    She let out a wail so loud that I was certain all of the assassins in my estate heard it. She tightened her legs around my waist, and thanks to Mirabelle holding her wrists back with her own vines, the goddess was all but lying flat in the air as she squirmed. 
 
    Her tendrils of hair fanned out and tried to reach out for anything they could grasp, but all they managed to do was drag Mirabelle’s face in for a jaw-achingly hard kiss.  
 
    The earth elementalist seemed more than willing, and as I watched the two women’s tongues slide against one another, I picked up a brutal pace.  
 
    I was going to make damn sure I finished the job with Mihany earlier and plant my seed into her womb.  
 
    Every nerve in my body felt as if it was on fire, and as I fucked the goddess with everything I had, I felt a slight change take over my body as I seemed to mirror her power like I had with Mirabelle during our fight. 
 
    The sensation was different than that, though, and different still than my own wind magic. It felt as if Mihany and I were now moving as one as I pumped into her tight, celestial pussy with everything I had.  
 
    Then the goddess let out another primal scream, and she arched her back higher as her orgasm overtook her without any warning. She came so hard that I could feel her practically squirting onto my dick as I kept up my unrelenting pace. 
 
    I didn’t let myself reach my own release until I was sure that Mihany had rode out the last of her orgasm. Then, as soon as I pushed myself to cum into her waiting womb, she tightened around me again and let out another desperate, aching cry for more.  
 
    I exploded inside of her as she rocked and quaked around me, and her hair fluttered out in the air behind her like it too felt her orgasm. My name was on her lips as I pushed her further and further into her climax. 
 
    I remembered what she had said earlier about things being more intense with more of my powers unlocked, and it certainly felt that way. Her entire body responded to mine like that was what it had been designed to do. Her metallic eyes were glazed with lust and nearly rolled back in her head as I came inside her. 
 
    A small windstorm had picked up around us in the center of the room, and I think that if it weren’t for Mirabelle holding her arms back, she might have flown straight up through the ceiling as she finally finished her orgasm and went limp in my arms. Once I was certain that she had milked my cock dry, I slowly let her sink down from my cock and back onto the ground.  
 
    Despite the fact I had just cum three times with two gorgeous women, when I looked back at the scene on my bed, at the four sweaty women all entangled with one another as they waited for me to come to them, I felt my cock give another eager twitch. 
 
    Damn, it was good to be a demigod. I felt like I could fuck for days on end at this rate. 
 
    I basically threw myself onto the bed and into the pile of women, and from there, it was a movement of sweat slick, perfect bodies. I couldn’t tell who was kissing me where, but I felt nothing but hands and lips and pussies as the women all shared me in a way they never had before. 
 
    Then I rolled over and found myself in Cinis’ arms. My fire descendant lover’s legs were spread wide across the sheets, and her wings were fanned out next to her. She was partially cradling Ephy and Nara both as they did as I ordered and helped Maggie feel good, but right now, all my focus was on Cinis and Cinis alone.  
 
    Her lips were swollen from kissing, and as I reached down between her legs, I could feel just how wet she was. Her thick, curvy thighs were slick with her own pleasure, and it barely took any effort at all for me to slide my cock into her.  
 
    Her eyes snapped to me in a pleasure-filled daze, and she rolled her hips to fit me in deeper. Her breasts bounced with the motion, and I watched in rapt focus as they moved. They had gotten larger over the course of her pregnancy already, and I was desperate to see just how much larger they would grow.  
 
    I ducked my head down and dragged my tongue over one of her pert nipples. She raked her nails down my back in response, and I could feel the heat coming off of her body in waves.  
 
    This was different than how it felt to fuck Mirabelle or Mihany. With Cinis, it was all fire and passion.  
 
    She arched up to kiss me, and I met her lips with the same crushing force. It felt as if the two of us couldn’t get enough of each other as I pushed into her harder with each thrust of my hips.  
 
    I felt the power surging through my body, and I wanted to use the new wave of energy to make my lover cum.  
 
    “Fuck, Dex,” she hissed into my mouth. Her lips were practically hot to the touch, but I didn’t pull out of the kiss. Her legs wrapped around my hips, and she used her hold to drive me in harder with each new thrust of my cock inside her. It was as if she couldn’t get enough of me.  
 
    Her skin was as soft as silk under my hands, and she moved her body like only she knew how. There was something sultry about each of her movements, and I wanted to stay buried inside of her for as long as I fucking lived.  
 
    “Goddamn,” I growled. “You feel so fucking good.”  
 
    She laughed into our kiss, and she only pulled away when I drove myself into her at a new angle. I shifted up onto my knees, and with her legs wrapped around my hips, it pulled her lower body up and off of the bed entirely.  
 
    The angle showed off the perfect, wasp-narrow curve of her waist, and it made the sight of her tits bouncing even more captivating than it had been before.  
 
    She clawed and grasped at my legs and arms with the same feisty behavior I was used to, and I knew from the way her eyes burned and her starry pupils swirled that she was nearing her climax. I was surprised she’d lasted so long, all things considered.  
 
    “You’re so goddamn close,” I hissed. “I think it’s about time you finally cum.”  
 
    “Fuck, yes,” she growled. “Give our baby a twin.”  
 
    She slammed her hips into me at just the right time, and together, the two of us exploded into a mind-blowing orgasm that made stars shoot in front of my eyes.  
 
    I didn’t stop pumping into her as her body clenched and tightened with release once, twice, and then a shocking third time. She nearly convulsed around my cock, and it was enough to milk me for all I was worth. 
 
    When I finally pulled out of her, however, I was still hard as a rock.  
 
    I fucking knew it. This must have had something to do with coming into my powers. I felt like I could go all week, and with the state of my women, desperate and needy around me, that might damn well happen.  
 
    Cinis took a moment to recover before she rolled herself up and pushed me down onto the bed in her place.  
 
    A surprised laugh tore from my throat as I thumped down on the mattress. A wicked grin was on my fiery lover’s face as she looked down at me.  
 
    “I think you have been doing quite a lot of the work,” she teased. “How about you relax a little, hm? Little princess… you are needed.”  
 
    Maggie looked up from where she was trapped between Ephy and Nara. Her hazel eyes were glassy with lust, and she was more unkempt than I had ever seen her.  
 
    Her skin was flushed and dotted with love bites, and her long hair was entirely free of its delicate arrangement and flowed loosely around her lithe body.  
 
    Cinis crooked her finger under Maggie’s chin and guided her over to me where I laid propped on the bed. My mouth went dry as I watched Cinis help Maggie with gentle touches and kisses to her freckled shoulders.  
 
    Maggie looked down at me as her hips hovered over my aching cock. “Can I?” 
 
    “Yes,” I breathed. “Fuck, yes.”  
 
    I had never even imagined what it would look like to see Maggie ride me, and I felt as if I had died and was now watching from outside of my fucking body as Cinis coaxed the princess to spread her freckled, creamy thighs wider to take the thick girth of my cock inside her tight pussy. 
 
    The look of lust and ecstasy that flashed across Maggie’s face and clouded her eyes as she took me all the way down to the hilt was something that I wanted to remember forever.  
 
    “Good girl,” I managed. “Fuck. You’re doing so good, princess.” 
 
    “Put your hands on his chest,” Cinis instructed and took Maggie’s wrists in hers and moved them to set Maggie’s palms flat against my chest. “Like that.”  
 
    “O-oh,” Maggie gasped as the angle shifted ever so slightly. I felt myself deeper inside of her than I ever had before, and the heady rush of pleasure was enough to make my hips jerk upward.  
 
    The sudden shift made Maggie gasp, but Cinis pressed her lips to the duchess’ and swallowed down the startled sound with a slow, passionate kiss.  
 
    I gripped Maggie’s hips as she kissed Cinis and started to work her into a rhythm that suited the both of us. She had never ridden me before, and she seemed to struggle to know what to do with my size at this angle, but Cinis was a great coach. 
 
    “Look how good you’re doing for me, princess,” I praised her. “Taking my cock so well like this.”  
 
    Maggie was flushed red all over, but there was nowhere for her to hide from my hungry gaze. I raked my eyes over her and took in every inch of her perfect body as I picked up the pace.  
 
    Soon, she was bouncing up and down on me like it was what she was built to do. Her mouth was open in pleasure, and she was nearly drooling from it as I fucked her harder than I had ever done before. Whatever Ephy and Nara had done had made the duchess as limp as putty in my hands, but her tight pussy spasmed and clenched around me like never before.  
 
    Her eyes welled with tears as I tightened my grip on her hips, lifted her up, and slammed her down onto my cock like she was a ragdoll. I felt her orgasm come then like a tidal wave.  
 
    Her body went limp, and she dropped back against Cinis, like she needed her help to even stay upright. 
 
    Normally, I would have told Maggie that she wasn’t allowed to cum until I said so, but I was feeling more than a little generous as what felt like the tenth orgasm of the day overtook my body, and I pumped into her and filled her with my seed.  
 
    “You did so good, little princess,” Cinis cooed and helped Maggie off of my cock. I watched as my own cum dripped down her legs. 
 
    Then my mouth went dry as Cinis shifted and bent down. She lapped at the cum that dripped from Maggie’s pussy before looking over at me with a wicked grin. 
 
    “Now she tastes like you,” the fiery queen purred.  
 
    “Dex,” Ephy said my name softly. “Dex, can I have a turn, please?”  
 
    I looked over and saw the siren perched near my head. Her large eyes seemed to plead with me, and I grinned.  
 
    “Come here,” I murmured and reached out to grab hold of Ephy. 
 
    The siren giggled as I dragged her toward me, but her giggling cut off into gasps as I pulled her over and onto my face.  
 
    I took a single breath before I buried myself in her gloriously wet pussy. Ephy’s thighs cushioned either side of my face as she rocked against me, and I helped her along. I used my hands on her hips to help her find a rhythm as I lapped and sucked at her clit like she was the best thing I had ever tasted. 
 
    Even though I couldn’t see it, I could feel the mark that bound me to Ephelia as her life force starting to glow, and her body responded to my tongue like it was lightning. Every time I licked at her pussy, she gasped and whimpered. 
 
    The connection between us made sex that much more pleasurable, and I could feel our water magic rushing through both of our veins. It was so loud between her thighs that I felt as if I was standing beneath a waterfall.  
 
    Suddenly, I felt something wrap around my cock, and I recognized the sensation immediately.  
 
    All of my women were different, and even without the help of my sight, I knew what it felt like to have Nara’s mouth around my cock. Her skilled hands pumped at the shaft as she took all of me back into her throat. I could feel the smear of her purple lipstick against my skin as I bucked up and buried myself even deeper into her throat.  
 
    Between Ephy on my face and Nara on my cock, I knew I couldn’t last much longer, but I was going to be damned if I didn’t get the two of them off with me.  
 
    Ephy was close, and all it took were a few more careful swipes of my tongue and pulling her down hard against my face as she ground herself against me before the siren gasped and gushed out an orgasm.  
 
    She was sweeter than I remembered, and when she very gently moved herself from me, I licked my lips clean.  
 
    Now I could actually see Nara, and I felt another surge of pleasure rock through me at the sight of the feisty witch being so submissive to me. She was gagging on my cock as she continued to bob her head up and down, like she could take me even further into her mouth.  
 
    Her dark mascara had started to run, and she met my eyes. There was nothing but devotion and lust in her gaze, and that was finally what made me cum deep in her throat.  
 
    She swallowed every last drop of me, and then milked me for one final orgasm with a greedy desperation.  
 
    When she pulled off, her breasts heaved with each desperate breath she took, and she collapsed onto the bed next to me.  
 
    Finally, I felt spent, but I wasn’t about to let her go untouched after the show she’d just put on for me.  
 
    I reached down between her thighs, only to find that she had clearly just came. I raised an eyebrow and looked down at the witch.  
 
    “What,” she mumbled. “I like sucking your dick.”  
 
    A laugh escaped my throat, and I sank back down onto the bed. My nerves were on fire, and I felt like I was in the best sort of afterlife as we all finally collapsed into a well-spent heap together. Sex with all of my women was different, and I could feel the ways our power interacted together while we were fucking, but each woman was perfect for me in her own way.  
 
    And together, the six of us just made sense.  
 
    There was some more shuffling about on the bed as we all attempted to get comfortable, and I definitely would need to invest in a much larger mattress.  
 
    Our bodies were all dripping with sweat and cum, but I couldn’t remember a time when I was happier. Cinis, my first love, tucked herself under one of my arms, while Mirabelle, my newest inclusion to our little family, tucked herself under my other.  
 
    It felt perfect and exactly as it should, and I felt an overwhelming sense of peace wash over me.  
 
    I had done the impossible and defeated a primordial being. I was a Master Assassin with six women to spend the rest of my life with, and at least half of them were carrying my children in their wombs. 
 
    I was also a demigod, and for the first time, I had my mother to help guide me through my powers. 
 
    The king had confided his greatest secret in me and given me the blessing to be with his niece, too. 
 
    So I was truly more powerful than I had ever been. 
 
    But most importantly, I was happy, and I was ready for whatever the future might hold.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue  
 
    “I don’t think we need more flowers.” My words fell on numerous pairs of deaf ears. “Really. I definitely don’t think we need any more flowers right now. It’s just Elis, not a foreign dignitary.”  
 
    I looked around at the massive, sprawling gardens outside the palace. In ten years, Maggie’s favorite place outside the palace had grown from a few well-tended beds and an arboretum to a massive, decadent place of lush plants from all over the continent.  
 
    Thick trees that shouldn’t have been able to grow in the towering formations they did lined the perimeter, thanks to Mirabelle’s help. The bark was varying, gorgeous shades of brown that made it look like some sort of tapestry from a distance, as opposed to a line of trees in a garden. 
 
    The flowers themselves were the most impressive in all of Ocadia, and maybe even all the surrounding kingdoms, and in the last few years, people had started to travel from all over to see the efforts of the Ocadian queen and her green thumb.  
 
    Pinks, purples, yellows, and blues all mingled together and formed dazzling patterns and displays on the lush, terraced grounds, and large hanging plants with delicate, lilac-colored buds hung like a canopy over the entire scene.  
 
    It made the entire garden look like something out of a dream.  
 
    And right now, it definitely didn’t need any more flowers.  
 
    The table set out in the center of the so-called meditation area was made of a rich mahogany and was large enough to seat thirty people, though that wasn’t really necessary at the moment.  
 
    In theory, this was the place where people could go in the sprawling gardens to find some solitude. It was a large clearing underneath the wisteria canopy where sunlight trickled through and danced across the verdant grass, and small hummingbirds zipped around and provided endless fascination. A pristine fountain sat just off of the center of the clearing, with a large marble sculpture depicting the Water Goddesses in the center and filled with bubbling, perfectly clear water.  
 
    It was the exact sort of place where peace was within grasp. 
 
    Usually.  
 
    “I think we might need more flowers,” Maggie said to me. My queen came and tucked herself into my side with a large terracotta planter braced in her arms.  
 
    I sighed and took it from her grasp before she could either drop it or stain the front of her fine, cornflower-blue silk gown. She wore a delicate tiara on her head that signified her place on the Ocadian throne, and a familiar gold ring hung on a chain around her neck.  
 
    It had been her uncle’s. It was a large gold ring with a ruby pendant, and on the inside of the metal band was a small inscription of a raven.  
 
    I had kept the secret of his magic to myself, even though he had passed on and into the afterlife eight years ago, and so even Maggie didn’t know that the inscription was a reference to his mage abilities.  
 
    “The table barely has any room for plates,” I pointed out with a laugh. 
 
    True to my word, the large dinner table in front of us in the clearing was so overladen with flowers and plants in bouquets and vases that the plates set out for dinner were practically obscured.  
 
    “What’s that I heard about plants?” Mirabelle called out, though I didn’t think she expected much of an answer.  
 
    She emerged from a cobblestone pathway that led from one side of the gardens and into the clearing. The earth elementalist was just as beautiful as I had found her on the day we first met, and she wore the last decade well.  
 
    Her long, chocolate-brown hair was nearly down to her thighs by now, and the vines that tangled through her loose locks matched the purple blooms overhead. Her feet were bare, as they had been for much of the time I knew her, and her green skirts moved delicately as she walked with a basket propped against her hip. 
 
    It appeared to be overflowing with all sorts of fruits, and I was more than a little worried that they had come from her grandfather.  
 
    Ezralore, to no one’s surprise, was still alive and kicking. Despite the fact I had offered him a place to stay in the palace, so he could have access to the palace libraries as well as being closer to his beloved great-great-great-great, so on and so forth, granddaughter, he had turned me down.  
 
    It wasn’t very often someone turned down an offer from the king. Much less when turning down the offer meant continuing to live in a strange magical tent in a city market.  
 
    But I suppose Ezralore hadn’t made it to over a thousand years old by being predictable.  
 
    He had, at the very least, helped me figure out what to do with all of the dragon bones and remnants I had found so long ago after the defeat of the mountain dweller. 
 
    Over the span of two years, I had moved the bones and hides in small increments. I had to make sure I didn’t move too many at once, otherwise, the sudden shift in power might have alerted the citizens of Ocadia to the change. 
 
    It had been a slow, taxing process, but in the end, Ezralore had created a way to use the bones to buff up the palace’s defenses, as well as Ocadia’s borders as a whole.  
 
    He had made the kingdom more powerful than any enemies who might have tried to come against us, and we still had some of the bones left to spare if we ever needed a boost. 
 
    I was also pretty sure he’d snorted some powder variant of it, but I was truly too afraid to ask.  
 
    “Is he throwing a fit about our plants?” Mirabelle asked as she shifted her basket from one hip to the other over the large swell of her baby bump. 
 
    “Yes,” Maggie said as she rested her head on my shoulder while I continued to hold her damned plant. “But I think he might be right. There isn’t very much room for us to eat.”  
 
    Mirabelle made the rest of the way over to us and pursed her petal pink lips as she surveyed the table herself.  
 
    “I hate when he’s right,” she sighed and winked in my direction. 
 
    She shifted the basket of fruit from one hip to the other once more, and as she waved her hand, at least half of the flowers that decorated the table flew back to the plants that they had been plucked from in the first place.  
 
    It was an impressive trick, and if Mirabelle had really wanted, I was certain she could have become the Headmistress of the Elementalists’ Estate.  
 
    But she had always assured me that she had more important things to do with her time.  
 
    She set the basket down onto the table, and as if on cue, I heard the familiar sounds of chaos and feet stamping through the underbrush.  
 
    These were the more important things now.  
 
    Four children, all around the age of nine years old, came tumbling out of the brush with raucous squeals of delight.  
 
    My heart jumped in my chest as I leaned my head onto Maggie’s and watched my children run up to the three of us.  
 
    All four of them carried metal cloches with what I assumed was supposed to be our lunch underneath, though I doubted the dishes were in the same state the palace chefs had prepared them in.  
 
    “Slow down!” Nara shouted. 
 
    The witch huffed as she emerged from the same path Mirabelle had just ventured from. Despite her serious tone, there was a wide grin on her face, and her plummy lipstick was smeared ever so slightly at the edges from where I was certain she had been kissing the children on their foreheads.  
 
    Sure enough, two of the four bore the familiar marks of Nara’s affection.  
 
    “You know they aren’t going to listen to you,” Ephy said in a soft, teasing, singsong voice as she followed after Nara and threw her arm around the petite witch’s shoulders. “They think you’re the fun one, which means they don’t have to listen to you.”  
 
    “I am the fun one!” Nara exclaimed. “But I’m also serious and scary. Tell them I’m scary!”  
 
    This order was directed to the infant braced on Ephelia’s hip. He had his mother’s pale green skin, but silver eyes to match one of mine, and in response to Nara’s claim, he giggled and blew out a bubble that popped in the witch’s face.  
 
    She reached out and tickled his little tummy over his blue tunic. “Tell your mommy that I’m scary. I’m the scariest witch in the whole kingdom.”  
 
    Ewan giggled even louder and squirmed under Nara’s tickling efforts. He buried his face in Ephy’s neck, and their matching periwinkle hair seemed to blend together.  
 
    “Oh, where did the rest of the flowers go?” Nara asked as she finally focused on the table.  
 
    I threw my hands up in defeat.  
 
    Both Mirabelle and Maggie seemed to fight back their laughter at my response.  
 
    “I think the table looks fine, Daddy,” Fira said. She straightened up as I turned my gaze on her, and I couldn’t help but smile.  
 
    She looked startlingly like her mother, with the same fiery red-amber eyes and dark, velvet-like wings fanning out behind her. Though, unlike her mother’s favored leather attire, Fira wore a pair of linen trousers and a long tunic in red and orange, much like her brothers wore.  
 
    Her hair was startlingly white, and freckles that looked like soot were dotted across her cheekbones. She had a set to her mouth that reminded me of my own mother. 
 
    Fira was my firstborn child, and though I loved all my children more than life itself, I could see myself in her more than the others. She was quick-witted and cunning, and she was exceptionally quick with her wooden practice sword. She had mild control of fire, thanks to her mother’s fire descendant magic, but her real strengths lied with mirror abilities.  
 
    There wasn’t really a term for what Fira was, considering she was the daughter of a descendant and a demigod, but she had magic unlike anything I had ever seen. When she was fighting, she was able to replicate her opponents, usually her brothers’, styles and abilities with only a glance.  
 
    She might not have even been ten years old, but she was going to be a formidable warrior one day, and I was mildly terrified for whoever stood in her path.  
 
    Fira set the metal cloche down on the edge of the table and hesitated before pulling the lid off of it, as if she knew that whatever was underneath wasn’t going to be pretty. 
 
    Sure enough, the large, well-seasoned roast sitting on a bed of root vegetables looked as if it had been through a tornado. But before I could even comment on the state of the dish, Fira flapped her wings and darted off with a laugh.  
 
    Her siblings squirmed under my gaze as I raised my eyebrows. 
 
    “Well.” I tried to remain stern. “Let’s see the rest of it.”  
 
    It was Lariel who went next. She set her metal cloche down next to Fira’s and took a step back.  
 
    “It doesn’t look so bad,” she said in her sweet, melodic little voice as she stared at the plate. “I think it’s a salad.” 
 
    I had no idea what it was supposed to be, but if it was a salad, it was a very avant-garde take.  
 
    Lariel smiled at me and showed her very delicately pointed teeth.  
 
    It had been a trait that had surprised me and Ephelia when she’d been born. Apparently, however, it wasn’t an uncommon trait for sirens to take on more… menacing qualities. But it had certainly been strange to see on an infant.  
 
    Our daughter had enchanting, two-toned hair that was split almost perfectly down the center. One side was her mother’s periwinkle, and the other was my whitish-silver. It gave her an entirely otherworldly quality, that when combined with her pointed teeth made her equal parts lovely and frightening. 
 
    Of course, she was my little angel, so I doubted I’d ever find her anything but lovely. Unlike Ephy, she hadn’t picked up straight water magic or healing magic. Instead, she had the uncanny ability to lure people into doing what she wanted with her voice.  
 
    According to Maggie, who had ever so helpfully done research, this was one of the older traits sirens used to display before it waned off over the centuries. I had a feeling it was my trickster god blood that had awakened it again, and so our daughter was gifted with strange powers.  
 
    Thankfully, however, Lariel had also taken after her mother’s sweet disposition, and she didn’t seem prone to using her powers for anything more evil than getting an extra cookie after dinner, usually from Fira. 
 
    “Go on,” I laughed. “Go join your sister.” 
 
    “Actually,” Ephy cut in. “Can you take Ewan from me, my little shark? I need to help your father with the lunch.”  
 
    “Of course, mama,” Lariel said sweetly. She held out her arms and scooped her brother from them with ease. The two had the same perfectly pink lips and heart-shaped faces, even if their skin was different colors.  
 
    “Arthur, you’re up next,” I said and gestured for my redheaded son to step into the metaphorical hot seat.  
 
    Arthur nodded eagerly and set his cloche down almost clumsily. He was all gangly limbs that he hadn’t quite grown into yet, and his ears were adorably, just ever so slightly too large for his head. Despite that, I could still see that he had my nose and my jawline, and we shared the same two-toned eyes.  
 
    The rest was all his royal mother’s side of the family. He had a mop of unruly auburn curls and fair, easily freckled skin. We had to be careful when we were outside for too long so that he didn’t get a sunburn, but Maggie tended to watch him like a hawk to make sure he didn’t burn.  
 
    He pulled the lid off with a flourish that nearly sent him tumbling backward, and if it wasn’t for his brother pushing forward with the wind to keep him on his feet, I was sure Arthur would have tumbled backward and gotten grass stains all over the back of his trousers. 
 
    The cake he’d carried out had stayed relatively intact, though one side was slumped, and the fluffy white icing coated the inside of the metal cloche lid.  
 
    “Sorry, father,” he apologized. “I didn’t even run!”  
 
    I smiled and reached out to ruffle his auburn curls. He was one of the children that bore Nara’s kiss mark on his forehead.  
 
    “I know, Arthur, but I’m sure Uncle Elis won’t mind much at all,” I assured him.  
 
    “Do you think he’s going to bring Nimith with him?” Arthur asked excitedly. “I just read a new book about nipitars and their hibernation habits, and I want to see if he knows anything about them!”  
 
    It didn’t surprise me at all that Arthur had picked up on his mother’s intellectual hobbies. More often than not, he was in the library with his nose buried in a book. And if that wasn’t the case, he was here in the meditation space of the gardens, communing with the animals.  
 
    To Maggie’s surprise, Arthur had been born a mage with the strangest ability. He was able to see through animals’ eyes.  
 
    I had been delighted, but not surprised to find out that apparently, the mage abilities that the king had in his life were hereditary. If they were latent somehow, I was sure it was my powers that had awakened them in Arthur. 
 
    If anything, I was glad he had a power that meant he could stay far from danger, at least until he was able to stand on his own two feet without falling.  
 
    “I did run, father,” Bellamy told me solemnly. “But I ran real fast, so I think it’s fine.”  
 
    He pulled off the lid of his cloche with an extravagant gesture, only to reveal that he had, in fact, definitely spilled the entire cauldron of soup he’d been carrying.  
 
    He pressed his lips into a thin line and looked from me to the soup. Then he lifted his hand up and clumsily tried to use his wind magic to somehow ladle the soup back into the cauldron.  
 
    Maggie buried her face in my side to hide a laugh at his attempts.  
 
    “Bell, I don’t think that’s going to work,” I managed without laughing. 
 
    “I think it is,” he mumbled. “I’ve got this.”  
 
    He scrunched his strong nose up as he continued to try and fail to get the soup off of the metal tray.  
 
    I raised my hand and used my own wind magic to simply drop the metal lid back down onto the tray.  
 
    “How about we just don’t have soup with lunch,” I suggested. “Go on, you can go play with your siblings while your mothers and I get everything else dealt with.” 
 
    “Thank you!” He flashed me a wide smile before he leapt up into the air and floated up to meet Fira in the sky. They weren’t very far off the ground, but I still felt the same surge of nerves I always felt as I watched my children fly.  
 
    Getting hurt was always a part of growing up, but it didn’t make me any less worried.  
 
    Bellamy was the only one of my children that was a demigod, or at least, as much as my mother Jeta and Mihany could figure, he was a demigod. I was a demigod, and Mihany was a goddess, so it made sense, but it wasn’t like there were many people in our situation who could offer explanations.  
 
    Bellamy seemed to have all three of the Wayward Wind Sisters’ powers, though he was showing it in smaller doses than he might have if he only had one special trait.  
 
    It made sense, because between Mihany and I, we had all three powers.  
 
    Bell looked the most like me of any of my children, and in fact, the only real difference was that instead of white hair, he had the same pale yellow locks of his mother, right down to their strange ability to act semi-sentient, though his hair wasn’t even past his jaw.  
 
    I was sure that he was going to be incredibly powerful when he got older, so Maggie had been doing quite a bit of research with Ezralore to make sure we were prepared for him to fully come into his powers as an adult.  
 
    “Is he here yet?” Cinis’ voice floated over the sounds of our children playing in the clearing.  
 
    The queen of the Ardere flapped her wings before landing on the ground next to where Maggie, Mirabelle, Nara, and I stood. Her stomach was ever so slightly rounded, and she rested one of her slender hands atop her baby bump with clear pride.  
 
    It was her second, and she was even more excited than she had been the first time around. This time, she and Mirabelle were able to go through pregnancy together, though Mirabelle was nearly ready to pop.  
 
    I was sure the earth elementalist was due any day now.  
 
    “Not yet,” I assured Cinis and leaned over to give her a soft kiss. “Where’s Mihany?”  
 
    “Here!” The wind goddess announced as she breezed into the clearing with her usual, melodramatic flourish. “I was scolding the chefs for giving the children the dishes. We are going to have nothing to eat.”  
 
    “Miha, we will have plenty to eat,” Nara said and pointed at the table where, aside from the cloches that children had haphazardly carried, there was already a large spread of all sorts of food. It was more than enough to feed our family and Elis.  
 
    “Still,” Mihany sniffed.  
 
    “Remind me to apologize to the chefs later,” Maggie whispered with a giggle.  
 
    It didn’t matter that all of my women had become regulars in the palace when I had taken the throne eight years ago, there was undoubtedly always someone who wasn’t ready for one of Mihany’s outbursts, even after all this time. 
 
    We had lost more than one good chef because of it.  
 
    Maggie drifted from my side as she went to help the other women set up the table and further prepare for our lunch with Elis, and I couldn’t help but stare out at the scene in bliss.  
 
    All six of my women were perfect, and I loved them all more than I thought possible. Well, until my children came along. Then I learned to love even more than that. 
 
    My life had changed in so many ways over the last decade, but my kids were by far the best change.  
 
    When the king had passed away, Maggie and I took to the throne together, and slowly my life changed even more than it had when I took over the Assassins’ Estate.  
 
    Suddenly, I was in charge of all of Ocadia, not just my estate. And despite the fact I was ruling an entire kingdom, I was still in charge of my estate as well.  
 
    I had known for quite some time now that I one day wanted Elis to take over as the Head of the Assassins’ Estate, but he had only been a child when I’d become king. Sure, he was a skilled conjurer mage, and he was primed to be a deadly assassin in his own right, but he was still a child.  
 
    It had felt impossible, but somehow, I had managed to lead both my estate and the kingdom, all while being a father. I had faced down monsters and men worse than most people could ever imagine, but those three things at once was the most difficult trial I had ever faced. 
 
    It was only on Elis’ sixteenth birthday that I had felt comfortable enough to step down as the head of the estate. He was still young, and by far the youngest head of an estate in the entire kingdom, but he wasn’t doing it alone. 
 
    I was there to help him every step of the way, and the assassins under him at the estate trusted him implicitly. By the time he was eighteen, he had garnered a reputation for being one of the most cunning and talented assassins anyone had ever seen, second only to me.  
 
    Stepping back from the assassination game had been strange, and it hadn’t been something I’d done lightly, but I wasn’t entirely out of that world, either.  
 
    While I stepped down for Elis to take my old position, it had been under a few specific rules. I was going to manage the assassinations within my court, and if he ever needed any help or advice, I wanted him to come to me before he came to anyone else. 
 
    He was my family as much as my women and children were, and I wasn’t going to leave him to do everything all on his own.  
 
    Besides, my assassinations within the sphere of royal life were strangely relaxing. While assassinations had once filled me with a rather specific sort of stress in terms of planning, now that I was in charge of an entire kingdom, they felt like a vacation.  
 
    No one suspected a thing, either, and I intended on keeping it that way. My mirror magic was still a closely-guarded secret that was known to nearly no one outside of my women and children, and in fact, Elis was one of the very few exceptions to that rule.  
 
    I trusted him like a son, and so, it only felt fitting that I let him in on a family secret. No one in the royal court expected that I, Dex Morgan, the former weapons master to the King of Ocadia turned king himself, was anything other than just that, much less the hero of the kingdom and best assassin Ocadia had ever seen.  
 
    “Uncle Elis!” A piercing cry of joy broke me from my reverie and I turned my head toward the sound. 
 
    Sure enough, I looked up just in time to see Nimith land in the center of the clearing with a soft thunk. The nipitar I had taken in as just an egg was now the size of a small dragon, or at least a very large horse. Her golden scales were even harder than metal itself, and they reflected the sunlight and sent it bouncing back in all different directions.  
 
    All five of my children clustered around the nipitar’s legs in giddy delight, and Lariel and Fira both held Ewan up so he could babble at his Uncle Elis as he dismounted Nimith. 
 
    No longer was Elis the little boy who had proudly declared to Kendry Grezza, the Headmistress of the Conjurers’ Estate, that he wanted to be an assassin. He had grown up into a strong, skilled man. My chest swelled with pride at the sight of him, as if he really was my own son. 
 
    His dusty brown hair had darkened with age and was now a rich, deep color. He kept it cut tastefully short, nearly buzzed to his scalp, though it was growing out and curling ever so slightly with length.  
 
    His face had hardened and sharpened, but his gray eyes were still thoughtful and knowing. They were still that same nearly colorless shade that was so disconcerting to those who didn’t know him.  
 
    He was only an inch or two shorter than I was when he stood at his full height, and he carried with him the overwhelming presence of power and magic that was hard to deny. Even if people couldn’t see the spirits he used, it was impossible to ignore the way the power radiated off of him like sunlight. 
 
    But then a bright, exuberant smile split his face as he looked down at the children, and though I was a ways away, I could hear him greeting each of them with clear love and care.  
 
    Elis, however, wasn’t alone. After he slipped down from Nimith’s back, he reached up to help someone else down after him. 
 
    This was the real reason Elis had put his duties as the Head of the Assassins’ Estate on pause today.  
 
    It was time to introduce his lovely girlfriend to the rest of his family.  
 
    He was granted a slight reprieve from being mobbed by my children as they busied themselves with playing with Nimith. As if he had somehow sensed his old friend’s arrival, Chainmail had zipped into the meditation clearing without me realizing it.  
 
    Unfortunately, the bird was still alive and well.  
 
    Somehow.  
 
    Elis’ arm was tucked gingerly around the waist of a gorgeous young woman. Her hair was the exact same shade of gold as Nimith’s scales, and it was delicately pulled back from her face with dainty little braids. She had a perky nose and pointed ears, and she was nearly the same height as Elis. 
 
    Her eyes were a pale green that reminded me of sage grasses.  
 
    There was definitely something otherworldly about her, and I wondered if she was entirely mortal.  
 
    “Elis!” Nara cooed. She threw her arms around the young man without warning, and he let out a loud oomph of surprise.  
 
    His girlfriend barely had time to step back before the rest of my women, besides Mihany who hovered at a close distance, were wrapping him up in a large hug of their own.  
 
    I grinned and moved over to extend my hand to the young woman. “Nice to meet you. I’m Dex.”  
 
    Her eyes were wide, and she looked from my face to my hand in what seemed like awe. It took her a few seconds of shock before she gently reached down and shook my hand. Her handshake was as light and delicate as the rest of her.  
 
    “It’s an honor, your majesty,” she said and dipped her head down. Her voice reminded me of wind chimes, and I could almost smell the magic on her. 
 
    She might have been some sort of elf, or something else that wasn’t common in Ocadia.  
 
    I wasn’t surprised Elis had fallen in love with a woman that wasn’t an ordinary world-dweller, considering I had done exactly the same thing six separate times.  
 
    “You can just call me Dex,” I assured her. “Elis is family, and if you plan on sticking around, so are you…?” 
 
    “Orlaith,” she said quickly. “But you can just call me Orla.”  
 
    “Well, it is very nice to meet you, Orla,” I said. “I’m glad you could meet us all for lunch.”  
 
    “Is it true, what Elis has told me about your powers?” she asked. There was a clear, burning curiosity in her gaze, and I couldn’t help but grin. 
 
    “What has he told you?” I asked her.  
 
    She blushed and looked away, as if she was embarrassed to have mentioned it at all. 
 
    “Go on,” I urged. “It’s alright, I’m curious.”  
 
    “Well,” she said slowly. “He said you’re the most powerful magic user that he’s ever seen. That anyone has ever seen. And that you’re a demigod.”  
 
    Elis had told her quite a lot, that much was clear. If anyone else had revealed that information, I would have been less than thrilled, but Elis was different. He was practically my oldest son, and if he trusted his girlfriend enough to tell her the truth, then I trusted his judgment. 
 
    After all, I had been the one to train him.  
 
    “It’s true,” I admitted. “Do you want to see?” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “See? You’ll show me?”  
 
    “Sure,” I said. “It’s been a while since I’ve had the chance to show off.”  
 
    “I don’t think it counts as showing off,” Mirabelle said with a soft laugh as she drifted over toward the two of us and stuck out her hand. “Hi, I’m Mirabelle. You must be Orlaith.”  
 
    “Orla is fine,” Orla said.  
 
    “Anyway,” I added. “I’d be more than happy to show you, but you might want to take a few steps back.”  
 
    Orla blinked but quickly did as I asked. And when I gestured for her to scoot even further backward, she did that as well.  
 
    I clapped my hands together and sucked in a breath as I debated what I should do to show her. Sometimes it felt as if I had more powers than I knew what to do with.  
 
    It hadn’t been long after we defeated the mountain dweller a decade ago that I came into the rest of my powers. It had happened steadily over the course of a year, and if my mother hadn’t been there, I was terrified to think what might have happened to me.  
 
    After I had gained the ability to mirror people’s powers and their magic, it had gotten rather hard to control, especially when I was also mirroring someone’s form. It was as if all the power in my body decided that it couldn’t figure out what needed to be done.  
 
    It was only after I had managed to get that under control that the power had grown even stronger. Soon, I was able to take on more than one power at a time and store them for short periods to use in battle. 
 
    Then had come my ability to cast my own reflection outward. No longer could I simply take other people’s faces, I could give them mine. The people themselves were none the wiser, just the same as when I borrowed their forms, but to all outsiders, they looked just like me.  
 
    It had come in handy more than a few times on difficult assassinations, and even when having a strong alibi was ideal for the king himself.  
 
    All the while, my mirror magic powers increased, and so did the rest of my abilities. It was as if with each new surge of power I inherited affected all of me, not just the gifts I had been given from my mother. 
 
    My wind magic grew strong enough to rival Mihany’s, and my water magic was as powerful as Master Abbot’s had once been. I had only wished that my old master was there to train me in how to use it.  
 
    When my powers finally reached their peak culmination, I could rival even my mother’s trickster abilities. Even Feroxis, Cinis’ father, was impressed, and told me that I was as powerful as any god, not just a demigod.  
 
    Which left me with quite a few options to show Orla.  
 
    Finally, I decided I would show her a bit of everything.  
 
    I closed my eyes and channeled my power through each of my limbs. My left leg sent out a gust of wind that shot me into the sky, while my right leg kept pace with a powerful jet of water. With my right arm, I shot out fireball after fireball with the air of Cinis’ powers. From my left arm, I sent vines erupting from my skin and sweeping through the air thanks to Mirabelle. 
 
    My eyes reflected the light from the sun above, and when I threw my head back, suddenly everyone in the clearing except for Orla herself wore my face and body, down to the children. 
 
    Power surged through me like the blood in my veins, and I could feel it from all around. The very world felt as if it was bowing to my will. 
 
    I only let the show go on for a few seconds however, and then I released the hold of all the magic in my chest like something balled tightly in a fist. 
 
    It dissipated as easily as dust in the wind, and I landed gracefully back down on my feet.  
 
    Orla stared at me with her mouth agape, and it was clear the little demonstration had been even more than she had expected.  
 
    I blinked and let loose my illusion as the last step, and once again, my face was mine and mine alone.  
 
    “So, what do you think?” I asked with a grin as I moved back toward Orla and Mirabelle, but before she could answer, I heard a sudden shout. 
 
    “Ah!” Elis let out, and I looked over to see that he had finally been swarmed by the children. Four of them, Ewan not included, had clambered up onto him and were using him like a pony as he slowly made his way toward me. He acted as if my children didn’t weigh anything at all as he came to stand next to me and Orla.  
 
    Then he bent his head down to press a soft kiss to her forehead as Fira rustled his hair, and Arthur chatted aimlessly in his ear. Bellamy and Lariel had each taken one of his legs and were clinging to them as they giggled incessantly.  
 
    “Impressive feat as always,” Elis laughed. “And I must apologize for how late we are. I had to finish some things up at the estate, you know how it is, Master Morgan.”  
 
    I grinned. “How many times do I have to tell you that I’m not Master Morgan anymore. You’re Master Morgan now.”  
 
    “How many times have you told me so far?” he asked with a laugh.  
 
    “At least a thousand over the last few years,” I told him.  
 
    “You’ll have to tell me a thousand more then.” He grinned and gave a little shake that made all of my children laugh like it was the funniest thing that had ever happened to anyone ever.  
 
    “I don’t even know why I bother,” I sighed, but I couldn’t hide the affection in my voice. “Come on, let’s sit down before they start gnawing on your legs.”  
 
    All I had to do was look at each of my children for them to quickly jump off of Elis and run over to the table to take their usual seats next to their respective mothers.  
 
    It only took a few minutes for chaos to pick up again, but this time it was as people doled out food, and the women all pestered Elis and Orla with a thousand questions about anything and everything.  
 
    “Are you planning on getting married?” Ephy asked with delight. “If so, when? What sort of ceremony do you think that you would have? Oh! It would be delightful if you were to have it here!” 
 
    Mihany narrowed her eyes at Orla. “What are you?”  
 
    “Mihany, don’t be so rude,” Cinis chided before pausing and studying Elis’ girlfriend as well. “Though I am also curious.”  
 
    “It’s alright,” Orla said in her sweet melodic voice. “I’m not offended. I’m half-fey on my mother’s side-” 
 
    “You must have good taste, then,” Mirabelle cut in and looked at Orla. “Do you think there are too many flowers on the table?”  
 
    “Elis,” Maggie spoke up. “I was wondering if you would have time later to speak about nipitar hibernation. Arthur and I have been reading a very interesting book about the topic, and I would love to hear your opinion on the matter, considering how close you are to Nimith.” 
 
    Only Nara remained silent, and I looked over at the witch to see that she was poking at her food without having taken a single bite.  
 
    I frowned. “What is it?”  
 
    “It’s nothing,” she said, though it was clear to me that it was a lie.  
 
    “Nara,” I said quietly and leaned closer to her, as if that would make the sounds of the chaos and joy around us fade.  
 
    She sucked her plum-colored lip between her teeth and cast her eyes out at the scene with a sort of look I’d never seen on her face before.  
 
    “I think it’s time,” she told me quietly.  
 
    “Time?” I repeated, but I felt elation begin to rise in my chest as I put together exactly what it was that she meant.  
 
    She nodded and turned to meet my gaze. There was a softness on her face that hadn’t been there only a moment before.  
 
    “Time for me to have a baby of my own,” she said. “I think I’m ready now, Dex. I want to contribute to all of this, to our family. Will you have a baby with me?” 
 
    My heart soared, and instead of answering right away, I leaned forward to catch her lips with mine. The kiss said everything I couldn’t say aloud.  
 
    Nara pulled away with a smile, and she reached under the table to squeeze my hand once before her focus finally fell onto the rest of the lunch.  
 
    “Do you need any more birds at the estate?” she asked Elis.  
 
    The smile on my face didn’t go anywhere as I leaned back and looked at my family as they laughed, chatted, and enjoyed a meal in one of the most beautiful places I’d ever seen.  
 
    Ten years had changed so many things, and in a way, it had changed everything. When I tried to think about what my life was like before all of this, it felt like I was looking back at the memories of a different person entirely.  
 
    I didn’t have a family. I was nothing more than a world-dwelling mage. The only aspiration I had was to be the best assassin in Ocadia, and a hope that I could rule the estate one day.  
 
    But all of that had changed when I had taken a single job from Master Abbot. I had been tasked with killing Cinis, and instead, I fell in love with her and saved the kingdom.  
 
    It was one single decision that had changed my life forever, and I wouldn’t change it for anything.  
 
    Master Abbot might have been long dead, but sometimes, when I was alone near the fountains in the gardens of my palace, I could have sworn I heard his voice in the bubbling of the water at last. 
 
    It was only a whisper here and there, but I could have sworn I heard him say he was proud of me and everything I had become. 
 
    And as I looked out at my powerful family in our beautiful garden, I felt proud, too. 
 
    It was damn good to be king.  
 
    The End 
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