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      In Hell, there was a legend that the water hadn’t always turned to blood. That once the plains were lush with green grasses, and flowers grew over the mounds of the dead. Now, though, the plains were dry, and what vegetation that survived was from hard-working farmers who transported sanctified water to the fields, or from trees so twisted from the ash and red sky that they were no longer green. Now, the harvests didn’t usually feed everyone, and the elves lived chiefly on dried meats with a little bread, cheese, and roots.

      Now, the elves had to burn the bodies of their dead to prevent the necromancer, the Wraith King, from resurrecting them and using them as slaves or as soldiers in battle. Now, the elves of Hell celebrated Death Days, not birthdays, and sang departed souls to a better, final resting place.

      I wasn’t sure about the other races in Hell, but I assumed they had similar troubles. My stay at Castle Blackhold had been eye-opening, but it was nothing compared to our current mission.

      Riding through Hell to rescue your lover sounded romantic, but really it was just full of ash and dark, ominous trees. We—myself, a band of fifty armored elves, and one succubus—were riding through the mountains to catch the slavers who had taken captives after the Battle of Blackhold. One of them was Syn, an elven beauty who was the Captain of the Royal Guard and one of the elves I had bonded with. Our intention was to catch the slavers by taking a shorter, more treacherous route over the mountains before our enemies could sell their prisoners or something equally nefarious.

      The ground was stony, and the trees were dark. Sometimes, the trail would become nothing more than a ledge over a cliff, and I was glad my mare was comfortable with heights. Other times, the path would widen and go beneath the trees, and we could ride side-by-side.

      Other than the difficult terrain, we hadn’t sighted anything dangerous all day although Nya, the Dark Elven ruler of Blackhold, assured me these woods were full of monsters. At this stage, with my ass hurting from the saddle and my balls aching from Ilana’s constant teasing looks, I might have welcomed a monster sighting.

      Or a fight.

      Or a fuck with Nya and Ilana. Ilana had said that might happen tonight, and I couldn’t stop thinking about it.

      “What do people in your world do for birthdays?” Ilana asked. The succubus was riding beside me, her bat-like wings folded beneath a long black riding cloak that opened in the front to display an impressive view of the cleavage spilling out of her corset.

      “It depends on the age,” I said, “but cake and candles are usually involved. And presents.”

      Ilana put a finger to her lips and tapped them. “I might be able to find candles tonight. The cake would be a bit more difficult.”

      “And the presents?” I asked, smiling.

      “I’ll have to think about it,” she said playfully. “How many presents do you need?”

      I glanced behind to make sure no one was within earshot. Not that it mattered. Elves had superb hearing. Oh well, let them listen. They all seemed to find my sex life fascinating.

      Actually, lately, it had been pretty intense. I was fascinated myself.

      “I haven’t had a proper birthday in a few years,” I said. “Last year, my buddies took me out drinking. It wasn’t that memorable, really.” They weren’t great buddies. Most of them were assholes, and I didn’t miss them.

      “So, you don’t want to drink tonight?” Ilana asked, her voice moving into that seductive range that sent shivers straight to my groin.

      “Elven wine makes my head spin. But then again, so do you.” I glanced at the succubus. “But I wouldn’t say no to you.”

      She had moved her finger from her lips to her throat and was trailing it down one breast. My breath hitched when she hooked it inside her corset.

      “Let me see,” I whispered, glancing around.

      Slowly, agonizingly, Ilana tugged the fabric of her corset down to expose one dark nipple.

      I groaned. “I want to suck on it right now.”

      “Do it,” she said.

      My horse nickered softly, and I realized I was digging into her sides with my heels. Poor girl. I patted her neck and tried to rein in my own desire. “I want to,” I told Ilana. “I also really want to drag you off that horse and into the woods to fuck you against a tree.”

      Monsters be damned.

      “Have you ever done it against a tree before?” she asked, tweaking her own nipple.

      “No.”

      “Mm,” she said as if adding it to a mental list. My god, how had I gotten so lucky?

      I was just about to act on my desires when the party hit more even ground and broke into a faster pace. My mare instinctively moved to keep up with the horses in front, as did Ilana’s. “Dammit,” I muttered.

      Ilana laughed and covered herself once again. And then there was little room for talking for a while, but more room for my fantasies.

      Despite the imminent danger lurking in the woods and the roving bands of slavers in the plains, Hell was growing on me. With the succubus riding beside me and the gorgeous elves around us, it didn’t take a genius to figure out why I was coping rather well with my current situation.

      We rode for another hour, with the red light in the sky gradually changing and fading. Beneath the trees, darkness had already fallen even though there were probably three hours of actual daylight left. The red light just didn’t seem to penetrate the canopy very well. This world was weird that way.

      A couple of times as we were riding, I felt strangely powerful, as if something new was working its way through my body. When it happened, I also felt like I was too strong or too heavy to sit atop my horse, but when I would look at my mare, she would do nothing but toss her head.

      It must have been a result of the long hours in the saddle. Maybe I was falling asleep and dreaming without realizing it. Both times, I shook myself and put it out of my head.

      But I couldn’t deny that since the battle a few days ago and my encounter with the wyrm’s blood, I had felt stronger. More alive. Perhaps that had something to do with the weird feeling.

      We slowed the horses, the party picking its way more slowly as the ground grew stonier through a mountain pass. Ilana reined in her feisty mare beside mine. “Jon,” she said thoughtfully.

      “Yes?”

      “Do you still want to leave Hell?”

      The question was so out-of-the-blue that it left me a bit speechless. I’d been completely honest with Ilana and Nya about wanting to leave, but the way she asked the question made me wonder what she was thinking. “Tonight?” I hedged. “I wasn’t thinking about it.”

      “Don’t be coy with me,” she chided. “Do you, or don’t you?”

      “I suppose the eventual goal is to go back to my world, even though we seem to be heading in the wrong direction. But if I’m honest, and I always have been with you, I’m not too worried about it at the moment. Although I’ve never admitted it aloud before.”

      “Okay then,” she said.

      “Why?”

      Ilana shrugged. “No reason.”

      “I said I’d take you with me if I did go back, and I meant it.”

      “I know. I’m not worried about that.”

      “Okay.”

      “Okay,” she repeated.

      Weird, but I didn’t have much time to think about it because at that moment, two scouts emerged from the trees and hurried to Nya. She was too far away for me to hear what was going on, but whatever they told her set her on high alert. She held up her hand, and the line of elves, horses, one succubus, and one human stopped.
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      “The scouts have spotted a Hellhound,” Nya said as she rode back our way. “They tried to shoot it, but the trees were too thick for them to get a clean shot.”

      “Do Hellhounds ever travel on their own?” I asked, thinking of the one I had spotted weeks ago.

      Ilana shook her head. “It would be very unusual.”

      “So either the Wraith King is close by or some of his emissaries are,” Nya said, halting her black stallion next to us. He didn’t like that and pawed the ground impatiently. Nya patted his neck. “Quiet, Stormfyre,” she murmured. Then she looked at us. “Be prepared for anything.”

      The Elven ruler rode down the line of elves, personally checking that no one would be caught unaware if we were to be attacked. I put my hand on the handle of my whip. During the recent battle at Blackhold, the leather had finally burst into flames while I fought the wraiths. But now wasn’t the time to count on it doing the same thing again. Figuring that I should be prepared to use either the whip or my sword, I made sure they were both easily pulled from my belt.

      “There it is!” Ilana said. I looked to where she was pointing and saw a great beast staring at us through a gap in the trees, keeping its body well out of sight of the elves’ arrows. Only its eyes were really visible, glowing red from the darkness, but even those were terrifying enough to make me relive seeing the Hellhounds tear apart the elves during our last encounter.

      But then I also remembered the wounded Hellhound on our last trip through the forest, and the way it had regarded me with intelligent eyes. Something about the way this one looked at me reminded me of that beast, which was backing away from the trail and into the darkness of the woods. Quietly, I slipped from my saddle and crept toward the edge of the trees.

      “Jon!” Ilana hissed.

      I glanced back at her with a meaningful look, trying to convey a sense of calm. One of Nya’s guards also dismounted and began to follow me, and Ilana did the same. I held up a hand, warning them to stay back as I crept under the cover of the dark trees.

      Inside the forest was darker than I would’ve imagined. I could only see a few feet in every direction, and the tangled undergrowth would have made running impossible if the Hellhound attacked. Yet, my instincts told me not to draw my sword. It was probably foolish, but my gut had served me well last time, and I decided not to go against it this time, either.

      The bright red eyes stared at me through the gloom, unblinking and unflinching, drawing me in. Even though I couldn’t see well, the animal’s face took shape as I moved closer. Behind me, there were some angry mutterings and even a shout. But I ignored them.

      “Don’t be afraid,” I said. It was a stupid thing to say because I was definitely the one who should have been afraid, but I didn’t know what else to say.

      And yet, the creature seemed to understand. Could Hellhounds understand human speech? And if so, did they understand commands like dogs, or did they have a higher order of thinking and reasoning?

      Could they be turned against the Wraith King?

      The thought was new to me, but as soon as it crossed my mind, I hoped that it was true. How great would it be to turn the Wraith King’s own servants against him? For that matter, how many served the Wraith King of their own volition? I knew that he dealt in slaves and sold them, so it followed that he probably owned many of them himself. Ilana had once been in his thrall. Who else did he hold captive?

      I could see the entire Hellhound now, as I had approached within its circle. I wasn’t within arm’s reach yet, and had no desire to get closer, but I could see its red-black fur standing on end and hear the low rumbling noise coming from its throat.

      “I don’t want to hurt you.” Trying to keep one eye on the beast, I glanced around, hoping I hadn’t walked into some sort of ambush.

      But I didn’t see anything, and no one jumped out at me. Looking back at the hound, I saw it had bared its teeth, its lip rising in a snarl.

      “Easy!”

      But the animal continued to snarl and set its ears back, its body lowering to the ground as if it were about to spring.

      “Shit,” I said, putting my hand on my sword.

      That was the wrong thing to do. The monster growled outright and went to lunge. Out of instinct, I took a step back, and instantly trapped myself against a tree. “I won’t hurt you!” I said, taking my hand off my sword. The Hellhound lifted out of its crouch, its growls changing to snarls once again, but it didn’t back off. And I didn’t dare move.

      I was trying to think of what to say when three arrows whooshed out of the darkness and pierced the monster’s side. The beast yelped in pain and tried to run, but it was severely injured, and all it could do was fall to the ground.
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      Throwing caution to the wind, I hurried over to the Hellhound. One arrow stuck out of a point near its spine, another was buried in the shoulder, and one had hit it in the thigh. Between these injuries, the animal wasn’t going anywhere very fast. It was trapped.

      The beast snarled at me even as some of the light dimmed in its eye.

      “Jon, by the goddess, what are you doing?” Ilana asked. She had approached from behind me, accompanied by Nya’s guard. Nya herself appeared from the gloom in the next instant, her bow in her hand and another arrow nocked on her string.

      I held out my hands, turning my back on the hound. Every instinct I had was screaming at me not to let the elves kill this Hellhound. “Wait, I know it’s an enemy,” I said. “But have you ever thought about what would happen if we could turn one of these animals? Or even if we could get information by studying it?”

      A couple of elves laughed quietly. But Nya frowned. “You don’t know what you’re saying, Jon,” she said. “The thing is not capable of turning against the Wraith King. It is bound to him.”

      “Supposedly,” Ilana said quietly, “so am I. But I was able to fight against him.”

      I turned to my unlikely ally. Ilana had only ever expressed a fear of the Hellhounds. Despite her words, she was looking at the animal at my feet with disgust.

      An animal was now whining in pain. Even though it was wounded, with its razor-sharp fangs, red eyes, and large, strong body, the Hellhound was still terrifying to behold. But this monster held eye contact with me as if it was begging for its life. My gaze traveled over its furry body and came to rest on a partially healed wound in its rib cage.

      “No… It can’t be.”

      And yet, it made sense. This was the same hound I had encountered in the forest after the first time we had fought the Wraith King. Perhaps that’s why it wasn’t attacking now.

      Turning back to Nya, I said, “I will take responsibility for this creature. I can’t explain it to you, and I don’t expect you to understand, but I believe I’ve seen this one before. It didn’t kill me then, and it won’t now.”

      Nya regarded me coolly. “Explain yourself.”

      In as few words as possible, I told her about finding a Hellhound in the woods, one that had been shot with an arrow which I had then removed. I also told her about the beast having every opportunity to attack me but not doing it.

      As I spoke, Nya’s frown deepened. “This is beyond disturbing. Jon, you have entered into a blood pact with this monster.”

      “A blood pact?” I asked. Behind me, the creature groaned.

      Ilana reached out and put a hand on my arm. “Yes, you have saved this animal’s life, and it seems that for whatever reason, it understands that it is duty-bound to protect you.”

      I looked back at the suffering animal, hating that we were standing here while it bled from its wounds and whimpered. Kneeling, I looked into the animal’s red eyes. “Is that true?” I asked. “Is that why you’re here? To protect me?”

      Slowly, the animal moved its head as if nodding.

      “Incredible,” Ilana whispered.

      “None of my elves will touch this creature,” Nya said. “You are to care for it, feed it, and tend its wounds. If it attacks, you are to kill it. And if it kills, those deaths will be on your head, Jon.”

      With those words, Nya stormed off, and the other elves followed, leaving us alone with the wounded Hellhound.

      “They won’t wait for us,” Ilana said. “We’ll be better off to just kill it. And it will be more merciful.”

      “I can’t do that,” I said. “It’s too late for that.”

      Ilana smiled. “I thought you might say that. So how should we do this? How are we going to get these arrows out of it?” She removed her cloak and made to wrap it around the Hellhound’s face. But the monster snarled and snapped at the succubus, and she retreated quickly from the sharp fangs.

      “Last time, I just removed them,” I said, moving to examine the animal’s wounds.

      The arrow near the hound’s spine was the least problematic. It had missed bone and grabbed a chunk of skin and fur on top and almost gone clean through. Keeping an eye on the hound’s fangs, I grabbed the arrow and pulled it out. The beast whimpered but didn’t move.

      Next, I looked at the arrow in its shoulder, which was embedded deeply in the muscle but hadn’t penetrated the bone. The Hellhound’s skeleton must have been like armor plating to have stopped that arrow.

      “This is going to hurt like a motherfucker,” I told it.
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      Grabbing the shaft with both hands, I gathered all my strength, took a deep breath, and pulled. The Hellhound yowled in pain. The arrow came free with the sickening squelch of skin and muscle, and the wound began to bleed profusely. Ilana put the corner of her cloak over it to staunch the bleeding while I moved on to the last arrow.

      This one was the worst and what would kill her if not tended. The arrowhead had gone completely through the Hellhound’s thigh. The shaft was sticking through the muscle just behind what looked like the bone, but I couldn’t be sure that it hadn’t broken her femur.

      Because from back here, I could tell the Hellhound was female.

      The arrow wasn’t going to come out the same way it had gone in, and I certainly didn’t want to cause her more trauma than she’d already endured. Part of me wondered why the elves hadn’t killed the hound. I had never known them to miss at such close range. I made a mental note to ask Nya about it later, and then went to work.

      Removing a knife from my belt, one that Nya had given me for the road, I proceeded to try to cut the shaft of the arrow above the wound. Just touching the arrow made the Hellhound yelp, furthering my suspicion that the femur was broken. There wasn’t much blood, but I had no idea if we were close to an artery or not, and I was afraid of creating more damage. “Dammit.”

      “Can I help?” Ilana said from where she was still applying pressure to the wound at the creature’s shoulder.

      “I’m just afraid of causing more damage,” I said. “Have you ever seen this done before?”

      “How did they pull that arrow out of your side during the battle?”

      “I didn’t really see it as much as felt it,” I said, trying not to shudder at the memory. “But this is in a different place on the body.”

      “But the idea is the same,” Ilana said. “You don’t have much of a choice, Jon. The horses are leaving, and we still haven’t figured out what to do with the hound once we get the arrows out of her.”

      The succubus was right, and so I sheathed my knife once again and took hold of the arrow. Ilana locked eyes with me, glanced at the quivering hound, and then nodded. With as much force as I could muster, I put pressure on the shaft where I had notched it with the knife. The shaft broke in two, causing the animal to cry. Quickly, I grabbed the arrow just below the arrowhead, and without seeing any other way, pulled it from the wound in as straight a line as I could. The Hellhound sat up and growled, but I had freed the arrow even as the beast tried to move away from me. The creature dragged its back leg, which didn’t move with the rest of its body. It was definitely broken.

      The Hellhound sank back down on the ground panting, staring at us with those red eyes.

      “I’m sorry,” I told it. Then I turned to Ilana. “There’s no way we can carry her back. We’ll have to try to set or splint the leg here. Maybe then the creature can walk with us.”

      Ilana shook her head. “I have never set bones before. Have you?”

      “No,” I said with a sigh. “I was hoping you had.”

      Shit. We now had a wounded animal, the elves were leaving us behind, and we had no way of catching up to them without leaving the Hellhound behind. And yet, leaving the hound behind would probably mean its death. There was no way it would be able to walk on such a badly damaged leg. For a moment, I hated myself for even getting off my horse and walking into the woods. If I had left well enough alone, maybe the Hellhound would have continued on its way, happy and whole.

      “What are you thinking, Jon-man?” Ilana asked softly.

      “I’m thinking that I have fucked this up.”

      I stood and slowly walked around the heaving creature. It whimpered and tried to sit up, but I put my hand on its neck to hold it still. “I’m very sorry. I wish you could speak to me right now and tell me what to do for you.”

      The Hellhound held my gaze, its eyes almost growing soft. I wondered at such expressive eyes in such a terrifying creature, but then everything in this land was strange to me still, and I really had no experience with the Wraith King’s armies except for when they were attacking.

      “It seems like no matter what I do in Hell,” I said, “I only make things worse.” Maybe that wasn’t strictly true, but at the moment, I felt helpless to fix my mistake.

      Then, something happened that was so wholly unexpected that for the first time in weeks, I questioned whether I was dreaming.

      The Hellhound began to change. First, its face softened, its snout growing shorter and receding into its head, its fangs disappearing and turning into a regular mouth. Then, the rest of the body changed, too. The shoulders were no longer exaggerated like a hyena’s but shrank down to smaller than mine, while the front legs turned into arms and the back legs turned into human legs.

      The reddish-black fur disappeared as soft, supple, but scarred skin took its place. And there, in the woods, I was no longer looking at a Hellhound, but at the stable maiden whom I had met the first night I landed in Hell. Sarina.
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      She was naked, and bleeding still from the wounds in her shoulder, back, and leg, which looked unusable.

      My mouth dropped open. “Holy shit.”

      “By the goddess,” Ilana said.

      Sarina smiled weakly at me through the bright red hair plastered to her face. “So,” she said hoarsely. “You have survived. I’ve often wondered.”

      The pain of speaking seemed to take up all her energy, and she paused to catch her breath. But then the fire returned to her green eyes, and she glared at me. “Close your mouth, man. It’s your fault that I am this way.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said. Why was I always apologizing around her? “I didn’t realize they would shoot you if I was standing there.”

      Sarina laughed humorlessly, but the act seemed to cause her more pain, and she closed her eyes and gripped the mud beneath her hands. Ilana tore off another piece of her cloak, creating a makeshift bandage for the woman’s leg.

      “We’ve got to get help,” I said. “The elves—”

      “The elves only care about themselves,” Sarina said, gasping. “I’m surprised they have taken in a human and a succubus. And yet, I have heard stories about you two even among the ranks of the Wraith King. It’s why I sought you out.” She winced in pain. “Grab that sturdy branch over there, the one that’s fallen from that tree. I’ll show you how to make a splint.”

      I got up and found the branch she was pointing to with her good arm. The stick was straight and sturdy and would’ve been a good walking stick.

      As Sarina showed us how to set her leg, all the while growing paler and weaker, she kept her eyes on me. I saw that the scars on her arms and upper chest were also on the rest of her body as well. They stood out against her pale skin, which was covered in mud. To her credit, the woman barely made a sound as we set her leg and tied the splint to it. But it was a makeshift solution at best. Even moving her was a risk although we didn’t have much of a choice. I hoped that she was wrong and that the elves would help us when we got her back to the party.

      Ilana wrapped the woman in what remained of the cloak, and we helped her stand on her good leg. As she panted with the pain, the stable maiden gritted her teeth and glared at me. “I bet you don’t even remember my name,” she said.

      “Actually, I do,” I said, smiling. Ilana shot me a glance that I tried to ignore. “It’s Sarina,” I said. “Now, let’s get you back to the horses and you can tell me what the hell you’re doing here. And why you’re a Hellhound.”
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      When we stepped out of the woods supporting Sarina between us, the line of elves stopped, some of them openly gaping at the limping woman who was covered in blood and mud. A small guard had remained with our horses, and one of those elves took off toward the front of the line, no doubt to report to Nya.

      “You can ride with me,” I told Sarina.

      Her chin went up defiantly. “Like a cripple?”

      “We don’t have a horse to spare. And I don’t bite.”

      “Well…” Ilana said, smirking. “Sometimes he does. But she can ride with me if necessary.”

      Sarina looked between us, her green eyes showing a spark of indecision. I was beginning to understand the way things worked in Hell, and she was possibly wondering which was more humiliating—to be forced to ride with a succubus or with a man.

      The guards’ horses tossed their heads, and the column began to move again. Sarina saw this and sighed. “What does it matter?” she muttered bitterly.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “Nothing. I will ride with you. Jon, correct?”

      “Yes,” I said. Ilana and I helped Sarina sit on my mare, and the pain must have been intense because she looked like she was going to pass out. Then I swung up behind her. Considering her injuries, it was too much to ask her to straddle the horse. So she sat at a ninety-degree angle in front of me with my arms around her and her injured leg propped up across my thigh. At this proximity, I was more than aware of her naked body beneath the cloak, but I was also conscious of her many wounds and the blood seeping through the fabric. “As soon as we stop to rest the horses, we’ll get you some better help.”

      Sarina winced as we rejoined the elves. A moment later, Nya came riding down the line, her face in a darker mood than I’d ever seen. She looked Sarina up and down. “So, a shifter. A rare beast indeed.”

      “Nya,” I said. “Sarina is the first person I met when I arrived in Hell. She could have killed me when I woke up in her stable, but she didn’t.”

      Sarina nodded. “And Jon could have killed me, but he didn’t. And that is why I have not torn him to shreds for what he did to my village.”

      “What?” I asked, surprised.

      But Nya seemed to grasp the situation faster than I did. “Did anyone else escape?”

      Sarina shook her head. “I came to ask for help.”

      “At the moment, we are stretched thin, as you must know,” Nya said. “But we will talk.”

      The elf urged her horse faster and left us behind.

      Piecing things together, I thought I understood. When I had left Sarina’s village, I had freed Nya and Ilana by killing their slavers. Slavers who were supposed to be allowed safe passage through the village. In order to appease the Wraith King, the villagers had hunted us, afraid of facing his army’s wrath.

      “Was it bad?” I asked Sarina.

      She nodded wearily. “Everyone is gone. The village is wiped out.”

      “When you say gone…” I began.

      “Either killed or taken as slaves. I’m not sure what happened to everyone. I was taken to the Wraith King himself.” Sarina shuddered slightly. “And… turned.”

      “Into a Hellhound?”

      She shot me a look, one of mixed loathing and bitterness. “I wish I had killed you when I had the chance.”

      I was suddenly glad she had no weapons, almost feeling the need to remove my sword and dagger from my body. But again, if Sarina had wanted to kill me, she could have already, on at least two occasions. Regardless of the weapons within easy reach, shifting into a Hellhound while sitting on my lap would almost certainly kill me if she wanted. Her fangs were deadly.

      “I’m glad you didn’t,” was all I said.

      We rode the rest of the day in mostly silence. I felt more regret at the people who had died on my behalf. The elves had chosen to fight the Wraith King, perhaps, but the villagers? They were only trying to survive.

      It had certainly put a damper on my mood, and when we stopped to rest the horses for the evening, I was happy to help Sarina slide to the ground where Ilana waited to help her.

      Nya sent three elven healers to tend to Sarina’s wounds, and although at first the woman seemed like she would resist out of pride, she eventually allowed them to lead her to sit beneath a tree.

      “Is there any way to fix this?” I asked, watching them peel the cloak off Sarina’s body. Her wounds had mostly stopped bleeding, but it looked like the next few minutes would be unpleasant.

      Ilana came to stand beside me. “The elves have magic to aid her.”

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      “I know.” Ilana put her hand on my arm and then turned to tend to her horse. I soon followed, realizing that Sarina might wish for privacy.

      And I thought that with the appearance of Sarina the Hellhound, the news of her village, and the dark scowl on Nya’s face, my birthday evening wasn’t going at all as I had hoped.
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      We’d stopped for the night beside a waterfall deep in the mountains. I didn’t realize that a place like this could exist in Hell, and after eating a dried morsel of meat and unsaddling my horse, I found a place to view the falls. Not too far from camp but able to put some distance between myself and the elves. And Sarina. I figured she was still under my guard, but the elves were tending her, and with the way she had looked at me, she might not have wanted me nearby.

      With nothing much left to do except rest, and with the light finally dimming, I laid back with my arm behind my head, watching Ilana walk toward the water. The air here was cooler than anything I’d experienced in this strange land, and it was a welcome relief from the normally hot, dry air that blew over everything. At least the ash that normally plagued the air was almost nonexistent here.

      The waterfall was in a small glade high in the mountains, and the red sky overhead could almost be a spectacular sunset back home.

      Almost.

      The Wraith King’s hold on Hell had left its mark on everything, including the sky.

      But we hoped to change that. Or at least, I had a vague notion of doing something about it. There were no concrete plans yet. Only thoughts of rescuing those who had been taken from us. And then… what about the villagers?

      “What are you thinking about?” Nya approached me. The royal elf’s blond hair was still partially braided, but she had removed her armor, leaving nothing but leather riding pants and a loose shirt that still barely contained her sumptuous curves. I gazed up at her from my vantage point on the ground, appreciating the view.

      She smirked and then grew serious. “I feel the same way you do, Jon. It’s our fault that village was destroyed.”

      I sighed. “Yeah. You’re going to talk to Sarina then?”

      “Yes, later when she’s had time to eat and rest. You and Ilana are welcome to join in the conversation. It involves both of you as much as it involves me.”

      “Right.”

      “I’m still holding you responsible for Sarina’s whereabouts while she’s with us, though. Hellhound shifters are rare, and I’ve never known of one that wasn’t bad through and through. But considering the circumstances…”

      “The blood pact?”

      “Yes. Still, Jon-man, don’t let down your guard around Sarina. For now, though, the healers are still tending to her, and you have a few moments of peace.”

      I nodded, and Nya walked off.

      Earlier in the day, I’d had high hopes for this evening, not the least of which involved Nya and a certain succubus. That fantasy probably wasn’t going to happen now—at least not tonight.

      Only a few days ago, mere weeks, I’d been an average guy. With a regular job that I didn’t hate but didn’t love, a few buddies but most of them jerks, and no family except my brother. And most of the time, he was a condescending jerk, even when he wasn’t trying to be. The direct result of having a different father than I did. My stepdad was an asshole, and I’d broken off contact with him years ago, right after my mother died.

      A few weeks ago, when I’d arrived in Hell, I would have given anything to go back to that regular existence. To leave Hell forever. But now, I wasn’t so sure. Hell was scary—terrifying even—but there was something about this place that was starting to grow on me.

      The female creatures that lived here were a big part of it, but if I were honest with myself, it wasn’t just the mind-blowing sex and beautiful women. Although those were definitely perks. Somehow, in all this chaos, I had begun to feel like I belonged. Like I had never belonged anywhere until I arrived here. And that idea terrified me more than any wraith or wyrm I had faced. I didn’t belong here, did I? Because if I did, then that meant the Prophecy Nya had told me about might be true. And that led to a whole host of other problems I didn’t want to think about just now, like maybe all those people had died because of me, and that it was meant to happen.

      And only a few days ago, I had fought and killed a fire-breathing wyrm. The memory still overwhelmed me, and I remembered how it felt to slay the monster and to feel its blood course through my veins. To heal me and make me strong. It had felt great, like a drug, and I had to admit that I craved more.
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      I didn’t realize how much time had passed with my musing until I realized Ilana was kneeling beside me, looking down on me. She was framed by the distant waterfall, which had almost disappeared with the darkening sky.

      “The water here at Belledur has already been sanctified,” Ilana explained, referring to the magic required to keep the water from turning to blood when you drank it. “It’s the only place within a thousand leagues where we don’t have to perform the magic every time we draw from the pool at the base.”

      “Why is that?” I asked, concentrating on her beautiful face.

      “The story goes that one of the old gods, Cadur, saw evil in a dream. He wanted to make sure that there was always a place in Hell for travelers to find safe water. So he blessed the waterfall and the glade we are in. Sometimes it is called Cadur’s Haven.”

      “He knew that the water would eventually turn to blood?” I asked, fascinated.

      “He must have known something along those lines, because the Wraith King killed him for it not long after, on his rise to power.”

      I propped myself up on my elbows. “The Wraith King killed a god? He has that much power?”

      And here I’d been toying with challenging the Wraith King. Had challenged him, in a way. And Nya thought I was part of a Prophecy that would vanquish him…

      But if he had killed a god, what could I do?

      Ilana smiled grimly. “The Wraith King is the greatest evil Hell has ever known. He killed many of the old gods and goddesses on his way to power. He sought control of everything. If it weren’t for a few holdouts, he would have put everyone under his dominion.”

      “What stops him?”

      “Mainly, the magic that the gods and goddesses left behind. The elves have most of it, as well as having natural magic of their own. So do the humans, but to a lesser extent.”

      She put a water skin to her lips and took a long drink of water, as if all this was just a bedtime story. I gazed, transfixed, as the water dribbled out of her mouth and down her chin. The drops traveled further down her neck and over her perfect breasts to disappear into her corset, which she always wore no matter what other clothing she had donned. For our travels, she was also wearing black leather riding pants and boots, and usually that cloak.

      I licked my lips.

      “Thirsty?” she asked wickedly.

      I grinned back. “Ever so much.”

      My new power was coursing through me again. I hadn’t noticed it since finding Sarina, but now it flared up, insistent, like raw energy flowing through my veins. A bit like fire, which was probably a remnant of the wyrm’s blood that had mixed with mine. And it felt good.

      No, it felt fucking great.

      If this was what the wyrm’s blood did to me, I wanted more. Or at least to figure out how to channel it and grow it.

      For now, though, I would have to settle for the intense desire going straight from my eyes to my groin as Ilana removed her corset, pants, and boots. Her breasts broke free from their constraints, her dark nipples already peaked. Not caring that there were elves only feet from us, even if they were hidden behind trees, I began removing my clothes, too. When my hand went to untie my pants, though, Ilana smiled and stood.

      Her hourglass-shaped body was soft and strong all at once. I knew all too well how strong she really was, but to look at her, you’d think she was a pinup model instead of the warrior I had seen her transform into during battle. Her breasts hung heavy and round, just bigger than my hands, and her flat stomach led down to a shaved apex, which I could see well from my angle on the ground. Especially since she had her legs partially spread—her slit was in full view.

      Then, she turned away.

      “Where are you going?” I asked, appreciating the view of her backside, as well, with those delicate wings and sinful-looking tail.

      “You are impatient tonight,” she said seductively, holding her hand out to me. “Remove all your clothes, human-Jon.”

      I almost forgot to take off my boots first and fought with pants and boots for a moment before standing in front of the succubus naked. My penis stood at attention as if seeking her warmth on its own.

      Reaching for her, I was disappointed when she moved away. “Not here,” she whispered. “The pool.”

      She grabbed my hand and led me to the waterfall where the noise grew deafening. The torrent spilled from high above over into a deep pool framed by giant boulders that were black against the last remaining red light. Near the edge, the water was calm with only a few ripples to distort our darkened reflections.

      We waded in.

      The water was pleasantly warm and soothed my tired muscles, but my thoughts were focused on Ilana’s ass, which was beautifully round and supple, and her skin, which was the color of light honey. Her wings brushed the water, creating little eddies around us. I was surprised I could still see well enough to notice these little details, but then I dismissed those thoughts for better ones.

      “Let me touch you,” I said when the water reached my chest. We’d had sex many times by now, but each time I was surprised at the need with which my body responded to Ilana.

      And that scent. It drove me wild.

      Ilana smiled coyly. “Wait,” she said. “Touch her instead.” She nodded behind me, and I turned.

      Above us, Nya stood at the edge of the pool atop a boulder, now dressed in nothing but her undershirt. I’d seen her muscular legs before, even touched them, but that pearly, iridescent skin made me gasp. Her hair whipped about her face in the light breeze, which caught the edge of her tunic, blowing the fabric upward and revealing her nakedness beneath.

      “I heard it was your birthday,” the elf called.
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      I gulped like a teenager, barely able to nod. Finally, I decided that nothing would happen with either of these creatures if I fainted, so I found my voice and said, “I thought you didn’t celebrate birthdays in Hell.”

      Nya half-smiled, half-smirked. “I thought I’d see what all the fuss was about.”

      Then she dove into the deep end of the pool, barely creating a splash when she touched the water. She didn’t surface right away, either, and I had just begun to wonder how long elves could hold their breath when I felt something brush against my stiff cock.

      I jumped, and Nya burst out of the water behind me, laughing quietly. Ilana laughed, too, but I liked the sound of it.

      The water had soaked Nya’s shirt, clinging to her large breasts and erect nipples.

      “You win the wet t-shirt contest,” I said.

      Nya quirked an eyebrow. “What is a t-shirt?”

      “Never mind,” I said, shaking my head. “But you don’t seem like the elf ruler I remember meeting on the road so many days ago.”

      Nya moved closer, her hands going to my shoulders as she leaned in to put her lips to my ear. “I am the same, but you are different. And we have gone through much together.”

      I pulled away to look her in the eye, ready to argue. And then I wondered if what she had said was true. At any rate, it didn’t matter right now. I had a naked elf and a naked succubus in the water with me, in a hidden glade in the mountains that had been blessed by a god, and I wasn’t about to squander it by overthinking anything.

      Pulling Nya toward me, I crushed her to my body in a wet kiss. The feeling of the wet fabric between us only turned me on more, and I eagerly reached for the hem of her shirt.

      As Nya’s tongue found mine, she lifted herself and wrapped her legs around my waist. My cock brushed up against her pussy, prompting me to grab her ass with both hands and squeeze. “I hope you’re not teasing me,” I said between kisses.

      “Why would I do that?” Nya asked, breathless.

      “Sometimes women… never mind.” And then we locked lips again.

      I felt Ilana’s hands on me then, sliding down my sides, feeling my ass, my thighs, my balls. I shuddered, hoping this wasn’t a dream. Or if it was, that I wouldn’t wake. So many times over the last couple of weeks, I had wished to wake from the nightmare I thought I was living in Hell. Tonight, it was the last thing I wanted.

      Ilana moved around to cup Nya’s breasts, breaking the contact between my chest and the elf’s nipples. “Take it off,” the succubus said, and it sounded like she was pleading rather than directing.

      Nya let go of my shoulders so that Ilana could pull the shirt off.

      And I finally got to see Nya’s perfect, large breasts, the ones I had been fantasizing about since practically the minute I met her. They were as iridescent as the rest of her, her nipples pink and swollen. I leaned down to take one in my mouth. Nya arched back, her entrance pressing against my cock. But I was determined to make every second of this night count. As much as I needed to slide myself inside the elf, I also needed to make sure she had the best fuck of her life.

      She had mentioned that she’d never been with a man—male—at all, and I wanted to make sure her first experience was unforgettable.

      Apparently, Ilana had the same thought. “What do you want?” she whispered into Nya’s ear. The succubus caressed Nya’s body, her expert hands running down between us to stroke the elf, who responded with a groan.

      Nya opened her bright blue eyes, staring deeply into mine. “You,” she said hoarsely. “Both of you. Now.”
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      “Happy to oblige, Your Grace,” I murmured. I tried to take us out of the water, but Nya shook her head and closed her eyes. Her powerful legs wrapped harder around my waist, and I almost entered her right there. Well, if that’s what she wanted…

      Holding her with one arm, I positioned my cock at the tip of her entrance, which even in the water felt slick with her juices. Those juices that I remembered tasting so good. Easing inside her, I watched as her mouth opened in a silent gasp. Oh fuck, she was tight, and I panted as I pushed in all the way. Ilana didn’t just observe, either, but grasped both of Nya’s nipples and began pinching and squeezing them as she held the elf against my body.

      After taking a half-second to adjust, Nya began rocking against me, so I secured my stance in the water and began thrusting. She moaned and leaned back to kiss Ilana, who ran her tongue over Nya’s lips before thrusting it inside the elf’s eager mouth.

      The water was cooling some of the heat running through my veins, but it only helped me slow down. Nya whimpered and opened her eyes. “Faster, harder,” she panted between kisses with Ilana.

      With my cock still buried inside the elf, I carried her to the edge of the pool. There, I laid her down on a flat rock protruding into the water. Ilana followed, and while I pulled Nya’s feet up toward my head to get a different angle, Ilana straddled Nya’s face, facing away from me.

      All I saw was Nya’s tongue dart out and begin to pleasure the succubus. Then, Ilana’s tail—that silky, too-sexy-not-to-be-sinful tail—crept along Nya’s smooth abdomen, the tip searching lower until it found her sensitive bud while I drove into her. Nya groaned anew.

      That almost did me in. This was only my second threesome, and the other one had been frantic, desperate, and in the dark. I could still see here, however, and I didn’t want to miss a thing.

      With the sight of the girls pleasuring each other driving me wild, I drove into Nya, who was moaning. And she must have been good at what she was doing, because Ilana rocked back and forth on Nya’s face. Nya’s hips squirmed as I hit her just so, her thighs shuddering. Ilana’s tail still flicked Nya’s bud, and the elf began to pant heavily.

      So I pulled out of her. The elf almost whined at the loss of contact, and I was glad to be teasing her once again. Only this time, I was teasing myself just as badly.

      “Turn around,” I commanded.

      “Who?” Ilana asked, panting as well.

      “Both of you,” I said. “I want to see you.”

      Ilana got up, and I grabbed Nya’s hips, turning her over in one motion so that she was on all fours. “Lay down, Ilana, facing me,” I said. And then I re-entered Nya from behind, rocking her hips back into me. Ilana complied, lying down so that her pussy was near Nya’s face.

      Nya resumed pleasuring Ilana, I resumed my thrusting, and soon we were all crying out in wild abandon. Ilana came first, her hips, legs, and wings shuddering with the force of her orgasm, her mouth open in absolute pleasure. I was close, so close, and Nya seemed to be, as well. Ilana recovered quickly and scooted back down into the water where she reached around to stimulate Nya while I pumped the elf, watching my cock slide in and out and her ass pound against my hips.

      Feeling bold, I sucked my thumb and then moved it down to the elf’s anus. I remembered her liking to be touched there when I ate her out, and sure enough, the second my thumb circled her, she rocked hard into me, screaming with her orgasm.

      And then I let myself go, my body tensing like a bowstring. Two more thrusts, and I came so hard I nearly lost my footing.

      Panting, we all climbed onto the rock in a tangle of limbs and wings and one tail. I picked it up and slapped it across Nya’s ass. She opened her eyes wide and then grinned. “Someday,” I said, “I want to see more of what Ilana can do with this.”

      Ilana’s tail flicked out of my hand, but she smiled devilishly. “Oh, I have lots of tricks with that one. Shall we use them tonight or save them for later?”

      “Later,” Nya said.

      “Tonight,” I said at the same time.

      The elf smiled and turned over in my arms to kiss me on the lips. Then she turned and kissed Ilana. “I can’t,” Nya said finally. “I need to make sure the scouts don’t have anything to report.”

      “But it’s my birthday,” I said with what I hoped was a winning smile.

      “Yes,” Nya said. “I quite like birthdays, after all.” She smirked and then stood. “By all means, continue with anything else tonight. You have a few hours before I question the woman. I will join in again another time.”

      “So you liked it?” I asked, trying to push thoughts of Sarina aside, preferring to enjoy the nice afterglow of sex before reality took hold.

      Nya smiled outright. “I like you, human. Syn was right. You know what to do with your cock.”

      My dick twitched at the compliment. Nya laughed and jumped back into the water to retrieve her shirt. Ilana slid over to me. “You heard Her Grace, Jon, we should continue. It’s your birthday, after all.”

      I rolled the succubus on top of me. “Gladly,” I said.
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      An hour later, Ilana and I stumbled back to my campsite as if we were drunk, but it had nothing to do with the darkness that had fallen. I’d never had so much stamina during sex, even in Hell, and we’d both come four more times after Nya left. It was as if the new fire in my veins demanded it. Finally, Ilana seemed weary, and, finally feeling sated, I had helped her to stand. We’d somehow ended up behind the waterfall, where the roaring water would forever be seared in my memory of this birthday.

      With our arms around each other and our stifled laughter, I wasn’t sure who was supporting whom or if we would wake the camp, but we finally sank down next to my gear, where sleep came swiftly.

      I was awakened by movement over me in the dark—Nya.

      “We don’t have long,” she whispered. “And the Hellhound is awake.”

      I suppressed a groan and sat up, realizing I hadn’t even managed to tie my pants back on correctly. Untangling myself from Ilana, I began hunting for my shirt. It had been reckless to fall asleep in the forest without clothes. What had I been thinking? Except for the absence of a hangover and my perfect memory regarding the events at the falls, I very well could have been drinking, considering my lowered inhibitions.

      “Jon, hurry,” Nya urged.

      “Trying,” I mumbled. I grabbed my sword and buckled it to my belt along with my whip. Ilana was awake now, too, and she quietly dressed for the day, although with far more grace than I had managed.

      We made our way through camp, where a few elves were stirring but more were resting. There was no telling when or where we would get to camp next, and most were taking advantage of it. Of course, they needed less sleep than I did, but I was feeling surprisingly refreshed despite my short night.

      I also noticed that I could see better. Either it was closer to dawn than I had realized, or somehow my eyes were better. When we approached Sarina, I saw her form under the trees despite the lack of firelight. She wore a plain white tunic now that covered most of her thighs, and her splinted leg stayed propped up in front of her.

      Despite her injuries, the elven magic must have been working because Sarina’s face looked better. With the blood being washed off and the color back in her cheeks, she looked almost as good as she had the night I had met her. Her red hair had dried and now framed her face beautifully, cascading in waves around her shoulders. If not for the haunted look in her eyes and the splint, I would have thought nothing bad had happened to her.

      But that was not the case.

      Sarina nodded to us, and we sat facing her. Nya waved away the guard, and I thought this was a good sign of trust.

      “Thank you, Your Grace,” Sarina began, “for helping me.”

      Nya frowned. “Do you understand why we had to shoot you?”

      “I do. I’m not going to lie and say I’m glad you did it, but if I had been in your position, I would have, too. And I would have killed a Hellhound. So again, thank you.”

      “Why didn’t you?” I asked, turning to Nya.

      She raised her chin slightly. “I admit to being curious as to what you were doing, but do not mistake me, Jon. I wasn’t going to give a Hellhound a chance to tear out your throat, which could have easily happened. You are fortunate things turned out as they did.”

      I wasn’t sure if she was accusing me or not, so I remained silent.

      “Jon is a different sort of man than others in Hell, I think,” Sarina said. “At least, that’s what I’m beginning to believe.”

      “He is,” Nya said, holding my gaze.

      I nodded to her and then turned back to Sarina. “I’m sorry about your village,” I said.

      A hurt but defiant look crossed Sarina’s features. “That’s why I am here. I’ve heard rumors about you, even seen things for my own eyes now.”

      Nya held up her hand. “Please. Begin by telling us what has happened to you these last few weeks. What was your status? Why weren’t you sold as a slave?”
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      Sarina took a deep breath. “I was claimed by the Wraith King as a personal slave. He wanted to add to his Hellhounds and thought it was amusing to use the High Priestess’ maidens for this purpose. Some of them fought and died, of course. But the High Priestess herself was sent to the Slavers’ Bowl to be sold on the auction block at Blackwharf.”

      “And the other maidens in her service?” Nya asked.

      “Most didn’t survive the initial transformation,” Sarina said. “It is a complicated spell, and although the Wraith King is a powerful mage and necromancer, it can still go very wrong when the person it’s performed on isn’t strong enough to withstand it. And, I suspect the Wraith King enjoyed watching them die in the throes of agony. He might have even sabotaged their transformations just for sport.”

      “Is that how he creates all his Hellhounds?” I asked in horror. Had we been committing murder every time we killed one?

      Sarina shook her head. “No, Jon. Most of them are bred like dogs or wolves. He has kennels for such things. Terrible places where they send slaves to be torn apart. Again, for sport.”

      “So you survived,” Nya said, returning to the story.

      “I survived,” Sarina said determinedly. “With my mind intact. As far as I know, none of the other survivors achieved this. Most of them can still shift to humans, but they are no longer themselves. They don’t know what’s happening beyond what a dog might know, which is a boon to them, I think.” Sarina paused, and her eyes gained a far-off, haunted look. When she spoke again, her voice was quiet but laced with anger. “Sometimes, the Wraith King summons them to him, makes them transform into women, and then uses them.”

      “But not you?” Ilana asked. More than any of the elves, the succubus knew what the Wraith King was like and had fled from him as well. I wondered what she was thinking.

      “Not me. Not yet, anyway.” Sarina shuddered. “He said he was saving me. He liked that I still had my mind, thought it was an ultimate form of torture to know that I would soon suffer the same fate. But—and I’m not sure he knew this or he would have changed my timeline—I found myself slipping away sometimes. I would wake and not remember why I was lying a kennel. And then other days, I would wake and crave raw meat.”

      “How did you escape?” I asked.

      Sarina looked me in the eye. “I actually have you to thank for that.”
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      “How?” Nya prompted. “Didn’t you want to kill Jon?”

      “Umm… thanks, Nya,” I said.

      The blond elf shrugged. “It is a logical progression.”

      Sarina nodded. “I did want to kill him. He had taken my life from me. It was stolen, my village ruined, my friends killed or sentenced to a life worse than death. The necromancer made me wish for death on a daily basis. If only I had died defending the High Priestess like some of my sisters… But mostly, I hated myself more than I hated Jon or the Wraith King. If only I had killed this man the night he had showed up in my stable covered in horse shit, none of this would have happened.”

      “Why didn’t you kill me then?” I asked. “You certainly could have.”

      “I wanted…” Sarina gulped, and if I hadn’t known she was a warrior, I would have thought she was going to cry. “I wanted to amuse myself at your expense. It was childish, to play with a man’s life. Will you forgive me?”

      At this, Sarina leaned forward, putting her hands together in a pleading gesture. A large tear rolled down her cheek, and she hid her face on the ground, prostrating herself before me with her injured leg splayed out to the side.

      Stunned, I grabbed her arms as gently as I could and sat her up. The urge to brush her hair out of her face was too strong, so I tucked a wild red lock behind her ear. “There’s nothing to forgive. You had every right to question why I was there, and I acted like an idiot.” I smiled.

      Sarina shook her head and wiped her face. “No, you acted with honor by not killing me after I shot at you. You had the chance.”

      I glanced back at Ilana and Nya, but they looked merely curious rather than uncomfortable. “I wouldn’t have killed you,” I said, letting go of Sarina’s arms.

      She blinked away her tears and took a deep breath. “And that is why I did not kill you in the forest the first time we met.”

      The maiden clutched my shirt, and out of the corner of my eye, I saw Nya make a calculated movement toward her sword. Feeling safe, I held out my hand to stop the elf.

      Sarina gripped me harder. The gesture wasn’t desperate, but urgent, and I was more than aware of her body so close to mine. The strange wyrm’s fire in my body once again began to heat my blood, but I tried to ignore it.

      “I wanted to kill you,” she hissed. “Your appearance destroyed the lives of so many. And I would have had every right, except you’d already spared my life once, and I couldn’t forget that. And then, you did the unthinkable. You approached me, a Hellhound, and removed an arrow from my side without thought for your own safety. Why?”

      Feeling Nya and Ilana’s eyes bore holes into the back of my head, I said, “I knew it was foolish, but something about you made me pause. I can’t claim to have known who you were, but I couldn’t kill a wounded animal like that, Hellhound or not. We’d already seen too much death in the pass. Is that when you escaped?”

      Sarina shook her head. “I was trying, but the Wraith King’s hold on me was great. I fought it, but eventually my hound form took over, and I trotted right back to his armies even as they marched on Blackhold Castle. When I came to my senses again, I was entrenched with them on the plain in front of the castle walls.”

      I gaped at her. “Did you save my life there, too?”

      Sarina nodded. “I smelled you when you slipped into camp, but there was no way I was going to let them kill or capture you. Whatever grievances I had against you, they could wait. I didn’t want the necromancer to overtake the Dark Elves, no matter how little they think of us humans.”

      Nya’s features grew taut, but she didn’t rise to the jab. To be fair, I’d heard similar complaints about the elves from Ilana. The race wasn’t known for being particularly helpful to anyone but their own kind. But Nya was different, and I said as much.

      Sarina nodded toward the elf. “I had heard Your Grace was different. After the battle, I managed to slip away from slavers and came to find you. I have told you everything. I hope you know that.”

      The maiden pulled away from me then, as if she realized how close she was and felt embarrassed. She seemed like a far different person from the one I had encountered that night I landed in Hell.

      “Do you know how I ended up in your barn?” I asked, looking her in the eye.

      Sarina shook her head. “I do not know. I swear by the goddess, I knew nothing of you until I found you in my stable. I thought you’d merely gone in there to hide. And, I questioned myself then. Because I wondered if you were an escaped slave. I still let you go. Perhaps that is why the goddess has allowed both of us to live, because no one should have to be a slave.”

      I stood. “Thank you,” I repeated.

      Nya looked grimly at Sarina. “When the Hellhound’s form takes hold of you, do you have warning?”

      Sarina raised her chin. “I am much better at fighting it now. Yes, I know when it’s going to happen.”

      “Have you ever been able to prevent it?”

      Sarina paused, understanding where Nya’s line of questioning was leading. As did I. If Sarina couldn’t prevent the Hellhound inside her from taking over, she was truly a danger to our camp.

      Finally, the redheaded maiden shook her head. “No, Your Grace, I cannot prevent it fully.”
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      The entire ordeal was fucked up. I had started all of it, and yet looking back, could have done nothing to prevent it unless I was willing to lay down and die at someone’s feet.

      “Shit,” I said. I stood with Nya and Ilana a little bit away from Sarina. With the news that she couldn’t prevent the Hellhound from making an appearance, Nya had doubled the maiden’s guard. The elven camp was beginning to stir, and the sky was a lighter shade of red now.

      Nya faced me, and I found it hard to imagine that only a few hours ago, she had been in the water naked with me, our troubles forgotten for a time.

      “The shifter’s blood pact is with you, Jon,” Nya said. “So it is your decision.”

      “I won’t kill her,” I said. “I didn’t before, and I definitely can’t do it now.”

      Ilana sighed as if she had expected this, but it made me angry. I rounded on her. “I would have thought that you of all people would have some compassion for Sarina.”

      The succubus arched an eyebrow and looked at me coolly. “I’ve never made it a secret that I hate the Wraith King, and I feel for his slaves like none other can. But I don’t exactly trust this woman’s account.”

      “Oh?” Nya asked. “Please explain.”

      “I’ve been a thrall in the Wraith King’s service a long time, longer than either one of you have been alive. And…” Ilana’s wings rose in annoyance. “There is much suffering in his dominion, but I have never heard of Hellhound shifters who were able to walk away.”

      “You think it’s a trap,” Nya said. “For Jon?”

      “Wait a minute,” I said, feeling that the decision was getting away from me. “If it is a trap, and let’s pretend for a minute that it is, Sarina could have killed me several times. Without an audience. Without chance of being caught.”

      Ilana turned to me. “We can’t know what the Wraith King has planned now that you’ve killed his most prized pets, the wyrms. Maybe he wants a spy in the elven ranks. If so, Sarina would be perfect.”

      “But it was an accident that I ended up in her barn. Or do you not believe her?”

      Nya glanced back at Sarina. “I do believe her in that. But it wouldn’t be an accident for the Wraith King to find her after enslaving the village. He likely learned the story quickly. Then, when you defied him, he had a partial plan in place.”

      “This really doesn’t make sense,” I said. “He would have had to plan it long before I ever wounded his precious wyrms.”

      Nya frowned. “And maybe that’s precisely the point.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked. “The Wraith King has been plotting against me since I arrived here? How would that be possible?”

      Nya didn’t say anything, but her look said it all.

      I lowered my voice. “Something to do with the Prophecy?”

      Nya shook her head. “I do not know. It will require more thinking. But come, we must ready for the day’s ride. I agree that we cannot simply kill this maiden until we know more. But Jon, she is still your responsibility even though she has guards. And they will not hesitate to kill Sarina if she shifts.”

      “I understand,” I said. I left them to saddle my horse, but I couldn’t help feeling unnerved. What had Nya meant? What point? Landing in Sarina’s barn had been an accident.

      But then, I still didn’t know how I had made it into that stable. I’d learned of the portal in the Wraith King’s land leading back to my world, but there was no portal in the village that we knew of.

      So, how had I ended up in Sarina’s barn?

      As I swung up into my saddle and went to collect her, I resolved to find out.
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      The waterfall at Belledur was the last neutral place. Once we left, heading further south through the mountains, the forest became taller, wilder, and darker. The black trees overshadowed the narrow trail, with the red ambient light of the sky creating a sinister atmosphere as it filtered through the black leaves. Sometimes, the road would be blocked by a tree, and the single file line would stop while a team of elves would work to clear it. And always someone guarded their backs.

      According to Nya, monsters weren’t the only thing we had to watch out for now, for we had officially left the dominion of the elves and entered Wraith King territory. Orcs, wraiths, trolls, or any other of the necromancer’s minions roamed these wilds.

      I rode behind Ilana, who was behind Nya’s guard. Sarina rode behind me on one of the packhorses whose supplies had been redistributed. Her hands were tied in front of her like a prisoner, and a guard rode behind her. I carried the rope that led her horse although the precautions seemed useless if she shifted into a Hellhound. What good would ropes be if that happened?

      The elven guards would be swift if action was needed. And next time, they would kill her. Nya had been clear.

      Sarina’s leg, although still splinted, seemed to be stable enough to ride. It had to be. The alternative was leaving her behind to fend for herself. Whatever magic the healers had used on her must have worked wonders because Sarina was managing well.

      The deep silence of the forest seemed to oppress us, or me, at least. What should have been a peaceful ride with birds singing in the trees was an anxious journey through dangerous territory.

      Although I hadn’t really believed anyone before about the wild creatures living in Hell, I did now. Occasionally, the silence would be broken with a tree cracking in the distance and a rumbling through the ground. They were great noises that sounded like a tree being uprooted. I shivered, wondering what could cause such destruction. Because these trees weren’t saplings. They were mighty towers of bark and limb, as tall as the Redwoods of California, but black. Although the forest had no official name, I began to think of it as the Blackwood, as a sort of hideous parody to a wonder of my world.

      As I brooded, the internal fire that I’d felt the day before began building once again. My horse tossed her head, sensing my uneasiness, and I tried to think of something positive. But the rush was still there, flowing through my veins like tiny pricks of lightning. And I couldn’t help but enjoy it even if at the same time it scared me a little. I could have asked Ilana or Nya about it but decided against it. There was no sense in worrying them unnecessarily. And besides, they didn’t know what to do about a man who had absorbed a wyrm’s blood.

      To pass the time, I recalled my time spent with Nya and Ilana at the pool the night before, but even that only stoked the fire. Despite the oppressive road we traveled, I wanted nothing more than to grab Nya for another fuck. And it wasn’t a playful urge, spurred on by yesterday’s fun. No, it was baser than that, and a bit unsettling.

      Anyway, it was hardly the right time for a romp under the trees, and I shook my head of the thought, concentrating on watching for possible enemies in the gloom. But then, perhaps because of my heightened diligence, I got the distinct feeling of being watched, and I grew irritated, wanting nothing more than a calm ride.

      “You are suffering, aren’t you?” Sarina called from behind me.

      I turned in my saddle to see her face pale and streaked with sweat once again. I couldn’t imagine what the pain of riding was doing to her, but she otherwise sat tall in the saddle. Hopefully, the elven magic would soon mend her although I didn’t know how long it would take for them to fuse a broken bone together.

      “There’s nothing wrong with me,” I said finally. “I’m just not happy about this forest.”

      “Nor am I.”

      But that was all she said, and we fell back into silence.

      After another hour or so, the feeling of being watched grew, and I looked up and down the line to see if anyone looked as uncomfortable as I felt.

      “I feel it, too,” Sarina whispered.

      I barely heard her words, but it wasn’t like she was trying to be secretive and more like she was trying not to draw attention to us. Turning, I saw her frowning into the gloom to the left of the road. I peered there, too, and was surprised that I could see quite far. My eyes were definitely improving. “What lives in this forest?” I finally asked. “Something feels… evil.”

      Sarina didn’t answer, but Ilana did. She had found where I was looking and wrapped her cloak tighter about her. “Nya could probably tell us more about this area,” she said, “but Hell is full of creatures that would like nothing better than to steal your soul.”

      I raised an eyebrow. This was news to me.

      “Yes,” she said with not a hint of humor. “Demons and spirits that seek a host.”

      “Perfect,” I muttered. Just when this place was starting to grow on me. “Next you’ll tell me that the trees attack.”

      Ilana frowned. “No, but there are creatures that try to look like trees, so keep your eyes open.”
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      Despite the elevation of the forest, the air was hot and stifling, as it was almost everywhere in Hell. The road took us through a high mountain pass, and a couple of times, we broke through the tops of the trees.

      But the sight wasn’t encouraging. In every direction, we saw red sky, black trees, and gray stone.

      And then we would plunge beneath the canopy again, and my feeling of being watched intensified to the point I was constantly looking over my shoulder.

      The horses became restless, as well, and even the elves’ calm hands and whispered words did little to settle them.

      Late in the day, we came to a block in the road—a rock fall that covered our narrow trail and the surrounding area. To continue, we would need to go around it through the forest.

      Because of the late hour, Nya decided to halt the party. The trees were even more treacherous at night, and beneath the trees was so black the horses couldn’t be coaxed any further under them tonight. Our only choices were to leave the horses—which we couldn’t do if we hoped to catch the slavers—and climb over the rocks, or wait until the brightest part of day tomorrow to go under the trees and around the rock fall.

      Everyone felt the frustration of the delay, no one more so than me as I fought the same pricking feeling on the back of my neck.

      As we ate a quiet supper of dried meat, the last of the ambient red light faded from the trail. As soon as I could, I went to find Nya to discuss my thoughts with her. But when I reached the place where she was camping near the rock fall, her scent almost made me weak at the knees with lust, and I had to struggle to maintain my composure.

      That was… odd. Fortunately, I managed to shake off the feeling before she looked my way.

      “Is it always this quiet here?” I asked.

      “Yes,” she responded grimly.

      “And,” I said, lowering my voice so that only she could hear. “Does it always feel like we’re being watched?”

      Nya shook her head. “There is a malevolence here that I’ve felt most of the day, but I couldn’t say what it is.” She looked at me strangely. “You said you feel watched?”

      I shrugged. “Don’t you?”

      “No. It’s more like a deep oppression that I can’t shake off.”

      I put my hand on my sword hilt, feeling more secure that way. “I feel that, too, but I kept looking behind me to make sure I wasn’t being followed.”

      “The elves were behind you,” she said wryly. “And the human woman.”

      I shook my head. “It felt like something else. Is that weird?”

      Nya smirked a bit, but it was without her usual good humor. “If you are sensing things the elves cannot, then I do not know what to make of it, Jon. Stay close tonight.”

      She had no idea just how much I wanted to. Really, I’d heard of animal magnetism, but this was too much. My eyes strayed to her breasts often, even though she had wrapped herself in a light traveling cloak. What the hell was wrong with me? One night with her, and I couldn’t stop thinking about—

      Oh. I remembered something she’d said to me a few days ago. About once a man had been with an elf, he wouldn’t want to be with anyone else. But I’d been with Syn, and that hadn’t stopped my attraction to Ilana. No, something else was going on. Had I been bewitched?

      “What are you thinking about?” Nya asked. She’d been studying me, and I’d lost the thread of the conversation.

      “Just…” What to tell her? That all I wanted to do was take her against the rocks, out here in the open for all to see? Was this some sort of inappropriate domination urge? That wasn’t like me at all. “Just don’t feel well,” I finally said. “The forest has been messing with my head all day.”

      Which was the truth, if not all of it.

      Nya nodded, taking my explanation. “You better bring Sarina close tonight. Watch her carefully.”

      Sarina. With the way my sudden sexual urges were screwing with me, I’d forgotten about her for a moment. However, the last thing I needed would be another female so close to me. “But if you’re right and it’s a trap,” I said, “she might not warn us if she changes. And then she’d be in the middle of camp. If it’s all right with you, I’ll keep her closer to the trees.”

      Although that thought made me shudder in horror. Grow a pair, Jon. They’re just trees.

      I turned to leave Nya, but she caught my arm. “Jon, if you’ve really felt watched, then I don’t want you close to the trees, either.”

      “You think something is after me? Why?”

      Nya scanned the trees. “Something could be hunting you, yes. I’ll put a guard around Sarina. Stay here with me tonight.”
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      I couldn’t deny those blue eyes. So we sat up the night together, listening to the silence of the forest and the occasional snort from one of the horses, waiting for something to happen and hoping nothing would. Ilana joined our vigil, and the three of us sat with our backs to the rock. I had an arm around each female, feeling too anxious to sleep. And anyway, no one could have even if they’d wanted to. The entire camp was on high alert.

      My vigil was a bit different than theirs, however, because I was having a sort of internal battle every few minutes with either lust for a woman or lust for blood. It wasn’t a normal feeling, and I was starting to believe I was going mad.

      The tingling returned to my veins, as well, like pinpricks of fire. Finally, too uncomfortable to remain where I was, I rose from where we’d been sitting and began pacing in front of the rocks. Nya’s guard remained close, and they were taking turns keeping watch. But I could barely breathe with all these beautiful creatures around, so I stepped out of their protective circle on pretense of checking on my horse.

      With my newfound sight, I could just barely make out my mare tied in a line with others. She was calm and dozing, which I felt comforting. The horses would alert us to any dangers we didn’t spot ourselves. And Nya had posted scouts and guards throughout camp. Nothing was going to sneak up on us.

      But this night was fucking interminable.

      I turned and saw Sarina resting on the ground with two guards on duty around her. Sarina, still bound at the wrists, looked up at me with a brief scowl. I nodded to her and kept walking. No doubt she would always hate me, but it wasn’t my fault she was being treated like a prisoner. That was Nya’s doing.

      But I couldn’t say I didn’t agree with it.

      Halfway back to Nya and Ilana, I sensed that presence watching me again. It was so forceful that I spun around on my heel, thinking to catch the culprit as it was about to spring on me. But no one was there.

      “I know you’re there,” I whispered.

      And then I heard faint laughing, as if it was carried on the wind. Spinning around, I checked the camp. But everyone was as they should have been. Hurrying back to Nya and Ilana, I knelt beside them and told them what I’d heard.

      To my relief, they believed me and rose to their feet. Nya alerted the guards nearby, and they passed a signal down the line of the camp.

      “What do you think it is?” I whispered.

      “I do not know,” Nya said. And then she took a step forward and spoke in a commanding voice. “Stranger, show yourself!”

      The laughing returned, this time closer and sounding more like a woman cackling. “Did you hear that, too?” I asked. I unwound my whip from my belt and let the end drop to the ground.

      “No,” Ilana said, frowning.

      “I really think I’m going crazy,” I said.

      But the next sound we heard wasn’t a laugh, and everyone else heard it, too.

      From behind us, the rocks began to move.

      With a great rumbling noise that shook the ground, the rock fall shifted and lifted into the air. By this time, everyone was on their feet, their weapons pointed toward the trees.

      But the stones kept rising, and some of them stuck together as they crashed into branches and tree trunks. The horses went wild, and I heard some of them thrashing around on their lines, desperate to get free. But all I could do was watch what was happening above.

      “Get out of the way!” I yelled, thinking that whatever was moving the rocks would drop them on our heads.

      Instead, the boulders joined together like they were magnetized, and I found myself staring at a humanoid stone creature with clawed feet the size of horses and clubs for hands. Between its legs, I saw the road stretched out, the one we needed to use, but there was a deep gash in it, as if the giant monster had dug out part of it to go to sleep.

      “Rock golem! It’s a trap!” Nya yelled. And then she shot an arrow to our right, into the trees.

      For a moment, I couldn’t figure out why she’d shot so wildly away from the biggest threat in our midst. Or why I thought an arrow would do any good against a stone giant.

      But then I saw the creatures that were charging us, and they were more terrifying than the golem.
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      Orcs. They couldn’t be anything else. Each stood at least seven feet tall or more, had bulging muscles, fangs, ugly faces, and gray or brown skin. Some of them wore crude armor, and all of them carried clubs, spears, battle-axes, or swords.

      They charged, taking advantage of our temporary disarray.

      The first of the elven guard ran to meet the orcs with spears while another contingent loosed arrows at them. I was in awe of the elves, as always, and their ability to look like they were flying as they attacked. With a swift, decisive punch, the first of the orcs fell under a volley of arrows and spears. The elves finished them off with blades and then moved for the next wave.

      Nya was shouting instructions, and I felt a battle-rush settle over me that was stronger than any I’d felt in Hell thus far. Seeing a gap in the fighting, I moved toward it, flicking my wrist back and the whip with it. As the new power flowed through me, the whip ignited, lighting up the road beneath the trees.

      There were hundreds of enemies.

      By now, all the elves had engaged with the orcs while also trying to avoid being trampled by the stone golem in our midst.

      “Ilana!” I called as I whipped the nearest orc, a nasty brute that was already bloody. I expected it to catch fire like the wraiths did, but it wore little clothing, and its skin seemed more like stone than flesh. Instead, my blow merely opened a gash in the orc’s side, and the smell of burning flesh reached my nose.

      The orc roared and came for me with great lumbering strides. I struck with my whip again, aiming for its face. This time, I caught its nose, the fire dancing across its black eyes. It reared back, stumbling, and one its eyes burst. Lashing the whip around my own body, not fearing the fire, I unsheathed my sword and attacked. The orc was still blinded, so I cut off its head with a two-handed stroke. The orc’s hands went, too, as it had been trying to wipe blood from its eyes so it could see.

      Looking for my next target, I saw that the elves guarding Sarina were becoming overwhelmed. Even with her hands bound and her leg in a splint, the red-haired warrior was fierce. She stood with her back to a tree, wielding a sturdy branch like a baseball bat. Two elves stood in front of her, cutting down orcs as quickly as they attacked.

      On my way to help them, I encountered another orc that was hacking away at two more elves. What the orc lacked in technique, it was making up for in strength. The elves were nimbler, but one was injured, and the second elf was defending her. I ran up from the right and thrust the tip of my sword into the orc’s ribcage. Continuing with my momentum, I planted a boot on the orc’s side and let my sword slice its way out the top of the creature’s chest cavity.

      We fell together, and the orc tried a few feeble swings at me as I tried to dislodge my sword from its destroyed ribs.

      The two elves recovered and turned to face another foe. Pulling my sword free, I ran toward Sarina once again. But fuck it all, she had moved. Her two guards were still protecting her, but all three of them had been forced further down the road. Seeing she was as safe as she could be for the moment, I turned my attention to the nearest enemies. Nya was fighting side-by-side with Ilana, and I joined them to protect their backs.
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      The stone golem was deadly but looked to be blind, and it mainly just created more chaos as everyone, elf and orc, tried to stay out of its way.

      The orcs were difficult to kill, much harder than wraiths, and they were everywhere. If it hadn’t been for my newfound strength from the wyrm’s blood, I wouldn’t have survived this far. Even with my enhanced strength, the orcs didn’t seem to die very quickly, as if their nervous systems weren’t the same as other creatures. My only real advantage here was that I was quicker. I certainly wasn’t as skilled as the elves and there had been little time to train since the last battle.

      So I was getting hands-on experience with my new strength and speed. The whip aided me some, and it continued to burn and sear the orcs’ flesh when I could use it, but soon everything became such close quarters that I couldn’t get a good shot at any of the orcs without hitting an elf.

      And anyway, with the fiery leather, I was the only thing glowing in the forest, and it was making me a target. So I took a few precious seconds to coil it back and attach it to my belt once more.

      Then there was no other thought about anything for a long time except hacking and staying out of reach of the orcs’ longs arms and out from under the stone golem’s stomping feet. The three of us reverted to our proven strategy where Nya and Ilana would use their superior skills to deal stunning blows to the orcs, and I would finish them off. But soon we couldn’t even do that.

      There were too many, and they kept spilling out of the forest as if the trees were bleeding evil. I dodged a club from one armored orc while swinging my sword into the belly of a second. Its intestines spilled out, but I didn’t have time to complete the kill before the first orc had come around for another chance to bash my brains out.

      Dodging low, I rolled to my left and came up behind the orc as its body followed its swing. The closest part of it to me was the right hamstring, so I slashed that with my sword, and the orc went down. Then, I pounced on its back, driving my sword into the side of its neck where the flesh was exposed. The orc twitched and tried to move, so I stabbed again for good measure and then turned my attention to the disemboweled orc who was stumbling over to me with a spear in its hand. The monster’s intestines dragged on the ground at its feet, and with a roar of rage, it charged me. I parried with my sword, evading the spear, but the brute’s momentum carried it crashing into me.

      We went down hard, with the orc landing on top, pinning me to the ground. It reared up and with a leer that could have been some form of hideous smile, it bared its fangs as if it was going to bite my face off. The only part of my body I could move was my head and part of my shoulders, so I steeled myself for pain and head-butted its flattened nose. There was a sharp pain in my forehead, and I felt a pop as the creature’s face cracked. It bellowed again but still didn’t move off me, so I head-butted it a second time, this time feeling my brains rattle in my skull. But I’d also felt bone give way. Hoping I wasn’t cracking open my own skull, I tried one more time. This time, realizing what I was going to do, the orc moved its head, but its body shifted, too, and I pushed for all I was worth.

      And then Ilana was there, tearing at the orc’s damaged face with her claws. I unsheathed my dagger and finished it off by stabbing the blade up through its jaw and into its brain.

      All around us, the orcs were dying, and the elves were gaining an upper hand. Now that our breathing space had become a bit easier, Ilana, Nya, and I joined forces once again. We pushed back on the tide of orcs, with the elves’ superior skills proving to be better than the enemy’s greater numbers.

      All through the battle, I was faster and stronger than I had been in previous skirmishes. I still didn’t match Nya, but I felt that I never would even if I lived to be a hundred years old.

      The problem was that I wasn’t an elf. Nya was amazing, and as I watched her spear a small orc from a distance of fifty yards, I got turned on a little even though she was covered in orc blood.

      That could have been a result of the adrenaline racing through my body, but either way, she was a damn fine sight.

      So was Ilana. Neither looked injured, and I couldn’t have wished for anything else.

      Except…

      There was still a blood lust on me that wasn’t quenched even as the final orcs died. I imagined the feeling was like a shark smelling blood in the water, and I couldn’t shake it. So, I went around to the enemy bodies and began double-checking that they were all dead, taking out some of my remaining aggression on them.

      I didn’t get much time to do that, however, before a warning shout echoed through the ranks.

      I looked up, and there, in the trees, another enemy was approaching.
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      At first, I thought they were wraiths, but as the first arrows hit their targets and then went completely through them, I realized we were dealing with something else entirely.

      The creatures had glowing red eyes and floated through the trees.

      “What are they?” I asked as Ilana reached me.

      “Hell-fiends,” she said. “Demon-wraith hybrids.”

      “How does that happen?” I asked somewhat breathlessly as the wispy, nebulous beings surrounded the elves on all sides.

      Ilana shook her head. “The Wraith King’s power is growing. I’ve never seen this many before, nor this far away from the Black Mountains.”

      “Well, shit,” I said. “What do we do about them?”

      But while I’d been asking questions, the elves had been acting, forming a line in front of the hell-fiends. The elves weren’t brandishing their weapons, either, but holding out their hands as if to ward off the monsters. Then they began to chant spells, causing the hair on my arm to stand on end.

      And it seemed to be working. The hell-fiends had halted their attack, their nebulous forms floating menacingly in front of the elven warriors.

      Nya and her guard were confronting the stone giant, which was again shifting. The boulders separated into parts and began hovering over the elves. There was no doubt the objective was to crush the elven line, but Nya’s guards held their hands over their heads as if they were trying to reach the stones.

      I had no idea what to do. This wasn’t something I knew how to fight. Neither enemy would be harmed by a sword, and what use would the whip be against stone? With this thought, I remembered Sarina and turned to where she had been defending herself.

      She was still there, slumping against the tree. The two dead elves who had been her guards were dead. She was outside the line of elves, and the hell-fiends almost surrounded her. Her face was turned upward in defiance, and I saw her struggle to stand, the branch still in her hand to wield as a club.

      “Jon,” Ilana called sharply, for she must have seen where my gaze had fallen.

      Heedless of Ilana’s warning, I ran toward Sarina, pushing my way past the elves until I’d broken through their line.

      From behind me, Nya yelled, and the other elves shouted. But Sarina was so close. All I’d have to do would be to grab her and pull her back to safety. I reached the woman, who looked up at me through her locks of wild red hair as I grabbed her arms.

      Her eyes had turned red. Sarina was changing into a Hellhound.

      “No!” I shouted.

      Black hands reached for me—the hell-fiends sensing a victim—and I didn’t want to find out what would happen if they captured me. I hauled Sarina all the way to her feet as the first hands touched me.

      I expected something cold or hideous.

      Instead, I felt fire.

      Yelling, I tried to elbow a hell-fiend in the face, but since it was more like smoke than flesh, my blow didn’t do any damage.

      Sarina began shaking, her whole body quivering as if she was having a seizure. As more black hands grabbed my hair, arms, and legs, I turned the woman toward me. We were only a few feet from the elven line, which had reformed after I had broken it. She couldn’t turn now. It was the worst possible time.

      But I felt fur beneath my hands and saw her teeth grow into fangs over her lips.

      Looking Sarina in the eye, I sank to the ground with her. Before when she’d changed, there had never been anyone to help her. Maybe I could make a difference.

      “No!” I yelled again. “You can’t change. Stay with me, Sarina. You do not belong to the Wraith King. You belong with the realm of men and women. Stay.” I shook her in my desperation, but a hint of wildness flashed in her red eyes, and I knew I was losing the battle.

      The hell-fiends began to drag me off her, and I tried to fight them, kicking and screaming. “No, Sarina! Fight it! Dammit, woman, fight! Stay. Here.”

      But her hands had grown claws and her shoulders began to resemble a hyena’s. The cords holding her splint in place burst apart as her thighs grew and the branch fell away. She screamed then, and the sound of her spine snapping and regrowing came with more twitching. Her ears were growing, too, and more fur sprang out of them.

      And then I finally felt pain from the hell-fiends’ hands. It was like someone had stabbed me, but I didn’t give up my grasp on Sarina. I continued to hold her as she changed in my arms. In fact, as I held on, the stabbing pain that had been growing in my side quickly grew numb and then turned to the same raging fire of desire and bloodlust that I’d been battling all day.

      A part of me knew that I could die from this, that holding onto a shifting Hellhound was probably on the list of top ten things not to do in Hell. But Sarina had fought so hard to find help, and if I let go, I would be failing her. So I summoned the fire that was still raging through me and tried one more time. “Sarina, I command you to stay.”

      To my astonishment, my voice came out deeper and louder than I had intended, and despite all the chaos, it resonated over the mountain.

      And for one tiny moment, everything grew quiet.

      In my shock, I nearly let go of Sarina’s arms, but I didn’t. Instead, I held eye contact with her.

      She stopped changing. The first thing to return to normal were her eyes. They went from bright, glowing red to normal, human green.

      Then, her fangs receded into her mouth, and her fur disappeared.

      And then more insanity erupted around us, with the sounds of battles being fought all down the road. I maintained eye contact with Sarina even though the hell-fiends were still stabbing me. But all they did was give me more fire to work with, and I channeled it throughout my body to drag Sarina toward the line of elves. I couldn’t believe that no one had come to save us, but it didn’t matter, because the hell-fiends didn’t want to get any closer to the elven spells keeping them at bay.

      “Stand aside,” I told the elves. I was sweating now with the fire in my body, and the effort to keep it under control was growing too much to bear. If I couldn’t control it, I didn’t know what would happen, and it terrified me.

      But the elves stood resolute and even seemed to close ranks. They weren’t going to let us through. Angry, I finally let go of Sarina and stood to meet them head on.

      My blood was pounding in my head, bringing with it the fire of righteous anger. They were supposed to be allies, dammit. Instead, they were shutting me out.

      I’d never felt such hate, and the burning in my body moved to my hands as I prepared to charge the line.

      “Jon!” Sarina yelled. “No!”

      Her voice brought a small bit of caution to me, and just before I launched myself at the elves who had been my saviors, I turned on the hell-fiends.

      And let loose the fire out of my hands.
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      With the power I felt coursing through my body, I expected lightning or something to shoot from my fingers, to hurl a fireball, or to create a wave of power that blasted our enemies from the forest.

      Instead, my hands felt like they were on fire, but it didn’t burst out of me. The pain grew until it was unbearable and then backed up into my arms. I stepped back as if I could ward it off, but then it exploded throughout my body, and I flew backward into the elves. Burning, fiery pain hit my heart, my head, and my lungs.

      I screamed.

      And then, I passed out.
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      I regained consciousness on the ground, surrounded by Nya, the Royal Guard, and Sarina. My head hurt like a fucking giant had fucking stomped on it, which, considering that stone monstrosity that had been threatening to squash us, could very well have been the case. Things were much quieter now, with no sounds of battle, so the elves must have dealt with the stone golem.

      “Sonofabitch,” I muttered when I tried to sit up. A wave of dizziness passed over me like a tsunami over a toy boat, and Nya pushed me firmly back down. “What happened?” I asked.

      Nya shot a look toward Sarina. “Have you ever seen that?” the elf asked.

      Sarina shook her head, her wild red hair falling into her face.

      “You didn’t change into a Hellhound,” I said, once again trying to sit up.

      “You stopped me,” Sarina said.

      I sort of remembered that now, although I wasn’t sure how I’d done it. But everyone who was looking at me was doing so very strangely, as if I’d suddenly grown horns or sprouted wings like Ilana. But I hadn’t, as far as I knew. The only lingering effect from the ordeal was the aching in my muscles and the pounding in my head. The powerful urgings to kill and fuck were still there but had abated to the point I could almost ignore them.

      When the dizziness passed, I finally looked around.

      “Holy shit.”

      The elves were picking up what remained of the camp, which was in ruins. A few dead horses lay to the side of the road, their sleek bodies crushed beneath piles of rocks.

      “Jon,” Nya said, and there was a warning note in her voice that I’d never heard before, not even in the middle of battle.

      I met her eyes. “Yes?”

      “What happened to you out there?”

      I rubbed my hand over my short beard. “I was hoping you’d tell me. And where’s Ilana? She’s okay, isn’t she?”

      “Yes,” Nya replied. “She’s helping tend the wounded.”

      “Ah.” That was kind of her. Maybe she was starting to feel less animosity from the elves, although a small nagging voice in the back of my mind suggested a different reason she hadn’t been there when I’d woken. Oh well, Hell didn’t revolve around me. The succubus could do whatever she wanted.

      My gaze fell on Sarina, still bound by the wrists and wearing the now-dirty shift. And I realized something else about her. “Your leg is better. The elves fixed it?”

      Sarina blinked and then looked at Nya, whose frown had deepened.

      “My leg is better, yes,” Sarina finally said, “but the elves’ magic didn’t fix it. Yours did.”

      My mouth dropped open, and then I instantly regretted it for the pain that shot through my jaw. “I can’t heal anybody.”

      “But you did,” Nya said in that same warning tone.

      “What happened?” I repeated.

      Nya shook her head. “I do not know, Jon-man. When you tried to cast a spell, you fell over.”

      “And?” I prompted.

      “We thought you were going to attack the elves,” Nya said. “I am very sorry, Jon, that I doubted you.”

      “I’m sorry it looked that way,” I said. “Heat of the moment, I guess. It’s a good thing the hell-fiends stopped attacking, though, huh?”

      Nya looked at me strangely. “There’s no time to ponder our fortune now. We must leave this cursed forest as soon as possible.”

      I wanted to touch her, this strong elven ruler who looked so shaken. But now wasn’t the time. The camp was a sorry mess, and if we wanted to get out of there before daybreak, then everyone needed to pitch in.

      Finally able to walk without fear of falling over, I joined the others in cleaning up. As I did, several of Nya’s guard seemed to be sticking close to me. But when I would look, they would always be working just like I was.

      At the final count, fifteen elves had died—twelve butchered by orcs, and three crushed from the flying rocks and boulders that had fallen when the stone golem had burst apart. It was a staggering loss, but considering the overwhelming numbers of our enemy, it could have been much, much worse.

      Fortunately, my horse had survived. The poor mare was spooked out of her mind and would barely allow anyone near her. It took nearly half an hour of me waiting before she would allow me to untie her from her tree and lead her to the front of the line.

      Sarina’s packhorse hadn’t been so lucky. Mercifully, perhaps, the animal had died quickly when a large boulder fell on its head. Sarina came up and patted my horse’s neck as the elves began mounting. “She is beautiful,” the stable maiden said. “What’s her name?”

      I looked at the horse, whose eyes were still wide but who was allowing me to check her saddle. “Not sure. I never asked.”

      “She seems to trust you, though,” Sarina said, running her hand over the mare’s legs as if checking for injury. “You should call her something.”

      “I should, but she might already have a name. Her previous rider died in battle.”

      Sarina smiled sadly. “So much death,” she whispered. Then, she put her mouth to the horse’s ear and said something into it. The mare instantly relaxed and turned to nuzzle Sarina’s hair. I had a wild urge to do the same thing.

      Down boy. How many women do you need?

      “How did you do that?” I asked.

      “My people have their own magic. And the elves pride themselves on their horses, but they don’t rival the High Priestess’ maidens when it comes to handling them.” She glanced around. “Can I ride with you? I am once again without a horse, and we now have more riders than mounts.”

      “I thought you might before more comfortable with Ilana. Speaking of, have you seen her?”

      “She was with Nya a moment ago… Jon, I don’t think anyone is comfortable riding with me after what happened. And since you have the ability to control my Hellhound...”

      I shook my head. “No, I don’t know what that was.”

      Sarina took a step forward and took my hand. “Please.”

      Nya’s warning from yesterday surfaced in my mind, and I thought that if this was all a trap, then Sarina was doing a very good job of making sure I was the only one to be around her.

      Still, she was my responsibility, and if she was a spy, I couldn’t let her ride with Ilana or potentially hurt her. “On one condition,” I said, stepping back so that Sarina could mount my horse.

      “What’s that?”

      “You help me figure out this magic.”
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      We burned the dead elves and horses on the road, having no other choice since our errand didn’t allow us to turn back, nor did we have the numbers to spare to send the bodies of the dead back to their families. The blue flames of their funeral pyres burned so brightly that I had to look away. The fallen warriors were sang to the afterlife there on the road, and we rode past their still smoldering ashes as we hurried toward our goal.

      “Won’t the forest catch fire?” I asked Sarina. She rode in front of me, her wrists still bound, her back pressed against my chest, and her ass pressed against my groin. It was perhaps a bit more intimate than I should have been comfortable with, considering we didn’t trust her, but I could hardly complain.

      “The elven fires are enchanted,” Nya called back. “They won’t burn anywhere but the funeral pyres.” She rode directly in front of us, turning her head slightly to speak.

      “I should have guessed,” I said.

      “It’s a basic magic of Hell, one that everyone learns,” Sarina said, turning her face toward me so that I could see all the imperfections, all the scars.

      And all the beauty there, too.

      Ilana rode ahead of Nya, and she had been strangely silent since the battle. But since there was little room to pass Nya on the road and talk to her, I’d have to find out what was bothering her later.

      If it was jealousy, I hadn’t thought Ilana was the type. She had never worried about me with other women before and had made a point to say so.

      “Every race in Hell can enchant fire so that it doesn’t destroy our homes and dwellings,” Sarina continued as if I hadn’t been looking at the succubus, but she must have seen where my gaze was.

      “I figured as much after I left your village,” I said. “What kind of magic do your people have?”

      “We work within the natural laws of magic, as do other races. We are not blessed like the elves and can only truly use what divine magic the goddess permits us.”

      “Why is that?”

      Sarina smiled sadly but didn’t speak again for a moment. When she did, her words were quiet. “When the man who is now the Wraith King began attacking the divinity of Hell, the elves stood with the gods and goddesses and defended them. For their loyalty, they were rewarded with more command over the natural laws of magic than other races. A bit of divine magic, you could say. With that, they need to study less to achieve their magic, and have even adapted it to become part of their very essences. A young elfling will still learn spells, but she does not have to go through the years of study that most humans do to attain magical enlightenment. It is simply a part of her.”

      “Why didn’t the humans side with the elves?” I asked.

      “They were afraid. The Wraith King had already destroyed many of their strongholds, and he was more powerful than anyone had ever seen a human become. So they tried to remain neutral, for fear of retaliation. The war that followed was called The War of the Dead, because the necromancer resurrected the dead to fight against his enemies. He killed all the divinity except one, the goddess I now worship. The humans turned to her at the end of the war, terrified that the Wraith King would overtake everything.

      “And he almost did. But we helped her survive. Ever since that time, we have been holding the line against the Wraith King, even when we are forced to pay him tribute or allow his slavers to cross our lands. The elves hate us for not helping the divinity sooner, and they blame us for their deaths. They also hate us for granting the Wraith King passage through our cities and villages. And perhaps we deserve some of that blame. But the goddess has taken pity on us and grants us some magic. If it weren’t for her, we would not have survived, and possibly the reverse is true, as well.”

      “Who is this goddess?” I asked.

      “Her name is of no consequence, for she cannot be bound by it.”

      I looked at Sarina, who still had her face turned toward me. “But she has a name?”

      She looked away. “I’m not permitted to say, man. You ask too many questions.”

      “And you’re surprised by this, how?”

      Sarina scoffed and then looked back at me with a mischievous smile. “I don’t think you’re as naive as you pretend.”

      “About Hell? Well, Sarina, I’m learning more every day.” I smiled at her, and we rode in silence for a bit. Ilana wasn’t turning around to look at me, but Nya did occasionally. Rare behavior indeed.

      “Rumor around camp is that you regularly bed the succubus,” Sarina said suddenly.

      I glanced down at her, realizing I’d been obsessing slightly about Ilana. It had been a long ride so far, and our time at the waterfall seemed far away.

      Unable to stop the smile that crept to my face, I nodded.

      “Only a man with powerful magic could achieve that, Jon,” Sarina said. “No man survives a succubus.”

      “So I’ve been told,” I said. “But Ilana and I…” I paused.

      What? I had saved Ilana’s life, sure. And she claimed she was bound to me although I didn’t want it. But I knew I wanted her with me and couldn’t stand the thought of losing her. I cleared my throat. “Ilana and I have an understanding.”

      “And that is?”

      I grinned cheekily. “She doesn’t kill me, and I make sure she’s always satisfied.”

      Sarina blushed, and it was lovely to see the red tinge in her cheeks. But I’d suddenly remembered something. “So are you a maiden in the strictest sense of the word?” I asked.

      “What do you mean?” Sarina asked coyly.

      “Are you going to make me say it?”

      She fixed a small smile on her face.

      Damn, she was beautiful. But there was something wrong with me. I’d never been that kind of guy, to jump from girl to girl, or to keep multiple lovers around. But so far, I’d taken three since landing in Hell—a succubus and two elves. And they’d all been willing, eager, and fantastic. I’d had the best sexual experiences of my life. And when another beautiful woman was forced to share my horse… Was I going to fuck every female here who smiled at me?

      No.

      Yes.

      No.

      Dammit. I felt like someone else was in my head, screwing with me.

      Since Sarina hadn’t said anything else, I finally said, “Sorry. It’s none of my business.”

      “You’re right, it isn’t,” she said, with some of her original fire returning. “And it’s a really impertinent question coming from a male, but since it’s you… yes, I am a maiden in the truest sense of the word. I have never been with a man. Or a woman, for that matter.”

      “Is it part of your service to the goddess?”

      “To the High Priestess.”

      “And did you choose to enter her service, or were you born into it, or something else?”

      Sarina nodded. “I chose this life.”

      “I hope we find your High Priestess,” I said. “And avenge whatever wrongs have been done to her.”

      “Me too.” Sarina lifted her chin a bit as she said it, like she couldn’t wait to exact revenge on any who had dared lay hands on her Priestess. I didn’t doubt that it was exactly what she was thinking.
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      We rode for a while in silence. Since there wasn’t much difference between night and day here deep in the forest, the minutes and hours stretched into nothing but black trees and red light and silence. We still heard the occasional rumble far off, but the evil menace I’d felt watching me yesterday had vanished with the hell-fiends. It seemed that we finally had a little breathing room.

      “So you can’t tell me the name of your goddess,” I said finally, “but can you tell me what she is the goddess of?”

      Sarina shook herself a little, as if she had been thinking of something far off. “Since the Wraith King killed the other gods and goddesses, she is now the goddess of all of Hell. So that makes her not just my goddess, but yours as well.”

      “The elves don’t pray to her.”

      “No one prays to her, exactly. It is more that they give their service to her with their lives. Not all pledge chastity to a Priestess like I and my fellow adepts do, but in some way, all good people serve the goddess. You are doing so right now.”

      “How?”

      “By going to rescue those who can’t rescue themselves. Hell is a cruel place, Jon, but it wasn’t always so. Most have forgotten that the goddess and her siblings once lived here among us and kept peace. But my order remembers.”

      “How can the Wraith King be powerful enough to murder gods and goddesses? Even if he could raise the dead, wouldn’t he need godlike powers himself?”

      Sarina nodded. “That is what the legends say. When he murdered the Divine Ones, he took over Hell. The only reason he doesn’t have complete control is because of the goddess.”

      “She keeps him at bay?”

      “She aids us in our quest to keep him at bay, as I said before.”

      “But then why…” I hesitated, not wanting to offend her once again. However, my need for information was greater now than ever.

      “Speak your mind,” Sarina said.

      “Why did your village build so close to the Wraith King’s domain? I understand why you had to let the slavers pass through your gates. But why be in that position at all?” I had thought of the villagers as helpless people, but the more I learned, the more I realized my error.

      Sarina glanced at the trees as if she was afraid they were listening. “Because someone has to be close to him to find out his comings and goings. How do you think Nya and her people knew the Wraith King was traveling when you first attacked him in the pass south of here?”

      I shrugged. “I assumed she had spies.”

      “I am certain she does. It is the same among the race of humans. Our village was well-placed all those centuries ago. And, in any event, if we had all tried to leave then, the Wraith King might have stopped us. He has spies, too.”

      I didn’t doubt it, and I wondered if one of them was riding with me, with my arm around her.
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      Nothing had changed while we were talking. The trees remained the same. My ass still hurt from riding, and my arm was beginning to cramp from holding the reins while also holding Sarina. Not that she needed the help to ride, but I had to guide the horse somehow. When I thought about that, however, I felt dumb. The horse didn’t need much guidance now. It simply followed Nya’s horse. With the dense trees and treacherous ground on either side of us, there wasn’t much choice.

      Feeling useless, I thought about the power that had flowed through me and my inability to control it. “Sarina, can you show me your magic?”

      “Now?”

      “Do you have something better to do?”

      She pursed her lips in a grim line.

      “Is it forbidden?” I asked.

      “No.”

      “Are you angry with me?”

      She looked up at me. “I should be, but after what you did for me in the forest, I am only grateful. If it weren’t for you, the beast inside me would have taken over, and I would have been forced to run back to the Wraith King. And he would not have taken kindly to me running away. I managed to escape punishment before because of the chaos of battle. It wouldn’t happen again.”

      “Then why won’t you show me some magic? Are you afraid?”

      Sarina laughed and shook her head.

      “Tired?”

      “No, but it is fun that you keep guessing.”

      “I know what it is,” I said, smirking. “You don’t know how to teach me. It’s one thing to do it yourself, and another to show someone else.”

      Sarina snorted. “I could teach a small child to do simple magic, and if she were quick-witted, I could teach her more. You, however, are not a child, nor are you quick-witted.” She looked me up and down with a smirk on her face.

      “Go on,” I challenged. I liked seeing that fire come back to her expression, the one that drove away the haunted look. “Try me and see.”

      She held up her bound hands. “With this?”

      “Are you saying that someone as proficient as yourself needs your hands?” I raised an eyebrow. “Now you’re just looking for excuses.”

      “And why should I help you when you continue to treat me as a prisoner?”

      “You have something better to do?”

      Sarina looked at me out the corner of her eye, as if deciding whether to spite me. I smiled. Finally, she picked up my right hand.

      “Only because it will help prove myself to you,” she said.

      I nodded. Sarina manipulated my fingers and hand into a shape. It could have been awkward for her, considering she didn’t have a full range of motion, but she did it without too much trouble.

      “You can cast rudimentary spells with runes,” she said. “I’m assuming you know what those are?”

      “I know what they are, but I don’t know any.”

      “Mm…” she said as if it didn’t surprise her. “So I will show you some basic runes you can use right away. We don’t have years to start at the beginning. And anyway, you already have magic of your own, for reasons I don’t yet understand, so we are only going to try to control it.”

      “You mean I get the crash course?” I asked. “Thank you.”

      “What is a crash course?”

      “A shortcut.”

      Sarina narrowed her eyes. “You should never take a shortcut with magic, Jon. I will show you some elemental movements, which you can then build upon if you master them.”

      “Okay,” I said, stifling laughter. Then I held my hand like she had shown me. “Now what?”

      “That is your symbol for fire, called igni in the common tongue. You will use it to form the rune in the air. Please don’t cast any fire toward our horse. Or toward Her Grace.”

      “Preferably not,” Nya called back. So she had been listening.

      I smiled. “Okay, ready. Do I have to say the word?”

      “No, only make the movement.” Sarina took my wrist and, pointing my arm toward a tree, moved my hand in a complicated arc through the air.

      “Nothing happened,” I said.

      Sarina shook her head. “You must channel your magic, idiot. Without it, all you are doing is waving your hand around. Let’s try again. Prepare yourself.”

      I tried to remember the feeling of power and lust that had overwhelmed me last night. As I did so, Sarina once again moved my hand. To my surprise, a flash of light and an arc of fire shot out of my hand and blasted the tree.

      My horse tossed her head and whinnied, and Sarina quickly turned her attention to it, speaking in low tones until it calmed. I looked at my hand, which felt and looked normal. The tree, which we were now passing, had a charred mark from my blast.

      “Damn,” I said. “So that’s why everything went wrong last night when I felt that power in my hands? Because I wasn’t making a rune or sign?”

      “Correct. Ready to try again?”

      “Yes,” I said eagerly. This was beyond cool, and once again I waited patiently while Sarina formed the symbol with my right hand. Then, she pointed my arm at a rock and did the movement while I concentrated. Another jet of light shot out of my hand, this time brighter, and the rock burst apart, startling several horses, including Nya’s stallion.

      “Sorry,” I called.

      The blond elf turned in her saddle and gave me a dirty look. “Perhaps that is enough for now, before you bring down the mountain on top of us.”

      “Could I do that?” I asked.

      Nya and Sarina laughed.

      “No,” Sarina said, “Not unless you were the Wraith King himself.”
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      For the rest of the day, instead of using magic, I concentrated on memorizing the movements I needed to create it. After a few more tries, and some jokes and snickers from Sarina, she said that my attempts were sufficient enough to try it on my own. But since Nya was now forbidding actual magic, I had to settle for practicing on the sly, making the movement without channeling anything. It was a bit of a gamble, considering how inexperienced I was, but I was eager.

      After another hour, Sarina even stopped laughing at my attempts. I grinned at her. “Thank you. Teach me another?”

      She taught me the runes for earth, wind, and water, as well. And then a spell to repel fire, which was the same spell that every child in Hell grew up learning alongside how to sanctify the water. And then I practiced all of them throughout the nighttime ride, feeling less inadequate than I had that morning.

      I wasn’t sure how they would help me in battle, but it was a start.

      Finally, with about four hours of darkness left, we halted to rest the horses. There was a nearby spring which they were able to sanctify for watering the animals and refilling skins, and as everyone took care of that, I took the opportunity to find Ilana. Leaving Sarina in the care of one of Nya’s guard, a dark elf named Teniel, I found Ilana returning from the spring.

      “Hey,” I said, following her to her horse.

      She turned. “Hello, Jon-man.”

      I reached for her, and when she didn’t pull away, I thought that was a good sign. “You okay?”

      Ilana planted a kiss on my cheek. “I am fine.”

      “Uh oh.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “What’s wrong?”

      “Usually when a woman says ‘fine,’ she isn’t fine at all and there’s about to be a fight.”

      Ilana smiled. “You have the craziest notions, Jon. I am not a human woman, remember, but a succubus. My job is to please you, not to play emotional games. Do I please you?”

      “Of course you do. But I hope that I please you, too… What’s this about? Is it Sarina?”

      Ilana laughed and shook her head. “No, Jon. I can tell you like her, but you should watch out for that one. I still don’t trust her although I’m not sure why you seem to have power over her.”

      After she finished watering her horse, I led Ilana to the base of an enormous tree. We sat down with our backs to it, and I put an arm around her. “I don’t know, either.”

      “She couldn’t tell you?”

      “She seems to think I have more magic than I do. Anyway, we’ve been working on other things.” I grinned. “I can shoot fire now.”

      “I heard.” Ilana smiled, and then surprised me by turning and straddling my hips. “Let’s pass the time with something other than talking.”

      “You’re sure we’re okay?” I asked.

      In answer, Ilana leaned down and kissed my mouth. Her tongue slid between my lips, and in a few moments, we were breathing heavily. I’d long ago given up the hope of privacy on this trip, but I wasn’t about to let that stop us. With her cloak wrapped around us, my lust returned in full force, and it was all I could do to untie my pants while she pulled off her own. When I entered her, Ilana gasped, her mouth opening in pleasure as she threw her head back.

      And then she began to ride me. She moved slowly at first, sensuously rolling her hips so that she pressed against my pelvic bone with each stroke. And she drove me mad. Unable to get enough, I gripped her hips and ground her into me as hard as I could.

      Ilana had once told me that she’d been called Pleasure and Desire, among other names, and I believed her. She was all that and more for me. I would never be able to get enough of her, and I knew my desire for her was bordering on obsession. But as I reached up to rip her corset down to free her right breast, I knew that it was exactly how she wanted it. Ilana had said she was bound to me, but I felt bound to her, and maybe that was part of the magic of her.

      In any case, she had been encouraging me every step of the way, and I sank deeper into her as she began to moan.

      “Come for me, Ilana,” I grunted. “Come for me, baby.”

      Suddenly, Ilana leaned down and whispered into my ear. “It is dark and difficult to see who you are with, correct? Pretend I am Sarina. My hair is as red as fire, body long and sinewy with scars.” She then did this amazing thing where she squeezed my cock as she rode me, and I almost saw stars.

      An image of Sarina’s face and body flashed into my mind along with her scent, and I came suddenly with a harsh grunt escaping my lips. “Fuck,” I said as Ilana continued to ride me. She bounced up and down a few more times as I held on, and then her orgasm made her body shudder. I held her until she finished, and then she sank against me.

      For a moment, neither of us seemed to be able to move.

      “What was that?” I asked when I could breathe.

      I felt her smile against my neck. “I knew you wanted her.”

      “So it was a trick?” I would have been angry, except that it had felt too good.

      Ilana raised up and kissed me. “No, Jon-man. I want you to always know who takes care of you.”

      I kissed her back. “I haven’t forgotten. Where is this coming from?”

      Ilana got off me and found her clothes. “There may come a day when you are tempted to forget. But you have allies, Jon. Ones who will die for you.”

      Then, she wrapped her cloak around herself and walked away, leaving me utterly confused.
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      I spent the next morning in silence, so much so that Sarina didn’t turn to me at all as we rode together. Nor did I really want to talk to her just yet. I’d climaxed last night while thinking of her, and although it had been Ilana’s idea, the whole experience had been… weird.

      Fantastic, but weird.

      And yet, I still didn’t feel exactly sated, and I had to remind myself multiple times that Sarina would not welcome advances from me. She was a virgin, for fuck’s sake. And, pun’s aside, I didn’t want to have anything to do with that situation.

      Okay, maybe a part of me did. But the rational side of my brain said that Sarina had been through a lot of trauma, that she was essentially my prisoner, and that I still had no idea what the fuck had happened when she’d almost shifted into a Hellhound.

      To even hint at anything sexual seemed to be taking advantage at best, and wildly inappropriate at worst. So instead of talking to her, I spent the morning going through the runes in my mind, forming the movements with my hands without trying to conjure anything, until they became second nature.

      Finally, though, Sarina broached the subject of the strange power that seemed to be running amok within my body.

      “Jon.”

      “Yes?”

      “You said you don’t know how you commanded me to stop shifting into a Hellhound.”

      “Right.”

      “But how did you vanquish the hell-fiends?”

      “I did no such thing. That was the elven magic.”

      Sarina shook her head but kept her eyes on Nya riding a few horses ahead. “No,” she whispered. “That was you. When you passed out, the hell-fiends disappeared. And the rock golem fell apart.”

      Frowning, I looked at her face to see if she was serious. “Why didn’t anyone say anything?”

      “I’m not certain, but Jon, have you noticed how you’re always surrounded by Nya’s guard now?”

      I had noticed. Sort of. I often rode with Nya, so having her guard around felt natural. But now that I thought about it, Sarina was correct.

      “But if that’s the case,” I said, “then they’re worried I’ll hurt someone. And that means… shit. Those elves were crushed because of me, weren’t they? Because the elves lost control of the rock golem.”

      The look in Sarina’s eyes told me all I needed to know.

      Shit. Shit shit shit fucking shit.

      I felt awful. No, I felt like a monster. What had I been playing at? Why had I even tried such a stupid dumbass trick with power I didn’t know anything about? And then yesterday, I had been playing with more magic, power I didn’t have the first clue about how to control if it went sideways.

      “No one said anything…” I began.

      “I imagine they are all worried about you.”

      “No kidding. I’m worried about me. Sarina, I need you to tell me everything that happened. No bullshit. Just the facts.”

      So she did. Apparently, when I’d rushed the elves holding Sarina, they thought I’d gone mad with fear or gone insane from the hell-fiends. It wasn’t unheard of, Sarina said, so they had closed ranks. This part I knew. But when I had stopped Sarina from changing into a Hellhound, no one knew what to think. And, as I had prepared to cast my magic, I’d accidentally broken the elven protective enchantments.

      Terrified that I would do something stupid like kill everyone on the mountain, Nya had rushed to stop me. But I’d already cast the power from my hands. It had rushed down the hell-fiends and literally reduced them to nothing but smoke and ash.

      The rock golem, on the other hand, had exploded, raining down rocks and boulders onto the elves and horses.

      But I’d passed out, so I didn’t know any of that.

      “I killed them,” I repeated, horrified. The road here was a bit wider, and I urged my horse faster, asking her to catch up to Nya ahead, who was in conversation with Ilana. They both looked startled as I approached, and I heard an alarmed shout from one of Nya’s guard. Indeed, one of them had already nocked an arrow and was sighting it at me. “Hold!” I said. “Nya!”

      She halted her horse, and the entire line stopped.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” I asked. I was furious now, more at myself at anybody else, but it felt good to put the blame on her.

      Nya’s face was unreadable. No hint of the smirk that I looked forward to or the smile I worked for.

      “Ilana?” I asked, turning to her. Her expression was different—one of shame.

      “I was going to tell you last night,” Ilana said. “And then—”

      “And then you thought you’d fuck me instead?”

      She scowled. “No, Jon, I couldn’t tell you because I knew how it would make you feel.”

      “Is that why you avoided me yesterday? So you wouldn’t have to tell me?”

      Slowly, Ilana nodded.

      I cursed some more and then lowered Sarina to the ground. “What about you?” I asked Nya, who had been silent.

      “In case you haven’t noticed, I have other people in my care, Jon,” she said testily. “And, you seem to have either developed a great new power overnight, or you have been lying to us this entire time.”

      I didn’t know whether to be relieved or furious. So I settled for laughter.

      In hindsight, it made me look a bit unhinged. And Sarina backed away from my horse. But it was a response that I couldn’t seem to control. They thought I was faking it. I was fucking terrified. No idea how to control myself, no idea if or when this feeling would stop. And they didn’t trust me.

      Once I regained my composure, I shook my head, trying to clear it. “This is all so fucked up. Nya, Ilana, I swear to you, I’ve been honest from the beginning. I don’t know where that power came from, but it fucking terrifies me. And because of me, three elven warriors won’t go home.”

      And, because I didn’t know what else to do, I dismounted and sank to my knees before them all. “I swear it on my own life. You can trust me.”

      Nya dismounted as well and strode over to me. She looked every bit the elven ruler, and for a moment, I saw the doubt in her eyes. But then, she grabbed my arm and hauled me to my feet. “I believe you, Jon, and if it weren’t for you, many more could have died.”

      I looked to Ilana, who nodded. As we once again mounted our horses, I hoped that what I’d said was true. Because, as much as I would never have willingly hurt Ilana or Nya, I didn’t know what to do about the intense desire to kill that was once again building in my veins.

      I had told them they could trust me. And I had meant it.

      But I didn’t know if they could trust the evil that was growing inside me.

      Because finally, I had a name for it, this lust for blood. It was evil if it meant I would hurt my friends. And I would learn to control it or die trying.
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      I was itching for a fight.

      Apparently, Nya had meant for me to train, to learn to control my magic as soon as possible even though no one knew the nature of it. The obvious hiccup to that plan was our speed and our goal of catching the slavers. Also, it seemed like a good idea not to draw any attention to myself. Therefore, practicing magic on the go wasn’t the best plan.

      So now my renewed anger simmered just beneath the surface, and I struggled to rein it in. Like I was a teenager all over again, but it wasn’t just my temper that threatened to embarrass me, but a real thirst for blood.

      Sarina noticed my discomfort.

      “You are sweating, Jon,” she said.

      “No shit,” I said, pulling at my collar. “It’s always so damn hot here.”

      “But you didn’t seem to have trouble before…” She trailed off, looking at my face.

      I glanced down at her and then moved my eyes front. There was no point in feeding that other beast that seemed to be rampaging around as well. As far as I was concerned, Sarina was off limits. I was beginning to wish she could ride with anyone but me, but the woman was my responsibility. If she shifted again, and I wasn’t nearby to stop her, then more deaths would be on my head.

      But could I stop her again? “Hey, Sarina,” I said. “Are you absolutely certain no one’s ever been able to control your shifting before?”

      Sarina gave me the side eye. “Besides the Wraith King, you mean?”

      “Yeah. By the way, how did he do it?”

      She half-turned to face me. “Once you’re the Wraith King’s thrall,” she said coldly, “you don’t get a say in what happens to you. So when he told me to change, I did. End of discussion.” Sarina shivered. “It wasn’t like I had control over it.”

      “So he commanded you with his voice like I did?”

      She was silent a minute. “Yes,” she said finally. Then she scowled. “But don’t let it go to your head, man. If someone would give me a weapon, I’d prove I was a better warrior than you.”

      I did look at her then. “Everyone here is a better warrior than me,” I said. “To be fair, they’ve had lots more practice.”

      She scoffed. “It would not make a difference. I was a stable maiden to the High Priestess, and that means I was more highly trained than the best warriors outside her service.”

      “Okay, stable maiden,” I said. “Joke’s on you, because I think we’re on the same side. Unless you plan to betray me and turn me over to the Wraith King.”

      Sarina’s face paled and then grew red to match her hair. “I… I would never… Anyway, if we are on the same side, why am I still bound? And why would I have helped you with your magic, rudimentary though it may be.”

      I was spared having to answer because the line halted for a midday rest to tend the horses. I dismounted and held out my arms to catch Sarina, but she ignored me and slid down the ground, perfectly balanced despite her hands being tied. She at once turned and began speaking to the horse, and after motioning for a guard to watch the stable maiden, I went to find Nya.

      “How much farther until we get out of this accursed forest?” I asked when I found her near her horse.

      “We should be out by tonight,” Nya said. “And then we’ll ride fast and hard toward our prey.”

      “Do you think we’ll still catch them?”

      Nya checked Stormfyre’s hoof. “We have to.” When she straightened, she looked at me. “Jon, whatever you can do between now and then to channel your magic, you need to be doing it.”

      I shook my head. “You’ve changed your mind, then? You think I should be practicing an uncontrollable power atop a horse on a narrow road through the mountains?”

      “I do not know anymore,” she hissed, “because I don’t know where your magic comes from or what you will be capable of.”

      “I thought it came from the wyrm.”

      “Do you think the wyrm’s blood gives you the power to control the Hellhound?” Nya’s question came with a dark frown.

      “I did until just now… when you made me think that was incorrect,” I said, following the elf to the other side of her horse. “Why not? Maybe that’s how the Wraith King does it. We’ve already said he gets his long life from the wyrm’s blood.”

      Nya pulled a skin of wine from her saddle and took a swig. “No, Jon. You had magic when you arrived in Hell because you were able to wield that whip long before your blood mixed with the wyrm’s.”

      She had a point, but I didn’t want to think about that, nor did I want to tell her what I was really thinking. It wasn’t until after I killed the wyrm and was healed by its blood that I began having all these problems.

      Problems she didn’t know the half of.

      Nya offered me her wine, and I took her up on it. Normally, the elven wine was too strong, but I needed something strong right about now. I took a long gulp and then wiped my mouth on my sleeve. “So what is your theory?” I asked. “What do you think is the reason I have these new abilities?”

      She took the wine skin from me and tied it back to her saddle. “You won’t like it.”

      “Are you going to tell me it has something to do with the Prophecy?”

      She inclined her head, and I exhaled forcefully. Then I lowered my voice, “Does the Prophecy say something like that, or is this a hunch?” I asked.

      “What is a hunch?”

      “A guess.”

      She smiled sadly. “No, Jon, it is not a guess.”

      Beyond caring who was watching at this point, I opened my arms to her. To my surprise, she accepted my embrace, putting her chin on my shoulder. “I need you to tell me everything about the Prophecy you know,” I whispered.

      She turned her head to look me in the eye. “Are you starting to believe?”

      “I don’t know what I believe, but I don’t like this conflict with you. We fought together, on the same side. You saved my life.”

      Nya smiled, making her face more beautiful than ever. “And you saved mine.”

      “I’d do it again without another thought, Nya, I hope you know that.”

      She nodded. “I have told you much of what I already know about the Prophecy according to the Elfstone.”

      “But there is more, I bet, from legends and writing and what-not?”

      “There is.” Nya took a deep breath and pulled away. “When our errand is complete, I will tell you more. Until then, the road is not a safe place for such a discussion.”
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      We exited the forest less fifteen proven warriors and twenty horses, and with a deep weariness. Below, the plains of the Slavers’ Bowls spread out to the south until they met more mountains, and to the east as far as the eye could see. Clouds of smoke hung over some rocky terrain to the north, and the underside of them was red like there were fires burning there.

      Finally, the column of horses could open up and move faster, riding two or three abreast. I rode between Nya and Ilana, still holding Sarina.

      Because of Sarina, we didn’t talk about the Prophecy, but I used the time to try to concentrate the power I still felt in my veins. My mare, which I still hadn’t named, sensed my attempts, I think, and tossed her head more frequently as we cantered. Sarina’s horsewomanship proved valuable when this happened, because I still wasn’t great at quieting the mare on my own. I felt bad that Sarina was still bound, but Nya had been adamant. Despite that, Sarina was an excellent rider and didn’t need her hands to keep her balance astride the horse. Now clad in riding pants she’d borrowed from one of the elves, her long, muscular legs gripped the horse without a problem. It made me wonder what else she could grip, and I worked hard to think instead of how badly my back and ass hurt from riding all these days or how my head hurt from butting that orc in the face.

      At one point, Sarina caught me staring at her. “As flattering as it is to have my ass pressed against you for our journey, don’t you have enough problems on your mind?”

      I laughed despite myself. “Sorry.”

      Sarina eyed me. “Your thoughts betray you. I can sense the heat in your body, and it is flattering that a man with such power desires me.”

      “I wish everyone would stop saying that,” I said. “As much of an ego boost as it gives me, I don’t feel very powerful. I feel out of control.”

      It was the closest I had come to admitting anything.

      Sarina shifted to look at me better. “Then control it.”

      “I’m not sure how yet.”

      “Your battle is in your heart and mind, not your body,” she said.

      I nodded. It made sense but wasn’t exactly helpful. “I’m sorry if I make you uncomfortable. If you want to ride with someone else…”

      She looked me up and down. “I’m not uncomfortable,” she murmured. Then she turned around to face forward again.

      Well, that was still awkward. And of course Ilana and Nya had heard every word. I knew by this point that the peoples of Hell were more open about sexuality, but they didn’t trust Sarina. I wanted to trust her, for more reasons than sex, but wisdom told me to be cautious.

      “I hope we don’t have to go back through that forest on our way home,” I said to change the subject.

      Nya shook her head. “Not unless there are unforeseen circumstances. There is a safer way.” Then her eye gleamed mischievously. “Did you just call Castle Blackhold home?”

      I smiled. “I guess I did. It’s the closest thing I have to one in Hell.”

      Nya spotted something ahead, making me look, too. Two scouts were returning. “Jon,” the elf said before moving forward to meet them. “You are welcome at Blackhold as long as you want to stay. I do have some say in the matter, you know.”

      “I’d heard,” I said.

      The scouts stopped quickly in front Nya. “We found the slavers, Your Grace,” a dark elf said. “Syn and four other captives are still alive.”

      Nya leaned forward in her saddle. “And?”

      “They have many more slavers with them now. More than when they left Blackhold. At least fifty.”

      “We just beat over two hundred orcs,” I said. “Fifty wraiths shouldn’t be too hard.”

      The dark elf shook her head. “It’s not just wraiths. They have a sorceress with them, orcs, a troll, and Hellhounds.”

      Nya balled her hand into a fist. “All that for five elves?”

      “You think it’s a trap?” I asked.

      She looked at me. “Could be. A sorceress changes things. Pass the word down the line. Everyone needs to prepare for battle.”
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      Within an hour, Nya and I were sitting in a hilltop tree overlooking a plain. Below us, an ordered band of slavers were riding quickly over the even ground. The wraiths and orcs rode Hellhounds. The sorceress was easy to spot because she rode a black horse in the middle of the party and wore a bright red cloak like the other sorcerers I’d seen.

      Behind her, being led by a troll-looking thing, walked the five elf captives bound in chains. Syn white braids stuck out as she was dragged along at a hellish pace. Even from here, we could see the fire that licked their chains. My anger surged to the surface, and all I wanted to do was jump out of the tree and go after them.

      By the set of her jaw, Nya looked like she was having the same thought. “We will end them.”

      “What do we do about Little Red Riding Hood?” I asked.

      Nya looked at me with a raised eyebrow. “Little… the sorceress?”

      “Yes.”

      “You are strange, Jon-man.” But she closed her eyes and smelled the air.

      “What are you—”

      “Be still.”

      I did as I was told and shut up. But that only gave me time to admire Nya’s perfectly still form as she seemed to scent the environment around us.

      After a moment, she opened her eyes. “I can sense her magic. She is strong. Strange for just transporting new slaves, even elves from Blackhold.”

      “A trap, then.”

      “Feels like it. Which means they are expecting us, and surprise will be difficult. And they will not hesitate to kill their captives if they see us winning. Or if it means they can draw us into an uneven fight.”

      “They’re going to get a fight, all right,” I said, feeling my anger.

      The slavers were moving fast, but our horses were swifter, and we weren’t dragging slaves behind us although several of us were doubled up now.

      “Do you think they sent the orcs after us in the mountains?” I asked.

      “It is also possible, Jon. With the Wraith King and his minions, I have learned to never be surprised by anything.”

      So if it was a trap, and they were expecting us to chase them, they felt confident that they could overpower us in a straight fight. Or maybe not. “Perhaps they did not expect us to exit the forest at all.”

      Nya nodded. “I am certain that was their hope. But it’s possible they know of our victory there. Out here on the plain, I am worried that they will kill our friends before we even reach them. And we don’t have any way of ambushing them.”

      “Too bad we don’t have a way of flying…” I said, grinning.

      She turned to me. “I’m listening.”
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      Not long after, Ilana and I were flying into the smoky clouds above the enemy slavers. Nya had put up a fight, wanting to play assassin instead of me, but as I’d pointed out, if something went wrong, my life was worth less than hers.

      She hadn’t liked that, either, but she had people to take care of, and I didn’t. Plain and simple. As for Ilana, I hoped we weren’t flying to our deaths, but she seemed as eager as I to be doing something and had jumped at the suggestion.

      “Get ready,” she said, her voice barely audible over the wind created by her wings.

      She dove headfirst out of the clouds. Below, the sorceress was a tiny red dot, easily marked. Ilana adjusted her course and then tucked in her wings, and we shot for the target like a missile.

      In moments, we were just above and to the left of the enemy, and Ilana opened her wings to correct our course. We slowed, and I heard shouts from the orcs as they spotted us. But it was too late for some of them.

      Ilana let go of me. Unsheathing my dagger, I landed directly on top of the sorceress, plunging the blade deep into her shoulder.

      She cried out as we rolled, her horse falling over with us.

      And then chaos ensued. While Ilana protected the captives, I grappled with the woman beneath me. She was still alive, and while her horse thrashed around, I tried to cut her throat. She blocked my arm with surprising strength. The woman’s hood slipped off, and I saw red eyes in a pale face. She was very young, but the look of hatred she gave me was unmistakable.

      In my hesitation, however, the sorceress used some spell to repel me, and I flew off her, landing a few feet away. Her horse finally found its feet and ran off.

      Standing and drawing my sword, I charged, but by now I was surrounded by orcs, wraiths, and Hellhounds. Fortunately, it sounded like Ilana had freed our elves because I heard more than just her battle cries coming from behind.

      Slicing the head off the nearest wraith, I let the rage that was now becoming all-too-familiar take control, and I cut down anything that got in my way. I’d been looking for another fight, and now I had one. In fact, I felt more powerful than ever. It seemed with every encounter, I was growing stronger.

      After gutting one orc that had been too slow, I turned to face the sorceress herself. She smiled—a chilling, malicious grin. I noticed her right arm was hanging useless at her side. So I had badly injured her shoulder, at least.

      “So you’ve come to play, Jon?” she asked.

      It wasn’t surprising that she knew my name, but I was laser-focused on her and couldn’t be bothered with banter. Instead of stepping forward and attacking, though, I let that fire build inside me. And this time, I had an outlet.

      I made the sign Sarina had shown me, casting it toward the sorceress. For an instant, she looked surprised, but then she made her own sign and repelled the fire that shot from my hand. It ricocheted from her and hit a wraith, which screeched as its robes went up in flames.

      My spell pushed the sorceress back, though, and I used that to my advantage. Leaping forward, I cast another fire spell at her while attacking with my sword. As far as I could see, she wasn’t armed, so if I could get in close enough, this should be an easy kill.

      She put out her left hand, and something seemed to shoot out of it, but it wasn’t fire. It was more like a ghost. I sidestepped away from it, throwing myself into a roll to avoid it as it whooshed past my head.

      Around me, as if in the distance even though it must have been close, I heard the distinct sounds of more forces joining the fray and knew that Nya had arrived with the rest of the elves. The sorceress was distracted momentarily, and I used it to my advantage. Stepping forward, I swung my sword with two hands, aiming for her neck. But she blocked me with another spell, and my blade flew out of my hands.

      Again rolling to avoid more spells, I ended up rising to confront a mangy Hellhound with blood dripping from its mouth. My first dagger had been dropped somewhere, but I had another. Unsheathing it just in time, I dodged the beast’s teeth and stabbed upward into its throat. Then I opened it from jaw to breastbone in one stroke, and the animal fell in a shower of blood.

      A fleeting thought passed where I wondered if the Hellhound had used to be human, but there wasn’t time to feel anything but the rage of battle. The sorceress was now fighting three elves at once, but I didn’t have a chance to return to that fight just yet. There were enemies between us. Finding my sword, I picked it up and turned it on the nearest orc.

      By now, I knew without a doubt that I was quicker than I used to be and that my powers were growing. I saw things—small things, like the way an enemy turned on his foot—that told me how he was going to be exposed. Things I shouldn’t have known or been able to see.

      Covered in blood and ready to kill every one of the bastards who had taken my friends captive, I turned to the nearest wraith and drove my sword through its neck as it fought an elf. Stepping forward and letting the blade’s momentum rip through the wraith’s neck, I drew it out and in the next motion crossed paths with a big brutish orc wielding an ax. It was too slow for me, though, and as the fire burned hotter inside me, I didn’t seem to be able to stop the battle lust that caused me to tear through the slavers as if they were nothing but paper.

      Nothing I killed quenched that fire, and at first, it was the most magnificent thing I’d ever felt. But soon, the magic began to tear through my flesh, too, and killing didn’t satisfy me anymore. I used my spells as much as possible, preferring the fire starter one that I’d first learned. And my pleasure only increased when I saw my foes fall to the ground with holes searing through their bellies or their heads blasted clean off.

      Soon, I stood, barely panting, in the middle of the field surrounded by the slain bodies of my enemies. And Ilana was there, holding back, her hands up, trying to get my attention.

      Slowly, I came back to my senses.

      Everyone’s eyes were on me, even the last orc who was dying at my feet of a terrible belly wound. No one spoke. The battle was over.

      “Jon?” Nya asked. She stood at my right shoulder, as if she had been there the whole time, ready to stop me if necessary.

      The bloodlust and fire that had been raging within me turned to straight up lust for this gorgeous elf who was also spattered in blood and dirt. And I think she saw the raw desire in my eyes, because she frowned.

      If all eyes hadn’t been on us, and if I hadn’t managed to find what was left of my humanity at that moment, I would have suggested she and I have a go right there on the field of battle.

      As it was, I was beginning to understand what had happened to me.

      And it terrified me. Once again, I had grown more powerful. And once again, I had failed to control myself until the last second.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            32

          

        

      

    

    
      I let the tip of my sword hit the ground, realizing how close I had been to not recognizing my friends and allies, how close I had been to cutting them down like the orcs and wraiths. The battlefield reeled as I struggled to get it through my head that the fight was over. There were no more enemies. The bloodlust I still felt was unwarranted.

      Or so I thought.

      “Your Grace,” someone called, “we got her.”

      Nya nodded, then put a hand on my arm, not to restrain me so much as to steady me. I must have looked as woozy as I felt. “Come with me,” she said quietly.

      With no reason to argue, I followed Nya away from the pile of bodies—we had to climb over—until we reached a place where Nya’s guard were holding the sorceress captive. She was kneeling on the ground with hands bound behind her, swords and spears pointed at various parts of her body. Her red cloak was barely dirty.

      “So she survived, then,” I said.

      “She did,” Nya replied, “but she allowed her apprentice to get away. We’ll need to hunt her down before going home. I’d rather not leave any trace of these slavers to continue their vile trade.”

      The sorceress looked right past Nya and smiled demurely at me. “I expected you to kill me, Jon,” she said. “You can’t blame me for helping my apprentice get safely away, can you? It’s what you would have done.”

      I shook my head. “Don’t compare the two of us. I would never take prisoners to sell or make slaves of anybody.”

      The sorceress laughed. “No? What about that Hellhound bound to a tree with a guard half a league back? Or that succubus that even we have heard tales of in the Wraith King’s dominion. She is bound to you, is she not?”

      I glanced at Ilana, who had appeared at my left elbow. “She’s not my slave,” I ground out through my teeth.

      The sorceress smirked. “A succubus who is bound is no better than a slave, or didn’t she tell you?” The gleam in her eye was malicious, and she cast a contemptuous glance at the elves. “It seems no one has told you anything.”

      “Enough,” Nya said. “What is your name?”

      “Jon doesn’t want to know my name,” she said, staring at me once more. “He wants to kill me. I can see it in his eyes.”

      “As well as the eyes of everyone else here,” I said. “Answer Her Grace.”

      Now she laughed. “He does like to give orders, doesn’t he? I bet your succubus loves it. But I might as well tell you my name. It’s not a secret.”

      “Then stop your babbling and tell us,” Nya said in a commanding voice.

      “I want Jon to ask me.”

      “Jon is not in command here,” Nya said. “I am. Your name. And if you don’t tell it to us, I’ll make sure your death is slower than I had planned.”

      The sorceress smiled. “I have lived among threats like that my entire life. They do not frighten me. But all right, I will give you my name. It is Maera.”

      Nya looked at Ilana. “Does it mean anything to you?” she asked.

      Ilana shook her head while Maera laughed. I was quickly getting tired of the sorceress but tried not to let it show. It would only please her. And the last thing I wanted to do was to make her last moments alive happy ones.

      Nya made a gesture with her hand, and the elves holding Maera pushed her forward so that her head was leaning out over her knees. They were going to execute her right here.

      “You look exactly as I expected, Jon,” Maera said as if she was unconcerned with her impending death.

      I held out my hand to halt Nya from lifting her sword. “What do you mean?” I asked.

      Maera smiled. “When the Wraith King called upon me to retrieve you, I was delighted.”

      “I guess you were disappointed, then,” I said.

      “I was not. Because I got to see you in action. Although you have much to learn yet.”

      Impatiently, Nya lifted her sword and strode over to Maera, who held my gaze.

      “Maera the sorceress,” Nya began, “your life is forfeit…”

      “You need to make use of that power within you, Jon,” the sorceress said, speaking over Nya. “But to unlock it, you must kill… among other things. Make good use of that succubus. Oh, and while you have her, that delicious Hellhound shifter, as well. It will only be a matter of time before she runs back to the Wraith King. She won’t have a choice. And then he will use her, torture her, and then kill her.”

      I’d finally had enough, and as Nya finished speaking, I strode forward. Pushing the elf out of the way, I brought up my own sword, and then down again in a magnificent swing.

      With that one stroke, Maera’s head came off with the satisfying feeling of my blade through flesh and bone. Despite all the killing I’d already done with it, my elven-wrought sword didn’t falter, slicing with ease.

      And then we all stood watching her head hit the ground and roll, blood flowing from her severed neck. Maera’s head came to a stop with her eyes facing me, and I watched as the last red light left her eyes.

      There was a moment when I figured I’d gone too far, and that Nya would be furious.

      And then there was another moment when I knew I’d gone too far, but for another reason entirely.

      My arms went numb and electricity shot through my entire body as if I had just grabbed hold of a live powerline. The whip on my belt burst into flames, as did my hands. Dropping my sword, I turned to Nya. She and everyone else had backed away.

      Feeling out of control, I looked for somewhere to cast the powerful energy now rippling through my limbs and threatening to stop my heart, but my hands were seizing so badly that I couldn’t even form the sign Sarina had shown me.

      “Help,” I gasped.

      Collapsing to my knees, I tried to hold it in, to keep from sending a pulse of magic out that I knew would kill everyone around me this time. Finally, Nya was there, kneeling in front of me. Heedless of the danger, she grabbed my hands and murmured some sort of incantation. After a few moments, with me sweating profusely and my heart beating as if I was having a heart attack—I really might have been—the pulsing stopped, my hands relaxed, and I fell to the ground.
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      This time, I never lost consciousness. But our journey to the nearby human city of Crowmore was mostly a blur as I struggled to stay on my horse.

      Sarina rode with one of Nya’s guards because if she’d shifted now, I wouldn’t have had the strength to do anything about it, anyway.

      Crowmore was a moderately sized city that sat at the convergence of two main roads through the mountains. To the north and east, the plain stretched out into hard fields and bare pastures. To the south, more mountains formed the lower edge of the Slavers’ Bowl. And to the north, in the far distance, gusts of steam were just visible to us on horseback. I took in all these things as we joined the main road leading to the city.

      The city itself didn’t rise above the wall that surrounded it. Square towers punctuated the gray stone at intervals, and the battlements were closed in to the elements and potential threats. A flock of crows had gathered to rest on the main gatehouse when we arrived.

      “Doesn’t the Wraith King use crows?” I asked Ilana, who was riding beside me.

      “Yes,” she said, nodding. “But not all crows belong to him. You never know.”

      “So why do they let them stay there?”

      “If they shoot the crows, and the bird belonged to the Wraith King, he will retaliate,” Nya said. She had halted her horse to look at me. “Be on your guard here, Jon. I don’t have a love of Crowmore, but it is one of the last free cities in the Slavers’ Bowl, and it’s also rife with pestilence and spies. The Wraith King only allows it to govern itself because it continues to hold the fork in the road. And in return, the city pays tribute like any other—with its children and peasants. But the citizens are—in theory, at least—free to come and go as they like.”

      “Then do we need to stop here?” I asked.

      “We need to tend our wounded, and I wish to speak with the Chief Magistrate concerning the sorceress we—you—killed, and her apprentice who is still out there.” With this, Nya glared at me. “Until then, do not tell them what occurred on the road. In times past, Crowmore asked for the elves’ protection, but we haven’t always been able to give it. Fortunately, maybe this time we can.”

      The sturdy wooden gates were reinforced with iron and branded with the symbol of the city—a crow. Nya rode up to the guard, introduced herself, and within moments, our entire company was granted passage into the city.

      The town was filthy. Children and animals were unwashed, the gutters flowed with the smell of piss and shit, and even the larger stone houses looked in disrepair.

      If this was freedom, I didn’t want it.

      The way Nya and her guard led us through the streets, it was obvious she had visited before. We soon arrived at a large inn. It was too small for all of us to get rooms, but the long tables within were big enough to accommodate the party for a meager supper. I gratefully ate some food and then bathed when Nya arranged for it in an upstairs room. Even in my tired stupor, I recognized how carefully she was regarding me, and that one of her guards were always with me.

      After, the main party then left the city to camp outside the gates but left our rescued warriors to stay at the inn with a guard. Syn was with them, and I still hadn’t had a moment to speak with her, but it would have to happen tomorrow. For now, I was simply glad she was alive and with us once again.

      Once settled on the ground, I fell into a deep but troubled sleep. When I woke wrapped in Ilana’s arms, I felt better. At least, I was more rested, and I could at least see straight. But my memories were slow to return.

      The sky was filled with the red ambient light of predawn, and few in the camp were stirring. My first thought was to check on Nya, Syn, Sarina, and my horse, in that order, but Ilana made me lie back down with a firm but gentle hand on my chest.

      “You need to rest, Jon.” Her golden eyes were filled with concern.

      “Are you okay?” I asked. After eating last night, everything else had become a blur. And we hadn’t truly spoken since she had dropped me onto the sorceress.

      “I am well,” she said.

      “And the others? Syn?”

      “She is at the inn, where her injuries are being taken care of. From all accounts, she is better than you are at the moment. You gave us a scare.”

      I raised up on my elbows, feeling like I’d been trampled by a herd of horses. “I kind of remember that now. What the hell was that?”

      “Should I begin at the part where you killed the Elven Ruler’s captive? Or the part where you had a fit, almost died, and she had to save your life?”

      I laid my head back down. Had I really almost died? With the way I felt, it might have been true. “Is Nya very mad at me?”

      “You could say that.”

      “Ilana, what is happening to me?”

      “What do you remember?”

      “I remember feeling like I’d been hit by lightning or something, and then I almost lost control again.”

      “Almost?”

      I finally sat up, despite Ilana’s protests. But I couldn’t lie on the ground any longer. I needed something to do. “Yes, if I had lost control, I felt like I could have killed everybody.”

      Ilana’s face grew pale. “Jon, we must work on controlling your magic.”

      “I thought I was, but it seems to be getting stronger.”

      She frowned. “Yes, after working with Sarina.”

      I looked around the camp for the red-haired woman and spotted her tied to a post near the city wall. “She really is my prisoner, isn’t she? And you…” I reached up to touch Ilana’s face. “Is what Maera said true? Is your being bound to me the same as slavery?”

      Ilana took my hand. “It is not, Jon. You gave me a choice, remember? And I didn’t want to be free from you, to be forced to go back to the Wraith King.”

      “Having to make the choice between two forms of slavery doesn’t seem like much of a choice. I wish there was something I could do to truly free you.”

      Ilana smiled, but sadly. “It is a noble sentiment, but unrealistic. In any case, I am happy with you, Jon.”

      I kissed her quickly, then pulled away. “And you make me very happy, Ilana. Do you really think this all has something to do with Sarina? I’m not so sure that’s correct. The sorceress said I needed to kill. Did you hear her?”

      “I did.”

      I felt that my growing power had more to do with the wyrm’s blood than Sarina, and now that I was awake again, I felt the bloodlust even more keenly. Was this my Hell, to eventually go mad and kill everyone who was now dear to me?

      No, I would never allow that to happen, one way or the other.

      “Are you sure you’re telling me everything?” the succubus asked, her eyes narrowed.

      “Yes,” I lied. “I just need to work harder, that’s all. How about we go visit Syn?”

      Ilana rose. “Leave your weapons here. It’s Crowmore law. I had to remove yours last night at the gates.”
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      As we headed for the gates, I noticed something. “Nya’s guard isn’t following me.”

      “Should they be?” Ilana asked.

      “Don’t insult my intelligence. After yesterday, I would think they would be guarding me as closely as Sarina.”

      Ilana sighed. “I spoke to Nya this morning. Like me, she believes the danger with you has passed, and that after your battle and then rest, you have returned to yourself.”

      “How can you possibly know that?”

      “Because it is what happened before.”

      I sighed. She couldn’t know that I felt my danger growing, not abating. But I still wasn’t ready to tell them anything, and now it was more due to stubbornness than anything else. What would they think when they found out I’d been withholding information? In any case, I was grateful they trusted me, as I didn’t want to be dogged by a guard as I walked the streets of Crowmore.

      We passed Sarina, who turned to look at me. “Take me with you, Jon,” she said. She raised her arms, which were now bound in chains and not rope.

      “Why?” I asked Ilana.

      “Nya was concerned after you were weakened,” she replied. “But is it wise to take Sarina into the city?”

      Walking over to the woman, I motioned for the guard to unchain her. “It might not be,” I said, “but I won’t become what Maera accused me of. I’m not a slaver.”

      And anyway, I wanted to have Sarina as close to me as possible because I didn’t know if I could trust her, and I didn’t trust anyone else with her, either. If someone decided she was a threat, she could be killed before I got there. And it was well within Nya’s right to order it done.

      As we walked through the city gates, which were now devoid of crows, Ilana continued our conversation. “Having a prisoner is not the same as having a slave.”

      Sarina scowled at her.

      “That may be correct in theory,” I said, “but in practice, I can’t help thinking they are very much alike. Anyway, there’s no reason for Sarina to stay cooped up there now that I’m feeling better.”

      “And are you feeling better?” Sarina asked.

      “I think so.”

      “Then you better avoid Nya. I heard her saying something about wanting a word with you when you woke.”

      “Fantastic.” I looked at Ilana. “After we see Syn?”

      “You’re likely to find Nya and Syn together,” Ilana said.

      So we walked into the city toward the inn that had been hosting the elves. Once again, I was struck at how the city streets were narrow and dirty, not at all like the elven streets below Castle Blackhold. And the buildings were taller and more cramped than those at Sarina’s village, but they looked shabbier. Overall, I wasn’t impressed until we reached the inn.
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      It was a large three-story stone building with a thatched roof, with a sign over it I couldn’t read but that had the symbol of a mug. Thinking maybe I could get something other than elven wine, I cheered up a bit until I remembered that I didn’t have any coin. I was at the mercy of the elves.

      Ilana led the way into the darkened interior, and I remembered more from the evening before. Oil lamps hung sporadically from rafters, and there were two fireplaces, one on each side of the large dining area. About twenty patrons sat at the long tables, some of which were Nya’s elves. They sat apart from the humans. Or rather, the humans sat apart from them. When the humans saw me, the room grew hushed. Most of the patrons looked to be wealthy women in armor, with a few having their men with them dressed in tunics. I, however, a man, was dressed in leather and armor.

      The stares didn’t stop as Ilana led the way to the stairway. In fact, once the humans spotted the succubus, every one of them gaped at her, and not in an admiring way. Their glares were full of lust but also disgust, as if they were ashamed of themselves for looking. The only woman who didn’t seem to mind Ilana’s presence was a redhead in a dark red dress standing at the back of the room.

      Ilana ignored them all, however, and we went up narrow stairs to a room on the second floor. Two elven guards, part of Nya’s Royal Guard, stood outside it. They nodded when they saw us, and the female elf on the left opened the door.

      The room was small, with a tiny bed that Syn’s feet hung off the end of. But she was awake, and she smiled right away when she saw us. “Jon!” she said warmly.

      Nya stood there beside her, as well as another elf who had been tending Syn’s wounds.

      Syn was naked. Her dark body stood out starkly against the bleached linens on the bed, and her white hair contrasted with the dark wooden walls behind her.

      Nya scowled at me but nodded for us to enter. The three of us stepped inside, closing the door behind us.

      “Hey,” I said, glad to finally see Syn.

      Her injuries were relatively minor. She had a wound in her ribs that the healer was applying a smelly poultice to, and the way her arm was in a sling, she had either broken it or dislocated her shoulder. And then there were the burns on her body from the slave driver’s chains. Those made me angrier than all the rest, but I tried not to show it. It was over.

      For now.

      “How are you, Syn?” I asked.

      “I’ve been better,” she said wryly. “But I’ve also been much, much worse. Her Grace was just filling me in on recent events. Sounds like I’ve missed a lot of the action.”

      “I’m glad we found you,” I said.

      “As am I,” Ilana said, smiling.

      Our greetings were cut short as Nya finished catching Syn up on the battle. When she got to the part where I beheaded Maera, Syn frowned.

      “What did the sorceress look like?” she asked.

      That hadn’t been the question I was expecting.

      “Dark hair, pale skin, red eyes, and very young,” Nya said. “For someone to have risen in the Wraith King’s ranks as highly as she had, she was very young indeed.”

      My insides squirmed a little. “How young would you say she was?” I asked, not because I wanted to know, but because I needed to.

      “Twelve,” Nya said, “Maybe thirteen.”

      “Shit,” I said in a sudden wave of guilt. I had murdered a child.

      Syn sat up suddenly with a look of shock on her face. “That was not the sorceress,” she said quickly.

      “What?” Nya asked sharply.

      “The sorceress Maera is older than that. She does have dark hair, red eyes, and pale skin, but she looks more like Jon’s age or older. Jon,” Syn said, looking at me, “you didn’t kill the sorceress.”

      “Then who did I kill?” I asked, feeling queasy.

      “You killed her apprentice. Which means Maera must have given the girl her cloak sometime before the attack. I wouldn’t know. I had a hard time seeing much of anything with that troll leading us around.”

      Nya looked at me, and I stared at Syn, horrified. This was getting worse all the time. “I killed a child… for no reason?” I barely choked out the words.

      Syn shook her head, and her braids shook with it. “The child was pure evil. I saw it myself on as we traveled. When she arrived with the sorceress, the apprentice killed a Hellhound, ate its heart, and then force-fed its eyes to one of the human slaves that had journeyed with her. Then, after the slave choked it down, the apprentice dug out the slave’s eyes herself. Purely for amusement. And all the while, Maera laughed as if it was their favorite form of entertainment. I had a feeling we would have been subjected to the same treatment, but we were not human male, like the slave. And Maera was waiting for Nya and Jon, so she needed us alive as bait. And then, I think she planned to sell us on the auction block.”

      While Syn had been talking, I had felt sick. But when she finished, I was angry. “The same slaver’s auction they led Sarina’s people to?”

      “Yes,” Sarina answered. “There is only one in the Slavers’ Bowl—Blackwharf.”

      Syn looked at Sarina. “Have you been there?”

      Sarina shook her head. “No, but my people were taken there. At least, the ones that were not granted the mercy of death. And my High Priestess is there, as well. I am hopeful, anyway. Although if she is also dead, I hope she was allowed to die with some dignity, and that they didn’t throw her body to the Hellhounds.”

      Nya gestured toward the door. “A word, Jon.”

      I nodded, then looked at Ilana.

      “I’ll keep Syn company,” the succubus said.

      Nya looked at Sarina. “You may stay outside the room with my guard for now. Are you feeling well?”

      “Yes, Your Grace.”

      Sarina did look brighter than she had for some days. Maybe she was truly healing from all her wounds. Or maybe it was the prospect of staying in one place for a day or two. I was looking forward to that myself.

      But before that, I had to face Nya’s wrath.

      I followed the elf along the hall to another door, where she ushered me into a room without ceremony. I registered that this one was like Syn’s, but with a fire in the fireplace.

      “Nya,” I began, “I’m really sorry—”

      But I didn’t get anything else out before she pushed me up against the door and kissed me hard on the mouth.
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      It was a nice turn of events, and I responded to Nya’s kiss with my own.

      “I hate how you’ve made me feel,” she mumbled between kisses. Then, she pushed me back and stared into my face.

      “How is that?” I asked.

      “You took control away from me. In front of my archers.”

      “I know. It was wrong. Please forgive me?”

      Nya’s hands moved to the laces on my pants, and she slowly undid them.

      “Nya?” I asked.

      “I’m thinking about it,” she said.

      But instead of raging at me, Nya slipped her hand into my loosened pants and grabbed my balls.

      “Fuck,” I panted.

      She squeezed, stopping just before bringing pain. “Don’t ever disrespect me that way again, Jon-man. Do you understand?”

      “I understand. I do.” I planted a kiss on her lips.

      When Nya loosened her grip on my balls, I grabbed her hair and spun us around, and her back hit the door with a loud bang. “Now,” I said, “how about I make you lose control a little bit more? Is that what you want?”

      With my right hand still in her hair, my left hand went up under her leather shirt, finding her breast. Nya moaned.

      “Tell me,” I said. “Tell me what you want.” The fire in my body was raging like an inferno, and I could barely contain it. Now that the battle was over, I had what was becoming my customary urge to fuck. So I buried my face in her neck, planting kisses and sucking on her perfect skin.

      “I ought to have you flogged,” she said breathlessly. “In public.” Despite her words, her hand went to my dick, which was hard and ready for her.

      I took my hand away from her breast and went to her pants, which I roughly tore down her hips. “So flog me,” I said, “but wait until after this, so you can add to your grievances.”

      Nya moaned when my fingers found her entrance. “Jon, I’m seri— oh!”

      “So am I. About this.”

      In no time, she was wet and ready, tugging at my shirt, trying to take it off. I let her because I couldn’t wait to feel her breasts against my bare skin. I practically ripped off the rest of her clothes as well, and then pushed her back up against the door. “Tell me what you want,” I repeated, pressing my body to hers. “I love it when you tell me.”

      Nya’s blue eyes were lit with desire. “Fuck me,” she said. “Now.”

      “Yes, Your Grace.”

      Nya was tall and limber, so I hooked her leg over my arm and entered her that way. There wasn’t much romance at this point, nor were there words spoken beyond the occasional moan of encouragement, but our bodies knew what to do. I thrust in and out of her, banging her against the door every time, knowing that anyone in the hall or nearby rooms could hear us. But that only drove me a bit wilder. In a moment, we were both heaving, and I pulled out of her to lead her toward the bed. There, I pushed the elf onto her back and jumped on top of her.

      With a twist of her body and a well-placed leg, she turned me over, fighting me for the top. But the bed was too small, so we toppled right off the side. I landed on my back on the wooden planks of the floor, and Nya straddled my hips. Then she sat down on me and began to ride with her hands on my chest.

      I wasn’t going to object, so I grabbed her hips and held on as the pressure built, watching her breasts bounce with her body. It didn’t take long. She came first with a gasp. Pulling her toward me so that her breasts touched my chest, I then grabbed her hips again and began thrusting hard and fast. And then, my own climax washed over me.

      We lay on the floor for a bit, too spent to get up. Nya relaxed into me, laying her head on my chest, her golden hair tickling my face. “I always want to come find you after a battle,” she said.

      I chuckled. “Me too. You should do that more often. But I thought you were angry with me this time.”

      She propped herself up on my chest. “I still am.”

      “Noted.” I brushed a stray lock of hair behind her ear. “Are you still going to flog me?”

      “Perhaps. Although maybe in private now instead of public.”

      “What can I do to change your mind?”

      Nya grinned devilishly, and for a moment, I was reminded of Ilana. “I can think of a few things,” she said. “If anyone asks, though, I severely reprimanded you.”

      Sitting up with her still in my lap, I kissed her and smiled. “I’m certain that’s what everyone thought was happening a few minutes ago when we were against the door. Should I act injured? Chastened?”

      “Contrition would be appreciated, but I don’t know if you can do that, Jon.”

      “I’ll try. And Nya,” I said, cupping her chin, “I really am sorry for causing you more trouble.”

      The elf leaned forward and bit my lip, sucking on it suggestively. Then, she ran her hands up and down my chest. “If you are who I think you are,” she said finally, “then the trouble is worth it.”

      I sighed, wishing she hadn’t reminded me of the Prophecy or any of our other mysteries, but after a few more minutes, I was able to think about something else entirely.
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      Nya and I had just finished round two—on the bed this time—and were resting up for a round three when someone knocked on the door. “Your Grace?”

      “Enter,” Nya said, raising her head off my chest.

      Never mind that we were both naked.

      A tall, muscular elf with dark hair entered the room—one of Nya’s guard, Teniel. She took in everything at a glance but didn’t act at all surprised to find us in bed. Nya sat up, her body in full view.

      Again, I wasn’t going to complain.

      “Yes, Teniel?” Nya asked.

      “Your Grace,” Teniel said, “there’s a problem downstairs with the local humans.”

      Nya at once stood from the bed and began untangling her clothes from mine. “Tell me,” she said.

      I got up and began getting dressed, but Nya’s clothes were shredded. I guess I had been a bit overzealous when I pulled her out of them.

      “Some of the humans came in and began insisting that the succubus leave,” Teniel said. “When the Royal Guard stood in their way, they threatened violence.”

      As soon as I’d heard the word ‘succubus,’ I hurried to finish dressing. Since I didn’t have my armor or weapons, I’d have to make do without them.

      Nya shook her head. “Seven curses on them all.” She held her tattered pants in her hands. There wasn’t going to be any saving them. “Can’t we have a moment’s peace? Did the scouts return yet from looking for the sorceress Maera?”

      “Not yet, Your Grace,” Teniel said.

      As I left the room, I heard Nya say, “Damn you, Jon. Teniel, get me some new clothes. I don’t care where they come from.”

      I turned as I was closing the door and smirked at Nya. She had a frown on her face but still a glint of mischief in her eye.

      I shut the door and hurried down the stairs, careful to tread softly so that no one would hear me coming.

      When I arrived in the common room, I found a standoff. The elves and the humans had squared off against each other from behind opposite ends of the dining area. Their faces were stony.

      The barkeep stood behind a counter, her face frozen in agony at what was obviously turning into a row. As she kept her eyes on the two factions, she began storing things from the counter underneath it, I assumed to prevent anything from being smashed.

      I’d seen the Royal Guard in battle, and my money would have been on them in a bar fight, but the humans that were there weren’t all the same ones that had been sitting at the tables when I’d gone upstairs. The humans that had since entered were brawny, burly women and men. They looked like they swung axes or wrestled bulls for a living. And there were more of them than of the elves. All in all, without weapons, and if you didn’t take magic into account, the fight might have been evenly matched.

      Ilana had been standing next to the line of elves, and when she saw me, she motioned for me to go away.

      But I wasn’t about to do that. I walked up to her, already feeling angry that they had insulted her.

      One of the humans, a tall woman with broad shoulders, spotted me. “He’s the one who brought her in here?” she asked someone beside her.

      The woman next to her nodded.

      “Siding with the elves, man?” the leader said. “These filthy, pointy-eared warmongers.”

      My ears began ringing. I’d fought beside these elves. Many of them had died beside me defending their homes and families.

      “Jon,” I heard Ilana say, “I can handle myself. There’s no need—”

      “Silence, succubus!” the leader said. “You’ve obviously got him under your spell, you whore. I bet you service the Wraith King himself and suck his dick. We don’t like your kind here, and we don’t like the elves, either, especially if they have aligned themselves with such company.”

      I kind of lost my shit.

      As I launched myself at the woman, I heard Ilana shout my name, but my ears were ringing in anger.

      I’d never harmed a woman, though, except for that one time I’d hit Sarina when I’d thought she was trying to kill me.

      And yesterday when I’d beheaded a sorceress’ apprentice.

      Anyway, I changed direction and steered myself for the man nearest to the leader, a broad-shouldered guy with a heavy beard and big hands.

      As if that was the elves’ signal, they charged with me, and chaos ensued.

      I rammed the big guy right in the solar plexus, and he fell back onto a table with a grunt. Then I planted a knee on his chest and prepared to pound his teeth out of his face. But somebody hit me in the head with a beer stein, sending me reeling to the left. I heard the crockery crack, hoping my skull hadn’t cracked with it. I staggered, regained my balance, and turned to look at the woman who had been leading the humans. She didn’t wait for me to recover, though, but swung again with the broken bits of crockery in her hand like a knife. Without even thinking, I dodged the blow and smacked her in the face.

      Despite my righteous indignation, that was enough to jar me out of my anger for a moment. Damn, hitting women just wasn’t my style, but she was playing dirty.

      But as the woman turned around, grabbed a candlestick from a table, and came after me again, I realized that equality worked both ways.

      I blocked the candlestick before it could hit my head and then grabbed her wrist. Swinging her around, I gave her a shove toward a pair of elves.

      They quickly met her in a wrestling match that landed all three of them on the floor.

      There, not my problem anymore.

      Then the big brute of a guy came after me again, and we traded blows for a few moments before the jostle of the other fights split us up. After that, I found myself face to face with a large woman who I at first took for a man. She knocked me sideways using one of the long benches, and I crashed into the fireplace mantle, almost landing in the fire.

      “What the hell?” I yelled.

      Ilana turned up then, with her claws out, and engaged the ugly woman, and I jumped onto the backs of two men ganging up on one elf.

      From there, it was all fists and elbows and head butts, and I lost track of who was hitting me and who I was hitting back. The room was becoming slightly blurry, probably because at this point, I’d taken several blows to the head.

      I could have used my newfound magic, but no one else was using magic. Anyway, I felt like that was cheating. These weren’t wraiths or orcs. This was just a good, old-fashioned, barroom brawl, and despite my already bloody knuckles and nose, and a cut above my eye that was bleeding and further obscuring my vision, I was having the time of my life.

      And I was also beating the shit out of a few people who needed to be taught a lesson.

      The fun ended when the city watch entered the inn with spears and sticks to break up the fight.

      When they reached me, I was in the corner of the room behind an overturned table, with a lovely woman sitting on top of me, ready to take my eye out with a fire poker. I was just thinking that magic might be warranted when the guards pulled her off me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            38

          

        

      

    

    
      Rough hands pulled me to my feet, and I got a glimpse of the place.

      It was completely trashed. Not a table had been left standing, nor a bench that hadn’t been broken. Trash, food, and beverage made the floor slippery, and there was a fair bit of blood on the wooden boards, too.

      While I attempted to wipe the flow of blood out of my eye, the soldiers finished breaking up the remaining patrons. Nya stood among them, dressed in a long brown shift. Even dressed as a peasant woman, with her face angry as she spoke to the Captain of the Watch, she was stunning. Ilana was fine, with not a scratch on her. She stood with Nya, and the captain was gaping at her. That rankled me once again, and I would have elbowed one of the guards holding me, but Nya turned and motioned for me to join them.

      I jerked out of the guards’ reach. “Get off me.”

      They released me, and I waded through the mess and a few unconscious humans to get to the door where they stood. The leader of the human mob joined us, as well, and I glared at her for good measure.

      “By the Light, Jon,” Nya said, “do you cause trouble everywhere you go?”

      “I don’t stand by while someone—anyone—insults my women.”

      Nya raised an eyebrow, and the corner of Ilana’s mouth moved upward in a small smile.

      “And who are you?” the captain asked, looking slightly affronted.

      Maybe I’d spoken out of turn, but I didn’t care.

      Nya spoke up before I could say anything further damaging. “He is with me, Captain Fowlks. I apologize for his behavior and the behavior of my guard.”

      Remembering that I’d already caused Nya plenty of trouble the last couple of days, I kept my mouth shut and didn’t point out that the townspeople had started the whole business.

      As Fowlks looked at Ilana, her eyes narrowed in distrust. “By the order of the Chief Magistrate of this city, I have the authority to forcibly remove this succubus. However,” she glanced at Nya, possibly weighing how much trouble that would cause with the Elven Ruler, “considering she is a guest of Your Grace, I will let my report reflect that she left the establishment in a peaceable manner.”

      “You are most generous, Fowlks. I will be sure to pass along my compliments to the Magistrate when I see her later today.”

      Fowlks bowed low. “I aim to serve, Your Grace.”

      “We don’t want her kind here!” the mob leader said, glaring at Ilana. The woman looked livid. Her lip, still bleeding, was trembling in anger, her eyes and hair wild.

      “Listen—” I said, my own anger returning.

      “Enough,” Nya said. “We are leaving the inn, anyway. I feel that although the accommodations are suitable enough, the neighborhood leaves much to be desired.”

      The innkeeper ran up, then, almost falling as she slid over the wet floor. “Your Grace!” She bowed low. “Please, do not leave my roof. I will make sure the rabble is thrown out.”

      Nya nodded. “I don’t believe any fault lies with you. However, you have much cleaning up to do, and we are better to camp outside the city gates. I will arrange to move my injured forthwith.”

      The innkeeper bowed low again, and she looked like she was about to cry. It was the first time I’d seen her up close, and she looked younger than I’d originally thought, only with bags under her eyes and a weariness that stooped her shoulders beyond their years. I felt a bit sorry for her, and more than a little bit guilty.

      “I’ll stay to help clean up,” I said.

      Everyone turned to me. “That is,” I added, remembering my promise to Nya, “if Her Grace will permit me.”

      She nodded. “I think it is good. We will also pay for the damage done, as well.”

      The innkeeper, now openly weeping, bowed low again. “Your Grace is most kind and generous.”

      “I’m sorry we brought so much trouble on you,” Nya said. With a look to her guard, Teniel, she swept out of the inn.
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      As if she had been holding back while Nya was present, the leader of the mob took one last look at me, spit at my feet, made some sort of rude gesture at Ilana, and stomped out. A few minutes later, Teniel returned with coins for the innkeeper.

      I’d set to work righting tables and trying to ignore the growing headache that seemed to originate from a lump on the back of my head. Thinking I might have a concussion, I figured it might be better to keep moving for a while. Most of the elves joined me, but only a couple of women and one man did.

      I was picking up the pieces of a broken pot when the innkeeper approached me. She held a damp cloth in her hand and a small mortar and pestle. “Please, let me tend your wounds.”

      Feeling like it would be rude to refuse, I sat down on the nearest stool to face her. She brushed some of my hair out of my face and began cleaning the cut above my eye with a gentle but practiced touch.

      “What is your name?” I asked.

      “Rosamunde.”

      “I’m sorry about your dining room.”

      “Eh,” she scoffed quietly, “they were looking for a fight. The city’s been on edge for weeks now, after finding out about the battle at Blackhold.” Rosamunde stopped dabbing my cut and looked me in the eye. “Were you there, then?”

      “I was.”

      “Did you see the Wraith King?”

      “Only from a distance.”

      “And what were you doing there, if I might ask? Are you a merchant? You don’t look like a merchant.”

      “No, I’m not a merchant.” I stopped, not knowing how much I should say. “I’m a friend of Her Grace. And I fought in the battle.”

      Rosamunde resumed tending to my cut. “Then you are a brave man, and she is lucky to have you as a friend,” she paused and then added, “if that’s what they’re calling it these days.”

      I smiled. “Something like that.”

      “And the succubus?”

      “She is also a friend,” I said, “and I couldn’t just stand there and let anyone insult her. She doesn’t deserve it. She fought in the battle, too. If it weren’t for her, many elves would have died.”

      “I believe you. I’ve often said that the races of Hell who are against the Wraith King need to stop quarreling amongst themselves and unite forces.” Rosamunde finished cleaning the cut and then spread a paste over it. Then, she applied the compress to the lump on the back of my head. Within moments, my headache disappeared, and it was replaced with a calming, almost euphoric feeling. “There,” she said. “You’ll heal in no time.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “Why haven’t they united against the Wraith King?”

      Rosamunde put her tools on a table and sat down across from me. “It is a result of centuries of distrust. And each race thinking they’ve had it harder than the others. The humans feel slighted by the elves. The elves feel as if they protect the realm without any support, and then of course the humans are offended that elves discount their own armies.”

      “Is there anything that would fix it, do you think?”

      “Aye,” Rosamunde said. “Perhaps. If everyone could agree to unite under one leader for long enough to get something done. Even then, Jon, it would be a hard fight against the Wraith King. A hard one indeed.”

      I thought back to the Prophecy, the one Nya insisted I was part of. The Prophecy that said someone would come from another world to overthrow the Wraith King. I still didn’t quite believe it. Or at least, that I was part of it.

      While Rosamunde had been tending me, the elves had made light work of cleaning up the place. It looked almost as good as new, barring the broken benches and crockery. Syn came downstairs then, along with the other elves who had been captured. They looked well, considering what had happened to them. Syn saw me and smiled, then she turned toward the door. Sarina was there, too, not bound but walking between two guards. She cast me a glance that I couldn’t quite decipher. I sighed. Time to return to my duties as a prison guard.

      “Jon,” Rosamunde said, watching them leave, “do all females look at you that way, or just the ones you travel with?”

      I laughed and rose. “Thank you again, Rosamunde.”

      “Good luck,” she said. “Remember what I said.”

      “About?”

      “About Hell being united under one leader.”

      I frowned. “And why do I need to remember that, specifically?”

      She smiled. “Do not be alarmed. I have had the gift of the second sight since I was eleven. You must answer your true calling, Jon.”

      A weird chill swept down my spine. “And what is that?”

      “I think you know.”

      “How—” I began.

      But she shook her head and smiled. “I do not have the answers you seek,” she said. “Only that piece of advice. The goddess does not tell me everything.”

      “The goddess who doesn’t permit herself to be named?”

      Rosamunde smiled. “The very one. Now, I believe your friends are leaving. It was a pleasure to meet you.”

      Feeling slightly unnerved, I nodded and then excused myself, exiting with the remaining elves.

      I glanced back at the inn as I left. Well, shit. The day had taken an unexpected turn. I wondered what Sarina would have to say about the innkeeper’s ‘gift,’ as she called it.

      Did I believe Rosamunde? And if I didn’t, how else would she have known? My conversations with Nya about the Prophecy had been private, and even Ilana didn’t know most of it.

      The alternative was more unsettling. That perhaps there was more truth to the Prophecy than I wanted to admit. I believed in magic now—I had to, didn’t I?

      Why not Prophecies, too?
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      We planned to spend at least another day camped outside the city. Nya had gone to meet with the Chief Magistrate, and I had resolved to spend the rest of the day practicing magic. Whether part of the Prophecy or not, I needed to be able to control myself.

      That feeling of euphoria never really left after Rosamunde used the paste on my head. I felt lighter all the way back to camp. A little reckless, even. Perhaps it was the result of all the stimulation already from the day, but I felt good. So, it was without a thought that I asked Sarina to help me practice my magic.

      Sarina seemed subdued when I asked her to help me, but she didn’t say no. So we spent the afternoon together, with her showing me how to cast a few more rudimentary spells. I mastered them more quickly than I had the first ones. And when I used them on a pile of stones about ten yards away, they incinerated in a bright flash.

      “I’m getting better,” I said, smirking.

      She walked over to examine the smoking stones. “Your power is growing.”

      “How though? I haven’t encountered any more wyrms.”

      Sarina turned to me. “I am not certain.”

      “You’ve been practicing magic your whole life,” I said. “How do you gain more power?”

      She shook her lovely head. “I know the signs, yes, but I was never a great magic user. I was always better with the sword and spear, and preferred them in my service to the goddess. You seem to have a gift, though, Jon. That is apparent.” Sarina looked at me with her green eyes, a bit of their old spark once again returning. “Despite the consequences, I am beginning to be glad I didn’t kill you in my barn.”

      I smiled and took a step closer to her. “I’ve always been glad of that. Thank you for helping me.”

      “It is my duty.”

      “I don’t know how. The way I see it, we’ve both saved each other’s lives at this point.”

      Sarina raised her hand as if she was going to grab my arm, but then stopped herself. “I am not talking about the blood pact. It is my duty to help you as you help the elves. Because you are the only ones who can save my people now.”

      “I’m not sure what we’re doing from here. Even though Nya wants to take our injured home, since we are so close to the slaver’s market, we might continue there. And then, we still have to find the sorceress Maera.”

      Sarina looked hopeful. “Is that why Nya is meeting the Chief Magistrate?”

      “I don’t know,” I said, shaking my head. “She didn’t tell me.”

      Sarina took a deep breath and looked away, toward the dusty horizon. “Even when you were in bed together?”

      I half-smiled, surprised at the question. “We didn’t do much talking.”

      “I have seen how she looks at you, and how you look at her and Ilana, and I believe even Syn, if I’m not mistaken.”

      I cupped Sarina’s chin and turned her face toward me, to look me in the eye. “And your point?”

      “Just making an observation.” Her gaze darted to my lips. It was hungry, and considering the struggle I’d already had around her, I wasn’t surprised at my urge to kiss her. But I let go of her chin instead. My inhibitions felt dangerously lowered, as if I had been drinking. Although I hadn’t, I needed to break contact if I was to keep my self-control.

      But Sarina surprised me by leaning forward as if she expected more.

      “What about your vow?” I asked.

      “That is my business,” she said firmly. And then she leaned in to kiss me. Her lips were soft and warm as I expected. When she drew back, she cleared her throat and said, “Now I know.”

      “What it’s like to kiss me?”

      “What you taste like.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            41

          

        

      

    

    
      Dammit, what else was I supposed to do with that other than to pull her closer for another kiss? So I did, and she responded by wrapping her arms around me. Her body molded to mine, her breasts pressed against my shirt, her hips against my groin. I wanted to do more, but it was neither the time nor the place. I was sure that eyes had turned to us. And anyway, Sarina hadn’t expressed a desire to move beyond kissing.

      Mastering myself, I pulled away and asked, “How do I taste?”

      “Like earth and fire.”

      And suddenly the lust I’d been fighting the last week flared up, and I reached for her again. This time, I kissed her deeply, feeling the brush of our tongues. I only stopped when I felt her hand on my chest.

      “Jon,” she said breathlessly. She looked confused but also as if she was about to deck me.

      I let go of her. “I’m sorry.”

      Leaving her there, I stalked away, not caring if it made me look childish. I had to get away. The Hellhound shifter burned in my thoughts. She was obviously confused about what she wanted, but I wasn’t. At this point, I didn’t care if she ran away.

      In fact, it might have been better if she had.

      My path took me back through the city gates, and I allowed myself to explore a while to clear my head. Most of the city looked the same to me, an outsider. But since I was human and wasn’t accompanied by a succubus or an elf this time, no one really paid me much attention. Crowmore was accustomed to strangers, who could walk the streets without having their lives threatened on ordinary days, as had been the case in Sarina’s village on the edge of the Black Mountains.

      Sarina. Damn her. Why had she kissed me?

      I’d liked it. Of course I had. But the desire I felt for her now wasn’t the same that I’d felt the moment she’d first stepped close. This fiery lust was different and was accompanied by the blood rage of battle. The kind I couldn’t tell anyone about for fear of what they might say. Should I be the one in irons instead of Sarina?

      No. I was in control. It wasn’t that I wanted to do anything heinous to her, or force her. But there was no caution there. It was more like the urge I felt didn’t belong to me but to someone else, and it was overwhelmingly unfeeling and uncaring. It had to have been a side effect of the magic. I kept coming back to that point.

      But then, I also kept returning to another point. If my lust was a result of the magic, what kind of magic did I have? It didn’t feel… good. Powerful, yes. But if I could have assigned an affinity to it, knowing what little I knew, I would have said it was dark magic.

      That didn’t make me feel any better.

      I found myself passing a brothel. It was obvious even though I couldn’t read the sign. I didn’t need to. Men and women stood naked or scantily clad outside it, with more under a pavilion to the side. This had never been my scene, but I was a bit tempted when I caught a glimpse of a woman under the tent kneeling in front of an elf I didn’t recognize. Not one of Nya’s elves—this one was clad in worn traveling clothes and had brown hair. They were both settled on deep cushions, and the woman was pleasuring the elf, who had her head thrown back and her mouth open.

      “Would you like to pick one out for yourself?” a woman’s voice asked.

      I turned to see a woman dressed in gold chains and silk robes standing nearby. “I have many to choose from,” she said. “They will all do whatever is your bidding.”

      “No,” I said, turning to leave.

      “My slave girls and boys have exactly the kind of training you won’t find anywhere else in the city. I promise you they can fulfill all your desires.”

      That made me pull up short. “Slaves?”

      The woman smiled.

      I glanced back to the woman and the elf. The woman had a collar. So did many of the other men and women under the pavilion.

      “It’s revolting,” I said. “So no, I don’t want you to find anyone for me.”

      “It is within the law,” she said without batting an eye. “But you must be a foreigner who doesn’t know our customs.”

      “I know enough to realize what is completely and utterly wrong. Who do you buy from? The slavers at the market?”

      “Sometimes,” the woman said. “But we have men, women, half-elves, dwarves, and creatures from far and wide. Not all of them come from Blackwharf. Why don’t you come in and have a look for yourself?”

      I glanced up the street, toward where the Chief Magistrate’s keep rose above the buildings, and wondered if Nya knew of the slave trade in Crowmore. She had been here before, so she must have. Without another word, I turned on my heel and left the establishment, feeling angry and a little resentful. This city had wanted our help, hadn’t they? Complained of the Wraith King’s power and influence? Of the slavers’ bold reach in their lands?

      But they were taking advantage of those slavers’ profession. With a bad taste in my mouth, I continued walking.

      Unfortunately, the conversation had renewed the sense of blood rage and lust that I’d been recently fighting. And, rather than being abated, my sexual desire was renewed even if I didn’t want to satisfy it with a slave. My time spent with Nya that morning now seemed a long time ago, so I walked the streets, wondering if I should go back to camp and seek out Ilana. And maybe tell her my problem. It was time. If I couldn’t tell her, I couldn’t tell anyone.

      How did a succubus view sex? It was obvious she enjoyed it with me, and she had said so many times, but did she have a similar compulsion to it that I had been feeling of late? Ilana had reminded me many times that her view wasn’t the same as a human’s, or even an elf’s. Perhaps she alone of any of my allies would understand.
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      With that thought in mind, I headed back toward the city gates, taking a different route so I could avoid the brothel. My path took me closer to the inn where we’d had the fight. I thought to stop back in and question the innkeeper a bit more, but before I got there, a woman came out of doorway wearing a dark red shift.

      She caught my eye right away because the shift, although it went all the way to the ground, had a split up the left thigh that went to her hip. The neckline plunged low to almost her abdomen, leaving half her breasts exposed. Her red hair was beautiful, falling sleekly over her shoulders and back. I recognized her from the inn that morning, from well before the fight.

      “Hello,” she said.

      I paused. “Hi,” I said warily.

      “You are a stranger, yes?” she asked in a lilting accent that was a bit different than the ones I was used to hearing.

      “Passing through,” I said.

      Her palms rested on her thighs as if she was moments from pulling her dress up to her hips. She smiled, and it was lovely. “I can help you ease the weariness of the road.”

      For a price, I was certain. She was beautiful, although I didn’t have anything to pay her with.

      “First one’s on me,” she said as if guessing my thoughts.

      “That doesn’t sound fair,” I said.

      “Why not? Don’t you think I’ll enjoy myself?”

      I smirked. “I would hope you do.”

      She moved closer to me, putting a hand on my chest, her fingers slipping inside the laces of my tunic. “Come on. You look like fun.”

      I really, really wanted to, but something didn’t make sense, not the least of which was her offer of a freebie. With her other hand, she pulled her dress away from one breast, showing me a small but pert mound with a pink nipple. Then, she took my hand and placed it on her bare skin. I squeezed her breast, and the part of my mind that wanted to do more began winning.

      I was still feeling a bit reckless, and her offer was coming at either a really good or a really bad time.

      The woman took my hand. “Come on.”

      Without thinking much about it anymore, and with the magic in my blood encouraging me, I followed her around the side of the building. Still sensing a trap, I looked for bandits or somebody who might be waiting, but there was no one. Only her.

      When she untied the laces to my pants and slid a hand inside, I leaned against the stone wall. She pulled her hand out, spit on it, and then inserted it again to stroke me.

      “You’re a good size. Long and thick. Mhmm…” she said, licking her lips. Then she slid down my body, took my dick out, and slid her lips around it.

      And I began to feel a bit dreamy.

      I was grateful for the wall’s support as she sucked me off, and a few times I thought to stop her, mostly because I didn’t know her motivation. But then she would do something marvelous with her tongue, and I’d lose the resolve. I saw her hand move under the slit of her dress, and she looked like she was masturbating as she worked on me. When I came inside her mouth, she didn’t bat an eye, continuing to lick and suck until I was spent. Then, she sat back on her heels, letting her dress fall to the side, and I got a full view of her massaging herself until she groaned in ecstasy. As she came, she uttered something in an unknown language, one that had harsh syllables that I didn’t recognize. It wasn’t anything the elves had said before.

      And it was a little unsettling.

      When she finished, she slowly stood, her eyes hooded, her one breast still exposed.

      I was breathing heavily but feeling better. “What can I do for you?” I asked.

      “Nothing,” she said. “That was what I needed.”

      Smiling, I took out a few coins and gave them to the woman. They looked shinier than any coins had a right to be in the fading red light of the day, but I dismissed the thought.

      The took them from me and tucked them somewhere beneath her dress. “For that price, you can have more,” she said. And then she dragged me off to farther back in the alley, beneath some rickety wooden stairs that led to a second level of the next-door building. More… it sounded enticing, but after my release, my head was clearer, and the dreamy state was wearing off.

      This was fucking weird. I mean, yeah, it was her job, and she was amazing at it, but something still didn’t feel right. It felt like a dream. As the woman leaned against the wall and slid her dress up her legs, I took a step back, tucking myself back into my pants as I did so. “Thanks, I’m good.”

      “Are you, though?” she asked, her voice turning low and sexy.

      Checking that we were still alone—we were—I got ready to walk away. “Yes.”

      And then she did this weird thing and hissed at me.

      “Umm… sorry?” I asked, automatically reaching for my dagger. But I didn’t have it on me, per city regulations. The lust returned, and I fought it harder, shaking my head. And now the dreamy state returned, too, but more menacing this time, and I didn’t like it one bit. I didn’t want to do anything else with this woman. I hadn’t had any money, and…

      Where had those coins come from? What had I handed her?

      Sensing danger now more than ever, I backed slowly away. “This has been great,” I said, “but I’ve got things to do.”

      The woman hissed again and let her dress fall back to the ground. The fabric seemed to gather around her legs and cling to her ankles, then stretched out behind her as if it were alive.

      Then, her arms stayed at her hips, almost as if they were attached there.

      As I watched, the woman’s body morphed. Her legs fused together, her arms turned red and scaled, and her neck and shoulders became one. The woman’s eyes grew into bulbous, glassy orbs with slits, and her eyelids retreated into her head. Finally, she grew enormous fangs from her widening mouth, and I found myself facing down a twenty-foot-long serpent with dark red scales and yellow eyes. It hissed as it rose over me, its mouth opening.

      It was going to strike, and I didn’t have any weapons.

      Only my magic.

      To top it off, I still felt a bit woozy.

      Fuck. Fuck fuck fuck.
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      As the bitch rose over me, I considered calling for help, but the elves were out of the city. Who would come to my aid?

      So I backed toward the street, keeping my hands in front of me. But even if I sprinted, the snake was too close not to miss.

      So I made the sign for fire. A ball of yellow light shot out of my palm and went straight for the serpent, but she dodged it easily.

      The only good it did was prevent her from striking. So I gathered myself to try again. This time, I tried from both hands, and arcs of fire lit up the alley.

      Again, the serpent weaved and dodged both of them.

      “Come on, you bitch,” I said. “Fight me. Or are you afraid?”

      The snake slid sideways, her movement graceful as she shot toward me with lightning reflexes. I dove out of the way and rolled, feeling a sharp fang come down on my ankle. Immediately, stabbing pain lit my leg on fire, but I scrambled to my feet, again making the sign of fire to ward off the serpent.

      My next attack caught her on the side of the head, and she shook it off, the embers falling away as if they had landed on rocks.

      Shit, she was impervious to fire.

      Not exactly, though, because she had dodged it.

      I dove to the left as she snapped at me again, this time her jaws barely missing my shoulder. The wind from them ruffled my hair, and then I fell onto my side.

      With the pain in my leg increasing, I turned to try another spell. One that was supposed to be more like a blast attack of sound than fire.

      It hit the snake head on, and she stopped mid-attack, her jaws snapping closed prematurely as she writhed around the alley. Using the time to get to my feet, I turned for the street once more.

      But then I realized my error.

      The fucking serpent had manipulated me farther away from the street and from help. It had encircled me, and the main part of its body was now between me and safety.

      I was trapped.

      She struck once again, and I dove beneath the stairs. Her jaws crashed down on the wooden planks, splintering them as if they were toothpicks. One of them even caught in the side of her jaw, and it gave me an idea. I cast fire toward the wood stuck in her jaw.

      It burst into flames.

      The serpent shook her head, trying to dislodge the offending torch. Meanwhile, I cast everything at her I could think of, waving my hands at the snake in so many variations that I lost track of which spell hit where.

      But the stupid evil thing didn’t back off, and finally, the burning timber turned to embers, leaving scorch marks on the serpent’s face but not doing any significant damage.

      “Fuck,” I said again. Grabbing one of the broken planks from the staircase, I wrenched it free just as the serpent struck again. This time, though, instead of trying to impale me on those fangs, it circled around me. And in the next moment, I felt the first coil tighten around my chest.

      Desperate to keep my right hand free, I held the plank like a dagger and tried driving it into the serpent’s skin. Her scales were hard as iron, and the wood did nothing but drive into my hand. Splinters drove themselves under my skin, and my blood began to fall.

      The serpent wrapped another coil around me, and I yelled, but already my breath was short. Her gaping maw rose above me, and this time when it struck, there would be no missing. It would engulf my head, maybe even swallow me whole after it crushed the life out of me.

      Her yellow eyes gleamed, and I almost thought she smiled.

      As I took my last breath, I cast fire and lit the wood in my hand.

      I expected to feel the pain when the plank burst into flames, but I felt nothing. The serpent didn’t like it, though, and it halted its final attack. I stabbed the burning weapon down into her once, twice more, and although the sharp splinters didn’t pierce its skin, the snake tried to get away from the fire.

      Since my hand didn’t hurt, I concentrated all my magic toward the flame and watched it grow until my entire arm was on fire.

      It was fucking amazing.

      Then, even though my left arm was pinned to my side, I tried to light it on fire as well.

      I felt it heat up my body, but there was no painful burning sensation. So I was either going to burn to a crisp—but comfortably—or die by being crushed, or maybe get out of this. Dropping the wooden plank, I laid my right arm across the snake’s body.

      She really hated me by this time, and I began to feel her coils loosen. Enough that I could take a great lungful of air.

      But I didn’t stop to smell the shit in the alley. I attacked her with more fire. Wondering if I could spread it further, I wrapped my arms around her and tried to light her scales on fire.

      “You wanted this, bitch!” I yelled. “You wanted my body? You got it!” The snake was writhing in agony, and I remembered that my back was unprotected and that any moment she could sink those horrible fangs into my spine.

      But then I began to smell charred flesh, and it wasn’t mine. My method was working. Shots of fire didn’t faze the serpent, but sustained contact did. So I held on, gripping her hard.

      And then the snake screamed.

      A woman’s scream—haunting and piercing. But I didn’t give up because it was either me or her, and I for damn sure wasn’t going to die wrapped around a giant snake. Or as its dinner.

      And then, she wasn’t a serpent anymore but a woman, and my grip on her was lost as we fell together onto the cobblestones. Her eyes were still yellow and looked snake-like, and if it had been darker, I thought they would have glowed. My fire went out as I lost concentration, and we grappled a moment to get the advantage. The bitch wasn’t finished yet, and she lashed out at me. I saw a flash of silver in her hand and grabbed her wrist.

      It was a long, thin dagger. I don’t know where she’d kept it, but it had been headed for my eyeball. So I pushed back, and damn was she strong, as strong as any of the elves, stronger than Sarina. Even with my recently enhanced power, I was sweating to keep that dagger away from my face.

      But finally, slowly, I managed to gain the advantage. While on top of the woman’s body, I managed to get the dagger turned toward her. As she saw her peril, her eyes went wide. And then I cast a fire spell once more, and my arms burst into flames.

      She screamed again because the fire immediately began burning her. And then I felt her arm slacken as she lost her hold on the dagger, and because I had been pushing it toward her throat, it plunged straight into her neck, artery, and windpipe, to lodge in her spine.

      Pulling myself off her, I watched, stunned, as she choked on her own blood. Her hands and face were burned, and the smell was unbearable. She shuddered as she died, and I picked up the knife, yanking it out of her throat. More blood gushed out of her neck then, and she perished quickly, the yellow light fading out of her eyes.
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      Her dying screams had finally attracted attention, and the first person to round the corner was Rosamunde. She saw me standing over the dead woman, drenched in her blood, holding a silver dagger, and she backed away, her face going pale.

      “Wait!” I said, reaching out to her.

      But she was already leaving, and I heard her calling the guards.

      Shit. The haziness that had affected me earlier had now worn off completely, and I felt a bit numb in its place. It was hard to process what had happened. The whore, the snake, the fight. For reasons I couldn’t exactly explain, I tucked the dagger into my belt and bolted out of the alley.

      One thing was clear—whether anyone believed me about the serpent or not, I didn’t want to be questioned by the guards right now. Because the more I thought about it, the more I realized how ridiculous the entire encounter would sound.

      As I turned the corner, I spotted Rosamunde hurrying down the street with two guards. She saw me and pointed.

      So much for having a gift of the second sight.

      Feeling betrayed, I turned another corner and ran. There were a few desperate minutes as I tried to blend in with the normal foot traffic, but I was covered in blood, so I was a pretty easy target. And it didn’t help that I didn’t know the city of Crowmore well. One wrong turn could put me at a dead end.

      Shouts behind me told me the guards were gaining on me, and I gave up trying to hide and ran flat out for the city gates, which had just come into view.

      The guards there saw me, though, and taking their cue from the guards who were chasing me, jumped in my path. Four armored women and two men, standing with spears ready to block my exit. Without a second thought, I cast a spell that was meant to repel them, and in my desperation, it hit them hard.

      All six of them went flying backward as if I had thrown a grenade. One woman hit the wall of the gatehouse and slumped down. As the others cursed and tried to get back to their feet, I ran through.

      The gatekeepers were closing the portcullis on me, but I used the same spell on it, and to my utter surprise, a hole burst in the iron grating. I squeezed through that, too, and ran for my life as arrows and bolts shot from the towers. With a few well-placed blocking spells, I parried the bolts until I was out of range.

      By the time I reached the elven camp, I was out of breath, out of sorts, and feeling shit out of luck. It just hadn’t been my day. Luckily, the elves had seen me coming, and Nya’s guard began rallying toward a point facing the castle, ready to defend against any oncoming attack.

      “Jon?” Ilana asked, hurrying to meet me. “What happened? Are you injured?”

      “No… yes… my leg but I think it’s okay.” I had just remembered that the snake had bit my ankle, and I looked down at it.

      The wound was already sealing over. Apparently, I was still capable of healing quickly.

      “Is that a snake bite?” Ilana asked sharply.

      I nodded, still trying to catch my breath. “There might be venom. I’m not sure. But I feel fine.”

      The elves were shouting now, many of them mounting horses. Ilana tried to lead me to a place to sit down, but I wanted to know what was happening.

      A contingent of soldiers were riding out from the castle.

      “That was fast,” I muttered.

      “Jon, what happened?” Ilana demanded.

      Quickly, I recounted the entire ordeal, beginning with meeting the whore on the street. Shame was now running through me, not because she was a whore, but because I had ignored the many warning signs that now seemed so obvious.

      Ilana looked at my forehead, where there was still residue from the paste Rosamunde had used on me. “What’s this?”

      “Oh, that. The innkeeper patched me up after the fight.”

      Ilana cursed and grabbed a skin of water from a nearby saddle. She then began pouring it over me, rubbing the paste off with her fingers while she chanted some spell I’d never heard before.

      “What’s the matter?”

      “She used a potion on you, Jon, to confuse you, to lower your inhibitions, and to increase your desire.” Ilana scrubbed hard, and I felt dumber with every stroke.

      “It was all a trap?” I asked.

      “It appears that way.”

      But I didn’t feel like we had time for all the scrubbing. “What about the soldiers?”

      “Let Nya’s guard deal with them. They’ve ridden out to meet.”

      “Is Nya still in the city?”

      “I believe so.”

      Sarina showed up then, and I was almost sorry that she hadn’t used the opportunity to run away. Ilana quickly filled her in despite my protests. I didn’t feel like letting everyone know what a fool I had been.

      But Sarina didn’t seem to see it that way. She stared at me, horrified, and grabbed my leg to look at it. “I will tend this, and we can draw out any poison. You are lucky, Jon, that you seem to be immune to the serpent’s fangs.”

      But when she began to clean it, I gritted my teeth. It hurt like hell.

      “Do you think the wyrm’s blood is still working inside me?” I asked Ilana.

      She nodded. “It’s the only reason you are still alive, I believe.”

      “What was that she chanted?”

      Ilana smirked. “Well, when you came, your seed was exactly what she needed to complete her transformation, it seems. You are very stupid, Jon.” She pressed a kiss to my cheek and then found a clean cloth with which to dry my face. “But I suppose that’s what makes you human.”

      “Not all humans would have been duped by a common wereserpent,” Sarina muttered.

      “Perhaps that is why he was poisoned first,” Ilana snapped back.

      Sarina scowled. “Jon should have taken someone with him.”

      “Who?” Ilana asked. “You? A Hellhound shifter who must always be guarded? Me? I started a brawl this morning just by showing my face in town. Speaking of guarding,” Ilana turned her anger on me, “you just left Sarina this afternoon. She could have run off.”

      “But I didn’t!” Sarina stood, her fists clenched at her sides. “I am not a faithless whore!”

      Ilana stood, too. “Is that what you think of me?”

      “If the cloak fits!”

      Ilana snarled.

      I stood, getting between them. “Ladies, we do have other things to worry about, not the least of which is the contingent of soldiers now headed this way with Nya’s guard.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            45

          

        

      

    

    
      When I arrived with Ilana and Sarina in tow, the soldiers were arguing with the elves. And it wasn’t hard to figure out what the disagreement was about.

      “There he is,” said Fowlks, the Captain of the Watch, leading the band from the city. She pointed to me with her spear. “Man, you will accompany us into Crowmore, where you will answer for your crimes upon the citizens here.”

      “And what are his crimes?” Teniel asked. She had ridden back with the soldiers and was now positioning her horse between me and the city watch. “You cannot take him without a formal charge.”

      Fowlks sniffed the air, which was again filled with crows, and scowled. “At least a hundred people and twenty soldiers saw him attack the guards at the gates.”

      “I was being chased,” I said.

      “And you should have stopped when you were bidden to do so!” Fowlks said angrily.

      Teniel’s horse tossed its head. “He had no reason to stop, as he had not done anything,” Teniel said, her voice moving dangerously low. “And we have already discussed this.”

      “Not done anything?” the captain asked. “By the goddess, he murdered a woman in cold blood. We have a witness.”

      “What?” I asked, feeling angry. “I did no such thing.”

      “Your clothes are covered in blood!” she said shrilly. “Teniel, this is unforgivable. We have taken in your ruler on good faith, and her charges, only to have one of them cut down one of our citizens in the street.”

      “She turned into a serpent and attacked me,” I said.

      If this surprised Teniel, she didn’t show it on her face.

      But Fowlks snorted. “She did no such thing. Kind like that aren’t allowed in Crowmore and haven’t been for a generation. No, you tried to take advantage of her, and when she refused you, you murdered her with a dagger. We have a witness to the whole thing. And even one of my guards saw you tuck a dagger into your belt. Teniel, you will stand aside while we bring this man to justice.”

      “The witness is lying,” I said loudly, “and I will not go quietly back into the city.”

      A murmur ran through the guards, and one or two put their hands on their swords. If the elves hadn’t been there, they might have attacked me right then. As it was, the guards eyed the elves in their midst, and their numbers.

      The sound of galloping hooves drew near, and the watch parted to look. The elves saluted Nya, who rode in on Stormfyre, who was stamping and blowing as if they had sprinted all the way from the city keep. “What’s the meaning of this?” Nya demanded, addressing Fowlks. “How dare you accost my camp with sword and spear while I am away.”

      “If Your Grace will permit me,” Fowlks said, “this man is accused of murdering one of our citizens not an hour ago. We have a witness to the whole affair.”

      “Liar,” I snarled, finally losing my patience. “Nya, I was attacked by a shifter. A woman turned into a serpent and then came after me.”

      “If that was the case,” Fowlks said shrewdly, “then why didn’t anyone else see this serpent?”

      I glared at her. “Because we were in an alley.”

      “And what were you doing in an alley?”

      I hesitated. This was the part I didn’t want to tell, but I couldn’t think of a good enough lie right there on the spot. “Because she drew me back there,” I said finally.

      “For what purpose?” Fowlks asked.

      “Enough,” Nya said. “I will not permit you to question Jon any further until I’ve had a chance to speak with him. But if he says he was attacked, then he has my utmost and unwavering support. He was attacked. If you question him, it is the same as questioning me.”

      “I beg your pardon, Your Grace,” Fowlks said, scowling in turn, “but it is my duty and jurisdiction to get to the bottom of this matter. However, I will defer to the Chief Magistrate, and find out what she has to say before going further. But the man will go with me up to the keep while we await her judgment.”

      “The man will do no such thing.” Nya’s voice rang with authority, and her face was stony.

      Fowlks’ expression grew dark. “As you wish, Your Grace. I ask that he then remains in camp until the Chief Magistrate is informed. I will leave two of my guards here.”

      Nya’s blue eyes flashed with anger. “That is the same as saying you to not trust me, the High Elven Ruler of the Dark Elves of Castle Blackhold.”

      “As it pleases you, Your Grace,” Fowlks said, and she turned her horse and made to go, nodding to two of her guards to remain behind.

      Before they got to the main road, however, they were met by two men pulling a wagon, and at least a dozen people rode or walked behind.

      “Teniel,” Nya said with a sharp voice, “stay here. Under no circumstances is Jon to go into the city.” And then she rode off toward the wagon.

      The soldiers had halted, and the men pulling the wagon were waving excitedly.

      “That doesn’t look good,” I said.

      “No, it doesn’t,” Ilana agreed. “There are at least two people laying down in the wagon. Injured perhaps?”

      A moment later, Nya turned and rode her horse hard back to the camp. When she arrived, she made a general announcement. “The sorceress Maera has sacked the neighboring village of Duskwell. She seems to be gathering more forces and headed to Crowmore.”
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      “You and your retinue brought this down on us, and now you want to enter our city?”

      The Chief Magistrate was livid, her hands moving wildly as she squared off against Nya. She had met Nya, the Royal Guard, and me outside the city gates, riding a brown horse that was bedecked with banners and the sign of the crow. Behind her was the Captain of the Watch, Fowlks, and twenty armed guards.

      “We have done no such thing,” Nya hissed. “And we are willing to help you defend your city, Sidwell.”

      The Chief Magistrate, Sidwell, shook her head. “The minute Maera sees you on the walls, she will raze the city to the ground. If you are not here, we at least stand a chance.”

      “So you are going to bend the knee?” Nya asked. “Hoping she will spare you? This is what we talked about only this afternoon. Together, we can beat back these slavers who threaten our homes and families.”

      “And I told you,” Sidwell said, her face growing red, “that we can’t anger those slavers. If we don’t buy from them, they threaten us. If we don’t offer tribute, they threaten us. Imagine what they will do when they find out we’ve been housing Nya of Blackhold. Because they will find out! But as usual, the elves have no concept of humans sticking out their necks for them. You only want more.”

      “You have other elves here. I have seen them,” Nya pointed out. “And Half-elves, as well.”

      “Yes, but they know how to stay hidden. They also know better than to bring murderers, succubi, and who knows what else into our midst. Not to mention your recent battle with the Wraith King himself and your attack on Maera.” Sidwell sat up straight and tall. “You said you would find her, and you haven’t. Now, she has gathered more forces and is coming for us. She has been a thorn in our side, but we have always managed to appease her. Until now. And you say it’s not the elves’ fault, Nya. No, I will not stand for this. You and yours will either leave our city walls this instant, or I will personally have you targeted from the battlements. You see my archers positioned ready to do that very thing.”

      Indeed, Sidwell had stationed archers all around the walls, and they weren’t looking outward toward the threat from Duskwell, but toward the gates where we sat on our horses.

      “You will regret this,” Nya spat. I had never seen her so angry. “I will not forget your shutting us out when we offered help.”

      “Nor will I,” Sidwell said. Then she eyed me. “And we won’t forget that you brought a murderer among us. Even if I were to let you inside the walls, we would have him tried and hanged before Maera even got here. And maybe that succubus, too, to spare us the trouble that comes with such rabble.”

      Seething with anger, I urged my horse forward, but Nya held out her hand. “You are signing your own death warrant,” she said, “and that of your people, Sidwell. I pray that the goddess has mercy on you all.”

      With that, Nya turned her horse, and the rest of us followed her back to camp where Teniel and a recovering Syn were overseeing our planned departure.

      “Maera will not have mercy on them,” I said to Nya.

      She shook her head. “No. But she may not completely destroy it. Crowmore is an important strategic location, and despite the stubbornness of its leadership, we cannot leave it to the Wraith King’s forces. There is not another safe city in the Slaver’s Bowl for many leagues. And it is now that much more important since Duskwell has been sacked.”

      “What are we going to do? Ride out to meet Maera?” Once again, I was ready for a fight, but I recognized that I was in part to blame for us not being able to shelter behind the walls of Crowmore.

      “No,” Nya said as we reached camp. Syn joined us then, and Nya included her in the conversation. “From all accounts, Maera has gathered too many for us to meet in open battle. From the behind the walls, we could have provided a worthy defense, but there are too few of us left to fight Maera as we are. And we cannot ride back to Blackhold for reinforcements in time.”

      “Where did she get reinforcements?” I asked.

      “The only place big enough to house them in the Slavers’ Bowl—Blackwharf.”

      “And it’s key to this area, isn’t it?”

      “What do you have in mind, Jon?” Syn asked.

      “I’m only thinking that if Maera had to pull enough forces to attack Crowmore, what is left at Blackwharf?”

      Syn’s face brightened. “The slave market?”

      I smiled. “It could be unprotected. All those captives, waiting to be freed…”

      Nya nodded. “Pass the word along. We ride for Blackwharf. And perhaps deliver a blow so devastating to the Wraith King that he may never recover.”
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      As we rode, we discussed our plan. Nya suspected that Maera had drawn forces from Blackwharf to attack Duskwell, a small settlement to the east of Blackwharf. With fewer guards now at Blackwharf, we could attack with stealth, and with everything we had.

      From there, we would be crippling the Wraith King’s trade. And we could use it as a base to reclaim Crowmore if needed. If we lost Crowmore, then the trade routes and relationships between men and elves would be further damaged.

      Soon, we turned due north, toward the smoky region I had noticed on our ride in.

      “I thought Blackwharf was in the plain?” I asked Nya.

      “It is,” she said. “But we are taking a shortcut.”

      “Is this shortcut like the one through the forest?”

      “Let us hope we are not delayed as badly. But we must remain vigilant, for the monsters we are likely to meet do not answer to anyone—elves, men, or Wraith King.”

      “Fucking brilliant,” I muttered. When Nya raised an eyebrow, I nodded. “Bring it on.”

      Sarina still rode with me since we still did not have extra horses, and we could hardly leave anyone behind at this point. And although the plan had been to get more horses in Crowmore, everything had changed when the Chief Magistrate kicked us out. Anyway, I doubted any horses but elven ones could have kept up with the speeds and burdens we demanded of them. Mine wasn’t the only one carrying two warriors.

      Sarina had fallen asleep some time ago. I liked that she trusted me enough to do so, but she was leaning on me heavily, and my left arm was hurting from holding her in the saddle. Still, I let her sleep.

      Her hair smelled amazing, like she’d had a chance to wash it while we were camped at Crowmore. It had the delicious and intoxicating smell of sweet apples, although I was sure I’d not seen any apples since arriving in Hell.

      To keep my mind off the beautiful woman in my arms, I concentrated on watching the road ahead. It was a bit difficult since Ilana rode ahead of me with Syn, who seemed to be weak but recovering quickly. A couple of times, the dark elf turned around to smile at me, and I remembered the last time alone we’d spent together, a heated tryst against the castle wall near the postern, just before I went out to sabotage the Wraith King’s trebuchets. It was definitely a happy memory.

      Soon, the terrain became more treacherous, but we weren’t picking our way through a forest. I could see through the haze for miles in any direction, except for directly north where the smoke thickened, and more ash floated through the air.

      “What’s up there?” I asked.

      “Lava pits,” Nya said.

      “Let me guess,” I said. “The pits have fire monsters of some sort?”

      She smirked. “Scorpions, Salamanders… the usual.”

      “Anything else I should know?”

      Nya cocked her head. “Don’t get killed.”

      “You are still mad at me.”

      Her face twisted into a half-smile. “You have done nothing but cause me trouble the last couple of days.”

      “But I tried to make up for it this morning.”

      “Yes, and then you turned around and caused me even more trouble afterward.”

      “Are you referring to the fight or the serpent shifter thing?”

      “My point exactly,” she said. Her stallion tossed his head as if impatient to be going so slow over the rocky ground. Nya said a quiet word to him, and he calmed. Then she looked at me once more. “Jon, about the wereserpent today,” she began.

      “Yes?” I asked, feeling a bit of dread.

      “Why?” she asked quietly. Nya was normally in control. At least, she never showed vulnerability. But she looked uncomfortable asking the question.

      “Why did I follow the whore into the alley when you and I had been together twice this morning?”

      She nodded curtly.

      Now was my chance to tell her everything, but I was still burning with shame about it. “Jealous?” I asked instead. It was a bad question because Nya was being serious, and it was a poor attempt at humor.

      She stiffened. “Not at all. I merely wondered if…” She glanced at Sarina. “Well, if I’d been enough for you. You seem to have a very large appetite.”

      “Oh shit,” I said, feeling terrible. “No, that’s not it at all. Trust me, you were perfect.” I glanced down at Sarina to make sure she was still asleep. “I’d like nothing better than to spend more time with you.”

      “Then why the whore? Or do you really just have a large appetite for many different females?”

      “Well, that does seem to be the case, but in this instance, I was drugged, remember?”

      “But the drug wouldn’t have worked as well if you hadn’t wanted her.”

      “Okay, so I was just a guy being a guy.”

      Nya scowled. “Yes, Jon. Although I fail to see how that answers my question.”

      Damn it. If I didn’t tell Nya the truth, I was going to fuck things up with her.

      “You’re right,” I said finally. “I’m sorry. And… I haven’t been completely honest with you.”
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      I spent the next few minutes telling her about my struggle with the power inside me and how it brought about a bloodlust and an appetite for sex that I couldn’t seem to quench. And how I’d had to fight to control it. “And,” I finished, “she found me at a weak moment. I’m not proud of it.”

      Nya was silent throughout my explanation. When I looked over at the elf, she hadn’t changed her expression.

      “What do you think?” I asked. “Am I screwed?”

      “Screwed?” she asked.

      “Fucked.”

      “If you mean in trouble, then yes I believe you are. Jon, why didn’t you tell me all of this before now?”

      I looked toward the growing cloud of smoke that we were heading for. “I was afraid you would think less of me.” I chuckled humorlessly. “Didn’t matter in the end, though, did it? I couldn’t manage to hide any of it. The apprentice, the wereserpent.”

      “I would never think less of you,” she said quietly, “because I know what kind of man you are.”

      “Are you sure about that? Because I don’t feel like myself anymore.”

      “We have fought in battle together, shared a meal, and shared a bed. There’s not much more for me to learn, is there, about the things that truly matter? Jon, no matter what magic is working inside you, it would have to be powerful indeed to truly corrupt you.”

      “Maybe. But everyone has a breaking point.”

      “We all have trials that we must pass. You have many before you, and I admit to being afraid for you.”

      I was stunned. It was the first time I’d ever heard Nya admit fear, not even in the face of ten thousand wraiths from the Black Mountains.

      “And to answer your earlier question,” she continued, “no, I am not jealous of who you take to your bed. I have told you that before. But even for you, the behavior seemed extraordinary.”

      “Do you still believe in the Prophecy now?”

      She nodded. “More than ever.”

      “It would be nice to know the rest of it.”

      “Indeed. When we have completed this errand, I feel it will be time for you to seek more answers. Do you still have a desire to go through the portal?”

      I hadn’t thought about the portal in days. So much had happened, and I felt… changed. “I don’t know,” I said truthfully. “Now that I have magic, what would that mean in my world? Would I be able to control it there? Or would I even keep it at all?”

      “Those are not questions I can answer. But Jon, do not underestimate the power growing in you now. I have never seen the like of it in a man who was not destined to become a powerful mage. That it has taken such a remarkable turn is strange, but the fact remains that you must take great care with the gift you’ve been given.”

      “I know,” I said. It didn’t take a genius to figure out that if I let down my guard for a second, I could hurt innocent people.

      In the meantime, the trail forced us to ride apart, and the air grew suffocating. Too hot for talking much. The smoke was thicker now, too, and we had ridden into it as we were talking. My thirst grew, and I tried to conserve my water even though it was the only thing I could think of now.

      That is, until Sarina woke. She wiped sweat from her forehead and glanced up at me, her cheeks tinged with an embarrassed shade of red. “I am sorry I fell asleep, Jon. Why didn’t you wake me?”

      “I thought you needed to sleep. Don’t worry. You didn’t miss much.” I offered her my water skin and she took it with a grateful nod. While she was drinking, I asked, “When we kissed earlier today, did you feel as if I was taking advantage of you?”

      Sarina frowned. “Not at all. I believe I initiated it, didn’t I?”

      “But the second time, I’m sorry if I made you uncomfortable.”

      Sarina put the stopper back into the water skin and set it down on the pommel of the saddle. “Trust me, Jon, I would have been more forceful with you if I hadn’t wanted it.”

      “You sure?”

      She laughed. “You have much to learn, Jon-man.” Then she picked up my hand, the one that had been holding her in the saddle as she slept, and wrapped it around her body. “I won’t deny that you startled me, and I wasn’t sure how I felt about it. But you were in my dreams.”

      “I was? And what was I doing?”

      Sarina smiled. I could feel the warmth radiating off her body, and it had nothing to do with the hot air.

      “Many, many things,” she said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            49

          

        

      

    

    
      We halted for a few hours in the middle of the night but couldn’t afford to lose much time. The ground was stony and smoky, and I tried not to cough and keep everyone awake. Sarina lay to my right, Ilana to my left. I didn’t know where Syn was, but she was Captain of the Royal Guard, after all. She’d probably stayed with Nya.

      Sarina seemed more awake than Ilana, perhaps because of her nap. “Jon?” she whispered.

      “Yes?”

      Her hand moved over to my chest. I was sleeping in my leather shirt, but I could still feel her strong fingers slide down to my abdomen. Then, her hand slid lower.

      My dick stirred in my pants, and I reached down to catch her hand. “Sarina,” I warned. “I thought your vow prevented you—”

      “It prevents me from certain things, yes, but we are going to battle tomorrow. Again. And I’ve never had a man who I wanted to touch me before.”

      “And you’re saying you want me to touch you? Even after everything that’s happened?”

      “Especially after everything that’s happened.” She scooted closer, her hand still resting in mine, and placed a kiss on my cheek. “Will you?”

      I sighed. Of course I wanted to... I let go of her hand and turned on my side to face her. “What does your vow let you do?”

      She resumed her exploration of my groin and gripped me through my pants. “No penetration,” she whispered.

      If I said that I resisted, even after a day like the one I’d had, I would have been lying.

      I untied her hands and then kissed her, savoring that taste of apples again. Then I ran my hand through her soft, wild hair. She didn’t waste any time and quickly undid my pants to slip a hand inside. When she gripped me, I kissed her harder and found her breast. “What do you want?” I asked.

      She grinned against my mouth. “I have heard that you are really great with your tongue…”

      “Oh?” I laughed quietly. “From whom?”

      “Rumors around camp.”

      “Rumors around camp,” I repeated. “Do these rumors have a name?”

      “Your prowess is well-known among the elves.”

      I shouldn’t have been surprised. I knew that Nya and Syn talked. Apparently, they didn’t just talk to each other. Or perhaps it was simply that there had been a few… almost public… incidents. “But those are elves,” I said, grinning. “I hope I don’t disappoint the only other human in camp.”

      “We shall see,” she said.

      There wasn’t much talking after that. But there was panting and moaning. Getting completely undressed was unwise, considering our location, but I managed to pull her leggings down and off one leg. Sarina gasped when I first tasted her. She didn’t shave, but I didn’t expect that on the road, anyway. It didn’t matter, though, because she tasted like heaven. Not quite like the apples, but better.

      I started off with slow swirls, feeling the way her body responded. She remained quiet for a bit, and I thought maybe I wasn’t hitting the right spot, so I stroked a little lower, letting my tongue explore.

      Sarina sat up and put her hands in my hair, gripping me tight. I smiled. She was mine now. From there, Sarina gripped me with her powerful legs, her fingers grasping my hair while I worked on her, alternating between slow and fast.

      I admit, I wanted to drag it out a bit. She began to pant, to quietly beg, and I reached up to squeeze her breast as I sucked on her bud.

      Sarina exploded, her legs clenching harder around my head. I laughed quietly but kept going until she released my hair. Finally, she laid back, and I crawled up her body to lay on top of her. She was panting, so I supported my weight on my arms to let her breathe.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      She kissed me. “Yes. Thank you.”

      “Believe me, the pleasure is mine.”

      “I want to do more,” she said.

      I waited to see if she was just talking or if she really wanted to break her vow.

      She reached up to stroke my beard. “You aren’t going to talk me into it?”

      “I think at this point, you know how I feel about you.” In fact, I was sure she could feel my erection pressed against her still-naked pussy. Only the thin layer of fabric of my pants separated us, and it was slightly askew because she had undone the laces.

      Sarina rocked into me. “I do. But, until I am released from my vow to the High Priestess, I will have to be content with this.”

      I kissed her again and then moved off her to redo my pants. Despite all my sexual activities the day before, I was ready for more, and the lust inside me was trying to crowd out all my common sense. And, I was fairly certain I could talk Sarina into more if I tried.

      Instead, I listened while she got dressed and then let her lay her head on my chest. She was quickly asleep, but I was more awake than ever.

      Behind me, I felt Ilana’s hand on my back. And if I hadn’t seen the first red light of dawn through the smoky sky, I might have suggested she and I sneak off a bit for some fun. As it was, the camp was beginning to stir. No such luck.
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      We had just mounted our horses, with Sarina riding with Teniel to give my mare a rest, when a great roar shook the air. My horse snorted, and a few others reared.

      “What in hell was that?” I asked Ilana.

      “Sounds like a pit scorpion,” she said. “The Wraith King liked to keep them near his castle as pets.”

      “How big does a scorpion have to be to make a big sound like that?”

      But Ilana didn’t get a chance to answer my question, because right then, one of the fuckers charged out of the smoke, heading straight for Nya and Syn at the head of the line.

      “Shit,” I said, and kicked my horse. She lurched forward, and we took off at a run. But it was too late, for the scorpion that came out of the smoke was as big as a bus, with wings, and a tail that looked like it was on fire. It swung its tail and hit Nya’s stallion. The animal screamed as it fell, and it thrashed around as Nya tried to get out from under it.

      I charged forward, but my mare was terrified, and she stopped dead on and wouldn’t go any further. I almost fell over her neck but recovered and dismounted as the Royal Guard engaged the monster with spears and arrows. The creature fell back at the onslaught, and I ran for Nya. Another elf had grabbed Stormfyre’s reins, and miraculously, the horse rose to its feet. Nya scrambled to her feet, too.

      “Are you hurt?” I asked.

      Her hand was bleeding, but the wound looked superficial. “I’ll live,” she said. “How is Stormfyre?”

      Another elf was checking the stallion’s body. “He’s unharmed, Your Grace.”

      “How is that possible?” I asked.

      “I cast a spell over both of us just before the scorpion struck,” Nya said grimly. “But the beast was very strong.”

      “Good thing you did,” I said, “or neither one of you might have survived.”

      The pit scorpion gave a dying scream as the elves ran it through. I shuddered, thinking how horrible that death might have been. From this distance, the end of its tail—still whipping around in the throes of death—looked more like a blade than a stinger.

      The elves saw to its death, and then we remounted to continue our journey. Nya rode with Syn to make sure Stormfyre was okay, and since they suspected a nest of pit scorpions, we adjusted our path a bit to the east.

      This took us closer to the lava pits, though, and the heat became intense. By the time we’d crossed the first section, I was sweating as badly as my horse. The elves, curse them, weren’t even damp, and Ilana looked at ease, too. But Sarina and I were soaked through.

      We didn’t encounter any more scorpions, but the next sounds we heard were just as unpleasant, if not worse.

      It was human screaming.
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      We found bodies everywhere. Some were still moving, crying, pleading. Even after all the battles I’d seen now, I had never encountered such carnage. A man was torn in half, but he was still alive. Guts and intestines hung out of his body cavity like a disgusting, dark red jam. His screams were the ones we’d heard.

      As the rest of us kept watch, Nya dismounted to speak with him. He grabbed her cloak, soiling it with his bloody hands, and she spoke something calming to him I couldn’t hear. And then, standing and unsheathing her sword, she put him out of his misery.

      She then called for Stormfyre and mounted him. “A Salamander,” she said grimly. “These people were from Duskwell and thought to seek cover under the smoky sky of the lava pits.”

      Other elves moved about the scene, checking for survivors. The ones they did find, they could do nothing for, and those were quickly sent on to the next life just like the first man.

      “Is the Salamander still around?” I asked as we prepared to leave.

      “It could be,” Nya said. “Remain vigilant.”

      “Poor fools,” I said, looking at all the dead. “They must not have had any other choice.”

      “They didn’t.”
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      We didn’t encounter anything else until we were almost out of lava pits. The smoke was denser here than it had been so far, and our path took us dangerously close to the brink of several pits where hot lava bubbled at the bottom. I was never more thankful for a sure-footed horse than I had been at those moments.

      My water was long gone, and even my sweat had evaporated until my clothing was crusty with salt. But the end of our path was near, and once when the clouds shifted, I even caught a glimpse of a clear red sky to our north.

      “Never thought I’d be happy to see that red sky,” I muttered.

      We had just passed between two pits, on a narrow path that was more like a bridge between lakes of fire, when the front of the line halted. Standing up in my stirrups, I looked to see what the problem was.

      And then I sat back down. “Oh shit.”

      An enormous lizard-like creature was blocking our way. Its tail was lashing back and forth like a cat’s who was about to pounce. Since the lizard blended in with the reddish stone, we hadn’t seen it beforehand with all the smoke.

      “Salamander,” Nya said grimly. She was nocking an arrow on her bow like the other elves. “Fortunately,” she said, “they don’t have the scales that wyrms or dragons have.”

      And then she urged her horse forward as the other elves did the same.

      Its skin looked more like a Salamander from my world, it was true, but when the first arrows hit it, they bounced off. The Salamander hissed at the elves and rose on its two back legs.

      “I can see how the absence of scales really helps things,” I said. Unsheathing my sword, I waited with Ilana and Syn, and Sarina, who had dismounted when her elf rode off to attack the Salamander.

      Finally, the elves got close enough for their arrows to pierce the Salamander’s hide, but then they had put themselves within reach of its claws, fangs, and tail. It snapped at them and attacked, forcing them back even as they loosed more arrows at its face. When the first elves attacked with swords, Nya included, I knew I couldn’t sit there and watch.

      “Fuck this shit,” I said. I kicked my horse, and she bolted forward. “Don’t wimp out on me, okay?” I told her.

      As I neared the Salamander, I swung my mare around the elves and went for the other side. The elves had the monster distracted, so I made my move count. Scree and stones went flying as my horse changed directions, but she kept her stride and charged for the Salamander’s unprotected neck.

      The monster reared up as the elves charged at it with spears, and its leg barely missed me as we dashed under the screeching animal. Lifting my sword, I drove it into the Salamander’s soft underbelly with a battle cry. The momentum from my horse almost dislocated my shoulder, but I felt the sword slice through flesh and hot blood pour out of the monster.

      By now, my horse was panicked, and she bolted to get away from the Salamander. I managed to check her run and then dismounted to rush the Salamander once more.

      Only now, the creature was ignoring the elves and coming after me.

      With my battle lust taking over, I charged the Salamander. Blood poured from its belly, and arrows protruded from various parts of its body, but its jaws were wide open, ready to tear me in half, and its eyes glowed fiercely. There was plenty of life left in this fucker.

      Letting my sword fall to the ground, I stopped and raised my hands in front of me. For a moment, the world turned to nothing but me and the beast. Those yellow eyes that were almost upon me. Those jaws dripping with blood. I saw nothing else, heard nothing but a dull roar in my ears and the screech of the Salamander. And felt nothing except the thundering footsteps as they drew near.

      I cast the spell with everything I had. And truly, I wasn’t even sure what spell it was. I had a notion that fire wouldn’t be effective on this monster, but the power that flew from my hands was unlike anything I’d been taught so far.

      It hit the Salamander in the face with the force of a train, and I saw everything in slow motion. First, its head snapped backward with drool flying. Then, its limber body followed as it flew over backwards, an arc of blood spraying out of its belly wound and into the air. At its highest, the Salamander might have reached the height of a watchtower.

      As it fell back down, everyone scrambled to get out of the way, and it landed with an earth-rumbling crack and a cloud of dust that looked like a bomb had gone off.

      Panting, I turned to the elves. Once again, everyone was watching me. The battle lust was still strong, and I fought it hard. In fact, it grew more powerful as I stood there, breathing heavily, looking at my allies.

      And then I knew that Maera had been right. Every time I killed, I gained power. And every time I had sex probably, too, to a lesser extent. That’s why my magic had been urging me toward those things. As I realized this, I also remembered that I would become a danger to everyone until I learned to master myself. So I didn’t have a choice. The magic couldn’t control me. I had to control it.

      But the battle rage had taken hold and wouldn’t let go, and this time, no one seemed to want to approach me, not even Nya.

      Finally, I felt something nuzzle my arm. I jumped, ready to fight.

      But it was my mare. She was looking at me with those intelligently soft brown eyes. And there was trust in those depths.

      In that one instant, the rage broke, and I was able to see more clearly. I nodded to my horse in thanks. She hooked her head over my shoulder for a pat, and then nuzzled my hair.

      “I guess it’s time to name you something, isn’t it?” I whispered, still not daring to look at the elves. “What do you think about Speckles, for those spots on your nose?”

      The horse snorted and moved away, and I laughed. “Okay, we’ll find something better.”

      It wasn’t a perfect outcome, but under the circumstances, it was better than I could have hoped. Because I felt ready to continue. And after killing the Salamander, I wanted nothing more than to find something more powerful to fight.

      After finding my sword, I mounted the horse once more and turned to the elves. “What are we waiting for?” I asked. “Blackwharf needs new leadership.”

      For the first time ever, Nya saluted me. Then, she signaled to her guard, and the spell that had seemed to be cast over everyone was broken.

      As the party ran back to their horses, I looked to the north. There, soaring through another gap in the clouds, was a single, black crow. And as I watched, it cawed and flew away to the east.
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      As soon as we exited the lava pits, Nya sent two swift scouts ahead. The rest of the company found a stream and sanctified water for us and our horses. Before we’d finished, however, the scouts had returned.

      “The sorceress Maera is heading for Blackwharf, coming from the main road. We saw her from a cliff overlooking the plain,” one of them told Nya. “She flies as if she can move with the wind.”

      “And the reinforcements?” Nya asked.

      The scout shook her head. “No, Your Grace. The sorceress is alone.”

      I looked at Nya, who gave me an alarmed look. “She must be going there to help protect the town. She knows what we’re trying to do.”

      “Can we beat her there?” I asked the scout.

      She nodded. “I believe so, yes. We saw her great speed and marked it, but she is still farther away than we are.”

      “Then let’s get there first,” Nya said.

      Within moments, we were on the move again, riding north for Blackwharf. Once again, Sarina rode with me. She looked much better than she had since we found her, and I was grateful for that.

      Because with what I was about to do, I needed to feel good about leaving her on her own.

      Maera couldn’t be allowed to join the battle. With their limited numbers, the elves needed a swift victory at Blackwharf. Already, the odds were against them. And if the sorceress got there to provide support to the remaining soldiers—soldiers that were some of the Wraith King’s fiercest warriors—then those odds diminished considerably.

      I wasn’t going to let that happen. If I could in any way stop or delay Maera’s appearance at Blackwharf, I was going to do it. And anyway, I had a bone to pick with her. Her apprentice had known more about my magic than I or the elves did. And it stood to reason that if the apprentice knew some, the sorceress would know more. I wanted—no, needed—to find out what she knew.

      During our ride, I gradually let other horses pass me. A couple of times, Sarina caught my eye but didn’t say anything. But finally, as we crested a hill and overlooked the smoky, ugly town of Blackwharf that sat on a neighboring hill, Sarina and I were last in line.

      Blackwharf’s only stronghold was a keep on the northern end of town. The rest of the city was made up of hovels and a few stone buildings dotted here and there. But there wasn’t a tree or a rock within a mile of the city. No way to sneak in. And no place for fleeing slaves to hide, either. The residents would see us before we even got close enough to loose arrows at them.

      “There’s not even a wall,” I said.

      “No,” Sarina replied. “It seems the Wraith King has grown accustomed to no one challenging him.”

      “He will rethink that after today.”

      “No doubt. Jon, what are you doing?”

      “Riding.”

      With time against us, the party began descending the hill.

      “You never ride at the back of the line,” she said.

      “Maybe I’m scared of the battle.”

      Sarina scoffed. “I just saw you take on a Salamander with only your magic. Tell me what is really going on.”

      “You’ll see.”

      Soon enough, we were galloping toward the town, and Nya veered west as if to circumvent the hovels on this side. A few orcs and wraiths emerged from the streets, and even at a distance, we could hear a warning bell. The signal ignited the power in my blood like nothing else had yet, and I began to feel more dangerous than ever.

      It was time. If I allowed myself to get drawn into the battle, I would not be able to stop killing in time to go after Maera.

      I slowed my horse, knowing that the decision I was making could affect lives. Not just mine, but everyone’s.

      “We’re going to confront her, aren’t we?” Sarina asked.

      Turning my mare, I urged her toward the main road that led from Blackwharf. The one that eventually led to the long way around to Crowmore. “We are not going anywhere,” I said over the wind. “But if I can prevent Maera from hurting anyone else, I will.”

      “And what about you?” Sarina said.

      I didn’t answer, but after we’d gone some distance from the city, where the road went through some rocky hills, I slowed my horse to a walk and then a halt.

      Dismounting, I pulled Sarina out of the saddle and began to cut her bonds with my knife.

      “Don’t do this, Jon,” she said.

      “Don’t free you? I thought you were tired of being tied up.”

      The last rope came free and fell to the ground. Sarina rubbed her wrists and looked up at me. “That’s not what I mean, and you know it. Do not sacrifice yourself in this way.”

      “It’s only fitting,” I murmured. “I caused all of this trouble, didn’t I? If not for me, your people wouldn’t have been taken slaves, the Wraith King would not have attacked Castle Blackhold, and indeed, we would not be standing here now.”

      Sarina raised her chin defiantly. “I do not regret standing here with you.”

      “But I do. Now is your chance. Run. Get out of here.” I turned to mount my horse, and she grabbed my arm in her strong grip.

      “You free me like a child frees a stray dog. Where will I go?” she asked, her voice angry. “Back to the Wraith King?”

      I hopped into the saddle and turned to her. “Find out what happened to your High Priestess and avenge her if necessary. Or make a life for yourself somewhere else. You don’t owe me anything. The elves are here, freeing the slaves, your people. It is Nya you must thank. I am just going to make sure she has time to do her job.”

      And with that, I turned my horse’s head and took off down the road.

      Behind me, I heard Sarina yell my name one last time, and then her voice was lost in the sound of my horse’s hooves.

      I figured I would die, but there was a chance I wouldn’t. There was always a chance.
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      It didn’t take me long to find Maera. She was flying down the road. Really, it looked more like floating very fast surrounded by a dark cloud, her red robe whipped by the wind. I rode out to meet her, stopping in the middle of the hard-packed soil where large rocks framed the road on either side.

      Then I dismounted and patted my mare on the neck. “If I make it out of this,” I told her. “We’ll find a name for you.”

      Then, I swatted her rump and sent her off. There was no need to get my horse killed.

      Maera had seen me. She halted not far away and continued to hover above the road, stirring up dust, looking like the dangerous sorceress that she was. And she had a smile on her face.

      “I knew you would come, Jon,” she called.

      I waited, feeling my power surge through me. But there was lust, as well. For Maera was beautiful—in a vampire queen sort of way. Dark hair, pale skin, dark eyes. She had long, black fingernails that almost looked like claws. I found that I was even attracted to those. Suddenly, my lust for her body outweighed the battle lust that had been pulsing through me moments before.

      “You feel it, don’t you?” she asked, smiling again. “That attraction when two people carrying the same magic come together. The overwhelming urge to join our bodies, to join our magic.”

      Still, I didn’t say anything. I couldn’t, not without giving myself away.

      Maera landed lightly on her feet and walked toward me.

      I put my hand on my sword hilt. “That’s close enough,” I said. I felt incredibly powerful, but I wanted her.

      I also needed to kill her.

      Do it now, while she has her guard down.

      But I didn’t think she really had her guard down. She might have been smiling, but she would be ready for me to attack.

      “Why, Jon?” Maera asked, and she kept walking slowly toward me. “You do not need to fear me. Not you.”

      “And why not?” I asked, raising my hands. On second thought, magic would probably serve me better than my sword. She wouldn’t let me get close enough to use a traditional weapon.

      “Because we want the same thing—power.”

      “I don’t care about power.”

      “Liar. Why else have you kept killing and fucking? Because our magic demands it. Craves it.” She put a hand to the clasp on her robe. “Have you ever wondered what happens when two powerful people join? I can show you.”

      And then she unhooked her red robe and let it fall to the ground. Beneath, she wore a sheer black dress that left nothing to the imagination. I stared at her.

      Not surprised, though, because somehow I’d been expecting something like this the moment she arrived. “No,” I said. “You are only trying to get close enough to kill me.”

      “That is untrue. A lie told by the elves, I am sure. No, Jon, the Wraith King wants you, so I do not plan to kill you. I’m only suggesting we have a little bit of fun first. You will have power you can’t even imagine yet. You’ll see.” Maera then began to pull her dress off her body. Her pale skin glowed with the dying red light. Her body was thin, not overly muscular, with small, pert breasts and pale nipples. “Like what you see?” she asked, getting ready to pull the dress down over her hips.

      I shook my head and dragged my gaze back up to her eyes. “Stop.” To my surprise, my voice was firm and strong. Commanding.

      And Maera obeyed. She halted the removal of her clothing and watched me closely.

      “I am going to kill you,” I said, finding my voice at last. “Your reign of terror over the people of the Slavers’ Bowl is at an end.”

      Maera slipped her dress back over her shoulders. “Don’t be stupid. You cannot kill me. I am going to take you to the Wraith King whether you lie with me or not.”

      “I’m not going to let you take me anywhere. Especially not to the Wraith King so he can torture me for killing his precious wyrms.”

      Maera laughed. “Oh, you don’t know! You haven’t figured it out? The elves are more stupid than I thought. Either that, or your precious Nya has been keeping the truth from you.” She smiled. “Yes, I think that might be it.”

      “Know what?”

      Maera looked delighted. With the flick of her hand, she summoned her red robe to her shoulders, and it obeyed. Once again, she looked like the sorceress that she was. Then, she began to walk around me. I turned in place, following her movements.

      “It’s obvious you can’t wait to tell me,” I said irritably. “So just get it out. Or do you prefer I kill you instead?”

      I should have hit her with the most powerful spell I could conjure, but at this point, she had me by the balls and she knew it. I needed to hear what she had to say. It was part of the reason I had come, after all.

      “I will tell you, then,” Maera said, stopping with the light to her back so that it outlined her body in a dark silhouette. “It makes me happy that I get to tell you, really. I’ve been watching you, and you have grown so strong in such a short amount of time. More powerful than I would have thought. You defeated my rock golem and the hell-fiends I sent to fetch you. Jon, the reason you need to return to the Black Mountains with me is because you are destined for greatness.”

      “So you say,” I said, shifting so I could see her better. “But if that’s the case, why would the Wraith King want me?”

      Maera grinned. “Because you are his son.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            55

          

        

      

    

    
      “The fuck I am,” I spat.

      Maera laughed. “Did you never wonder about your upbringing?”

      “Why would I?”

      She raised an eyebrow. “A father you never knew. A mother who loved her other son, your half-brother, more than you?”

      The words hit me like an ice pick. “How do you know that?”

      The sorceress began circling me again. “Because you are not who you think you are, Jon. Shortly after your birth, your real mother sent you through the portal—out of Hell—and bribed another woman to raise you and to never tell you anything about it. But you see, the Wraith King found out about you, and after years of searching, he has brought you to Hell where you belong.”

      As she said those last words, her eyes flashed red.

      I was stunned. There was no way she could have known that about my family. It wasn’t quite as bad as Maera made it out to be. I had loved my mother and had always believed she loved me, but she had died years ago. Since then, I’d not had much contact with anyone except my brother. My half-brother.

      And yet, something held me back from believing her fully. “How did I get here? I didn’t come through the portal.”

      Maera frowned. “No, you did not. But the Wraith King arranged your arrival, nevertheless.”

      “How? He arranged for thugs to beat me up and throw me in a river?”

      “He did. You are destined for greatness, and the Wraith King wants you by his side.”

      “Or wants to lure me into a trap where he can kill me.”

      “Why would I lie?” She spread her hands. “I am not hiding anything from you, which is more than I can say for the elves you seem to like so well. They are not your friends. However, I am to tell you that if you come along peacefully to the Black Mountains, you will be allowed to bring anyone you want with you.”

      “And if I don’t come peacefully?” I asked.

      “Then your friends will die at Blackwharf. Already, they have suffered losses. But if you agree right now, I can send word to halt the fighting. Immediately.” With that, she raised her hands, and a black crow burst from her palms. With a caw, it took flight and circled above our heads. “Just say the word, Jon, and I will save them.”

      “You’re lying.” But panic was rising inside me. What if I had made the wrong decision? What if they needed me there at Blackwharf?

      Maera smiled. “No, I have not lied to you at all. See for yourself.”

      She made a complicated movement with her hand, and the air shimmered between us.

      And instead of seeing the yellow plain beyond the road, I saw the city of Blackwharf. Fires burned everywhere, and then the image moved as if a camera was panning, to show a group of elves surrounded by orcs, fighting for their lives. I didn’t see Nya or Ilana, but the vision was brief. Maera waved her hand again, and it disappeared.

      “If you don’t come with me, they will die,” she said simply, and some of the seductiveness had left her voice. “They will die, and it will be your fault.”

      “You know,” I said, my anger bubbling to the surface once again, “I’m tired of getting blamed for the Wraith King’s killing sprees. If they die, it is because of him, and you. And in that case, I will hunt you all down until there are no more of you left.”

      Raising my hands, I shot a spell at Maera. She put out a hand to block it, and some rocks in the distance exploded.

      But I wasn’t done.

      I’d meant every word. I would end her, and then I would hunt down the Wraith King and kill him, too. It didn’t matter who he was, or who I was. But we couldn’t both live here in Hell. One of us had to die.

      As I thought this, I charged the sorceress, gathering my strength for a blow that would knock her back to the Black Mountains.

      Maera didn’t wait for me to attack again, but rather spun on her heel and fired a spell of her own. I dove out of the way, feeling the energy brush past me. As I landed, I twisted to fire more spells at her. But Maera parried every one of them.

      Scrambling to my feet, I snarled. “Fight me. Fight me now, dammit.”

      “If I fight you, I will kill you, Jon.”

      “Then do it,” I spat. “Because I won’t go with you to the Wraith King.” I shot a fire spell at her with both hands, like the one I had used on the wereserpent. The edge of her cloak caught fire, but she waved it away. I made use of her temporary distraction, however, and threw everything I had into another spell. It was the same one I’d used on the Salamander.

      It hit Maera in the chest, and she flew backward into the dust.
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      Not waiting to see if she was dead, I unsheathed my sword and rushed her. But before I could run her through, she created some sort of whirlwind around her body. I was momentarily blinded, and I spun around looking for her, half-afraid of feeling a dagger in my back.

      Because no matter what she said, I believed she would kill me if given the opportunity.

      The whirlwind stopped, and as the air cleared, I spotted a flash of her red cloak.

      “Fight me, you coward!” I shouted.

      Maera laughed, and I followed the sound. There, standing at the edge of the settling dust, was the sorceress. She had an infuriating look of glee on her face. But I wasn’t done yet, and before she could react, I swung with my sword.

      Her smile faltered, but she sidestepped my swing. I turned on my heel and cast another spell her way. And then I just kept at it, casting everything I could at her, not giving her a moment to think.

      To my surprise, Maera stopped laughing and started working to stay away from me. And that’s when I realized that although she might have had more knowledge about magic than I did, out of the two of us, I was the more powerful. Dropping my sword, I didn’t wait to feel the surge of power. Instead, I let it roll off me in waves. Soon, I was stalking toward Maera, my hands outstretched, with pure energy seeming to radiate from them.

      The sorceress backed away from me, and even though she was holding me back, I could feel her resistance falter.

      And then suddenly, she waved her arms and disappeared for a moment and reappeared again in the same spot. As if she had stepped into another plane and then back.

      But her spell didn’t stop there, and she began to split off from herself. One, two, three Maeras stepped away from the original. And then more, and they began to surround me. I concentrated my power on the one in front of me, but the sorceress to my right spoke.

      “A nice trick, is it not?” she asked in a confident voice.

      I tried casting a spell at the one that had spoken, but then another spell came at me from behind. It hit me squarely between the shoulder blades and I flew forward onto my face.

      When I looked up, I saw the trailing robes of no fewer than twelve copies of Maera circling me, holding out their hands as if to hit me with multiple spells.

      “So you’re more of coward than I thought,” I said, spitting dirt out of my mouth. Standing, I watched each Maera as she passed, looking for a tell, for a sign that one of them was the true sorceress. But the copies were so perfect that I couldn’t distinguish among them.

      There was only one option left that I knew of to get to her, and it would probably involve me dying.

      But that didn’t matter. If I got Maera, too, it would be worth it. So I let the battle lust consume me. Eat me totally and completely. I no longer fought it, no longer tried to keep my sanity.

      The second I gave in, I felt it roll over me unlike never before. And Maera must have seen it, too, because the look in the eyes of all the copies grew worried.

      At the last moment, just as I was getting ready to release the magic onto the plain, I heard a familiar shout.

      Coming back from it was a struggle, and I almost passed out trying to keep the magic at bay. But I found that although I thought I’d lost control, I had the power to stop it.

      And that revelation was a sort of power, too.

      Then I saw Sarina, with her flowing red locks, running toward us. She carried a sword and was charging the Maera nearest to her.

      Maera saw her too, however, and one of the copies raised their hand to stop Sarina mid-stride.

      “No!” I yelled.

      Maera raised her arm, and Sarina lifted into the air, her hands going to her throat as if she was being choked.

      I sprang for the sorceress, but another one stopped me with a spell that hit me in the head. Tumbling to the side, I fought off dizziness as I watched all twelve Maeras laugh.

      Sarina was struggling, kicking. I pushed myself off the ground and threw everything I had at Maera, but one of the copies swiped at me with her hand contemptuously, dealing me a staggering blow.

      And then the wind began to howl again, as if she was taking flight. “Come, Jon,” she said. “Let’s play a little more, shall we? I’m glad this one turned up. The Wraith King didn’t say anything about not killing her.”

      Then, the copy dropped her hand, and Sarina fell to the ground with a dull thud. She began to get up with fury in her eyes.

      And I saw them change.

      I yelled, scrambling to my feet, but it was too late. Sarina morphed quickly. Her eyes turned red and large, her head changed, the hump returned on her back, and her limbs grew into hairy wolf’s legs.

      Before me stood a snarling, menacing Hellhound.

      I ran toward her, but the hound growled and snapped. Maera laughed again.

      “She belongs to the Wraith King once again, Jon. And now that I see how much you care for each other, I think I’ll have her help me drag you back to him. Then, you can watch while we tear her apart very slowly. For running away, of course.” Maera’s grin turned into a leer.

      “Sarina,” I said, looking the Hellhound in the eyes. “You don’t have to do this. You don’t belong to the Wraith King.”

      The hound’s hackles raised, and she began to stalk toward me.

      “Oh this is interesting,” Maera said. “Perhaps I’ll let you kill the Hellhound, Jon. Yes, I like that idea much better. It will be a fitting end for the runaway. Attack!”

      She said this last word to Sarina, and the hound’s eyes glowed red.

      “Sarina,” I said desperately. “I won’t kill you. See? I’m not raising a hand toward you.” I purposefully kept my arms at my sides. “Remember our blood pact? I will never hurt you. And you can’t hurt me.”

      Maera was still grinning, but I tried not to focus on the evil woman, only on Sarina. The Hellhound had halted, but she was still snarling. Her bared teeth were inches from my face.

      “I won’t hurt you,” I whispered. And then, I summoned my magic once again and spoke as forcefully as I could. “Come back to me.”

      The light in Sarina’s eyes changed. Behind her, Maera stopped grinning.

      “That’s it,” I said, reaching up to touch Sarina’s face. “You don’t have to be bound to the Wraith King anymore.”

      And, with a slow nod, Sarina turned on Maera and growled.

      The copies all looked worried, and each one raised their hands as if to ward off whatever I would throw at them next. I couldn’t use my plan to blast her off the plain anymore because Sarina was here, so I raised my hands, too, and got ready for a fight.

      And then, I heard more sounds behind me. The familiar sounds of armor and weapons.

      With a glance, I saw Ilana, Nya, and Syn step out of the dust, ready for battle.
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      Astonished and relieved, I turned to Sarina, and I swear the Hellhound gave me a wicked grin. Then, she bolted toward one of the copies and jumped on it. With a yowl, she brought it down. And as she did, the other Maeras vanished.

      She had found the real one.

      As one, the rest of us charged. Maera, however, raised her hands in surrender. But Sarina only latched onto one of them and bit down, and the sorceress screamed. I prepared to run her through right there, but she opened her eyes and looked right into mine.

      “You can’t run from your destiny, Jon!” she shouted. “Your father the Wraith King will always find you!”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the surprise on Nya’s face, and Sarina was surprised enough to let go of Maera. The sorceress used it to her advantage and rolled away from us. She began to shoot spells one after the other, which Nya and I blocked. Ilana and Syn rushed the woman at the same time, and Sarina, having recovered from her shock, caught a part of Maera’s robe and swung her around.

      I hit her with my most powerful spell, and she flew backwards, nearly taking Sarina with her. When she landed on her stomach, the Hellhound pounced on the sorceress’ back to keep her in place while the rest of us rushed over.

      We had her. Nya and Syn grabbed Maera’s arms and hauled her to her feet.

      “We will let you pronounce judgement on her, Jon,” Nya said.

      I looked at Syn. “I think she should. What is the sorceress Maera’s fate?”

      Syn shook her head. “The honor is yours, Jon.”

      Syn and Nya forced the sorceress to her knees. Maera had turned paler, but she glared at me as she recognized her fate. “You can’t run from destiny, Jon,” she said.

      I picked up my sword and in one fell swing, beheaded the sorceress.

      The body slumped over, and Nya and Syn let it fall to the ground. The head rolled away to land at Sarina’s feet. She reached down, picked it up in her massive jaws, and flung it far away.

      Before I could thank any of them, however, the magical transfer from Maera hit me so strongly that it knocked me on my ass.
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      The girls rushed to help me, but I held up a hand. “Stay back!” I warned. I’d been expecting it this time, but the sensation still left me breathless.

      The power was too much, and already all I wanted to do was kill them. I didn’t move, didn’t speak, just closed my eyes and hoped it would pass. My magic had got another taste of blood, and it wanted more, but I didn’t want to risk going berserk and hurting anyone I cared about.

      I sought that thread of control that I knew was inside me and pulled on it.

      “I need my horse,” I croaked out.

      “Jon—” Ilana began.

      “Now!” I hated that I was shouting at her, but I couldn’t devote any more breath to talking. It was taking all I had to control the killing spree that was threatening to bubble out of me.

      Syn led my horse to a space not far away. Then she halted and released the mare to come to me on her own. The horse wasn’t afraid of me, and I was so thankful when I could grab her bridle and hop on her back.

      “There’s still a battle going on, right?” I asked, sheathing my sword. Sweat poured off me.

      “Yes,” Nya said.

      “Let’s go then,” I said. “I need to kill some slavers.”

      With that, I took off for Blackwharf, once again leaving my girls behind. But I knew they would be on my heels. In fact, Sarina, still in her Hellhound form, ran beside my horse. I didn’t feel the urge to kill her as I did the others and figured it had something to do with the Hellhound’s original alliance.

      By the time we arrived at Blackwharf, my head was clearer, but I didn’t dare use my magic. I was afraid of leveling the town. Instead, I unsheathed my sword and looked for the nearest enemy.

      There were ten orcs running around the side of the building, and without pausing to see who they were chasing, I dug my heels into my horse’s flanks and went after them. Sarina followed, and in a moment, we had caught up to the band.

      I rode down the first orc before it even turned around. It fell with a grunt beneath my mare’s hooves, and I heard Sarina behind me, finishing it off.

      The second orc went down with a swipe of my sword. Even though I wasn’t using magic, I felt stronger than ever, just like the last few times I’d killed a major foe. And what I lacked in skill with the blade, I made up for in sheer power.

      Three of the orcs turned on me at the same time, and I dismounted from my horse and sent her running off. With both hands on my sword, I met the first orc as it tried to cleave my head in two with an ax. I parried its blow and pushed the orc into the second one. Then I sliced at its unprotected belly. The orc recovered and blocked my swing, and we traded blows for a moment while I maneuvered away from the other two orcs. Finally, I stepped back and faced the three of them at once.

      They attacked together, not as a team but with three separate looks of death in their eyes. I blocked one and then in the same swing, managed to cut off the arm of another. It staggered to the side and hit the third orc. I used the time to follow my momentum back to the first orc, which had raised its ax for a killing blow. But I sliced through its belly, disemboweling it with little effort.

      Stepping sideways, I attacked the next orc with a battle cry and a swing meant to behead it.

      Indeed, the orc went down before me, its body twitching as its head rolled to where Sarina was savaging another with her jaws. I finished off the orc that had lost an arm, and then looked for more enemies. These ten were dead, but there were plenty of battle sounds to the north of town, toward the keep.

      “Make sure no one mistakes you for the enemy,” I told Sarina. Without waiting for her to respond, I ran toward the battle.
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      The slave market with its auction block were on the west side of the keep. A large statue of the Wraith King stood on a plinth in the middle of the square, its black face turned west toward the Black Mountains.

      Large cages had been set up, and they were crammed with people who were clamoring to be let out. Five of Nya’s elves stood guard in front of them, facing off against a horde of wraiths, orcs, and Hellhounds.

      I had found the main battle. One of the cages at the far end was on fire, and the people inside screamed as they burned. Even though I had promised myself not to use magic, I ran around the battle and cast a fire repelling spell toward that cage. Then, I found an ax lying beside a dead orc and began hacking my way into the first section of cages I came to.

      The minute they were free, most of the people ran out, almost trampling me, but a few looked for weapons and ran to fight with the elves.

      I stopped a burly man as he went to join the battle. “Free the others!” I yelled over the noise. Motioning to the other cages, I handed him the ax. He nodded, and I ran toward the elves with my sword.

      Hacking my way through the first batch of wraiths, I let the battle rage flow over me, picking my targets by watching for the telltale signs of ragged black cloaks and gray, muscular brutes.

      More slaves joined every minute, so I knew the cages were emptying. Men, women, and even children joined the cause, using whatever they could as weapons.

      The Hellhounds were the worst, and they tore people down by the throat or arms, ending lives in the most brutal way imaginable. So I went after them, hunting for the monsters with gleaming red eyes and fangs dripping with blood.

      At one point, I saw that Ilana, Nya, and Syn had joined the fight, and I nodded to them from across the square. With the addition of the slaves and their efforts, the battle was turning our way, so I jumped up on the plinth in the middle of the square and looked around.

      Fires burned their way through the straw and mud huts on the south edge of town, and smoke even billowed out from a high window inside the keep. When I looked closer, I saw that the slaves had broken in there somehow and were rioting, bringing out some figures on their shoulders.

      It was a proper uprising, then.

      A gray and yellow Hellhound snapped at my feet, and I jumped off the plinth, over the hound’s head, and landed on the beast’s back. With a quick thrust, I severed its spine behind the shoulder blades, and the hound fell. After that, I cut its throat with my dagger to let it die and then turned my attention to an orc that was bearing down on a young woman. But a neighboring fight backed into me, knocking me to the side.

      My first dagger had fallen out of my hands, so I pulled the silver dagger I had taken from the wereserpent.

      The orc had grabbed the woman by the neck, and since I was close, I grabbed the back of its belt and buried the silver dagger deep in its ribcage, twisting as I drove it upwards. The orc hollered in a horrible screeching voice, and the wound began to hiss. The orc dropped the woman and tried to swing around to get me. Instead, I held onto its belt and swung the orc into the plinth as hard as I could.

      The statue cracked.

      Despite its terrible injury, the orc tried to rise. Picking up my sword, I ran the orc through and then turned to see what was next.

      But there were no more foes in the square. We had won this section of the city. Already, Nya was sending elves toward the fires, to hunt down anything that had been missed.

      I focused on calming myself, looking for something to latch onto that wouldn’t incite more violence. It helped that I hadn’t used magic this time, and I thought that in future I would have to be very careful with it until I completely mastered my power.

      There, at the edge of the square, I caught a glimpse of Sarina. She had shifted back into a woman and clothed herself in a brown robe. Her red hair waved in the breeze blowing from the north.

      Seeing her alive and uninjured helped to ease the battle lust, and I raised my sword to her in salute. She raised a hand to me.

      Then, I looked for and found Ilana and Syn, who were already tending injured slaves and elves.

      The slaves who were rioting brought three people into the square then. They were chanting and yelling, dragging a woman, a man, and an orc up to the auction block. The three were badly beaten. Even the orc was barely conscious. On the platform, in front of everybody, the former slaves gutted all three of the prisoners while others cheered. The woman, the man, and the orc slowly died, bleeding out while their victors continued to mutilate their bodies.

      I worked my way over to Nya. Everywhere I walked, freed slaves parted for me, nodded to me. Some of them touched my clothes.

      “Those three ran the city for the Wraith King,” Nya said when I finally reached her. She nodded to the auction block, which was now on fire.

      “What happens now?” I asked.

      “We’ll need to set up leadership here, but we also need to see that the Wraith King doesn’t try to wrest control from us. And, once that is done, we’ll need to return to Crowmore and secure it once again. We can’t afford to leave it in the hands of the Wraith King.”

      I looked around the square, which had an air of relief and finality. “This is a big blow to him, isn’t it?” I asked.

      “Yes, Jon, it is,” Nya said. “With Blackwharf no longer in his control, he has also lost control of the Slavers’ Bowl, and the slave market in the region.”

      “One of many victories, I hope,” I said, watching a child help an old man take a sip of water. The old man had been gravely injured and would soon die, but the look on his face said it all.

      He would rather die free than live as a slave.
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      We stayed several days at Blackwharf while Nya helped to set up a temporary government and make plans for building a wall around the city. Most of the dirt hovels had been destroyed in the fires that the wraiths had started when the elves attacked, but it didn’t take long for the former slaves to move into the barracks and take over the keep.

      For days, we rooted out the humans, orcs, wraiths, and Hellhounds that had attempted to hide within the city. I took this responsibility on myself, mainly because I was no good at helping Nya. Ilana and Sarina joined me, and we made a pretty good team. Sarina shifted into a Hellhound during these hunts and would sniff out any remaining enemy. Once found, the three of us would attack.

      Sarina’s presence was a living wonder, and at first, the people were terrified of her as she roamed the town looking for enemies and for signs of her High Priestess. But then the people saw that Sarina could shift at will, and that she followed me.

      I had become something of a celebrity and couldn’t walk anywhere without people following me. I finally began camping outside Blackwharf just to get away from the freed slaves. They all wanted to thank me, and when they confronted me, I spent half my time explaining that they needed to thank Nya.

      Unfortunately, the distrust for the elves still ran deep even though it was the elven warriors who had made their freedom possible. But I was a human, the human who had opened those first cages. And I didn’t think they would forget anytime soon.

      On the fifth day after the battle, Sarina found me as I was hiding in the shade of the keep, beneath an old market stall that wasn’t being used. I had been waiting for Nya and Syn to exit the keep, and we were finally going to talk about what came next. In my hands, I held the silver dagger and was looking at it in the red light. It was still sharp, and I had a hunch it was poisoned, so I’d had a special sheath made for it. To keep it as a reminder of what could happen to me if I lost control.

      Sarina’s expression was grim, and I put the dagger down and rose to meet her.

      Before I could ask anything, she leaned into me, wrapping her arms around my waist in a hug. She buried her face in my chest.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, putting my hands on her waist.

      She looked up at me, and her eyes were red. “I found her.”

      “And?” I asked quietly.

      “The High Priestess was killed weeks ago. Oh, Jon,” Sarina buried her face in my chest, and her shoulders shook as she sobbed. I held her close, letting her cry it out.

      When she finally stepped away, though, her tears were gone, replaced by grim determination. “I want to kill the bastards. Every last one of them.”

      “The slavers?” I asked. “Me too.”

      Sarina met my eyes, and hers were fierce. “Let me go with you.”

      We were interrupted then by Nya, Syn, and Ilana. They didn’t question Sarina’s red eyes, but I assumed they either knew about the High Priestess or would shortly. In any case, we had much to discuss.

      Syn came to sit beside me, and I put an arm around her. There hadn’t been time for anything the last few days. Ilana had stayed with me every night, and we’d enjoyed each other. But the others had too many other duties to spend any real time with us. In truth, I felt a bit useless now that the last of the Wraith King’s minions had been rooted out.

      “What’s been decided?” I asked.
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      “We’ll be leaving for Blackhold within a few days. On a different northern road through the Wilds. Some of the former slaves are already leaving, trying to go home to their families. I worry for them, but I cannot provide protection for everyone. We”—Nya nodded to Syn— “need to gather more forces to retake Crowmore. Our party has suffered many losses, and we are at half of the numbers we began with only a few days ago.”

      “What can I do to help?” I asked.

      Syn stirred beside me and took my hand. “Jon,” she said, “we need you to find out more about the Prophecy. You need to discover all you can.”

      I looked at Nya. “Do you know more than you’ve already told me?”

      She sighed. “If you are implying that I knew you were the son of the Wraith King, then no, I did not know.”

      A chill ran down my spine. I had tried to put those words out of my head, but they wouldn’t let go of me. “It can’t be true,” I said. I was unwilling to believe everything about my life had been a lie.

      Nya looked at me sadly. “I believe it is true. It makes more sense now than ever before. How you are able to absorb the power of your enemies, how you came to us with an affinity for magic that I have never seen demonstrated before. The legends say that the one who comes to change Hell will share his enemy’s blood. And that because of this, he would endure great trial. His destiny is forever intertwined with the Wraith King’s.”

      “You knew this all along?”

      “I did, but it could have meant any number of things. Considering what the sorceress Maera told you—for all of us to hear, I might add—I believe it is true.”

      I held Nya’s gaze. “I’m sure she told you that so that you wouldn’t trust me.”

      Nya nodded. “As am I. But she underestimates our feelings for you.”

      I looked from her to Syn, and then to Ilana and Sarina. All of them nodded in agreement.

      “We’re with you, Jon,” Ilana said.

      “But I thought the Wraith King began as a man,” I said, still not ready to believe he could be my father.

      “He did,” Ilana said. “But we don’t know who your mother was. An elf? A sorceress? A witch? We do not know.”

      “I’m not like him,” I said firmly, looking each of them in the eye, “but I can’t deny that sometimes my power scares me. I’m afraid I will hurt someone before I know what I am doing.”

      Nya nodded. “That is why you must find out more about the Prophecy and your role in it. And you must learn to control your magic. If you do that, you will be the greatest spellcaster Hell has ever seen.”

      “What if I fuck it up?” I asked.

      “I believe you will find the right path,” Nya said.

      Ilana nodded. So did Sarina and Syn. It made me feel good that they all had faith in me, but I still had doubts about it all.

      “I’m guessing I can’t find out more about the prophecy at Blackhold,” I said.

      Nya shook her head. “If there was more to it there, I would have told you.”

      I stood. “In any case, I don’t feel comfortable taking myself back to Blackhold. I don’t want to lose control and hurt anyone… So, as much as I hate to say it, this must be so long for now, I think.”

      A flicker of sadness crossed Nya’s face. “It is time. You are correct. But Jon, it won’t be forever.”

      “I know. I can meet you at Crowmore to help you take it back.”

      Nya shook her head. “You must seek out the rest of the Elfstone and the Prophecy.”

      I laughed. “I have no idea where to start.”

      “It is said that the original stone was carved in the mountains south of Crowmore. We will help you plan your journey.”

      Ilana and Sarina stood.

      “We are coming with you,” Ilana said. “The elves have been gracious, but they will not welcome a succubus in their midst. Anyway, I belong with you, Jon.”

      Sarina nodded, raising her chin as if daring me to disagree. “And no one will want a Hellhound shifter living among them. Especially since I’m not completely certain I can control it if you aren’t around.”

      “I would welcome your company,” I said. Then I turned to Nya. “I will help as many freed people get back to their homes as I can. And if we encounter any bands of slavers on the way, we shall deal with them. What do you say?” I looked at Ilana and Sarina for confirmation.

      They both smiled and nodded.

      Nya stood. “It is settled, then.”
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      Two days later, I woke next to Nya and Syn in the keep. We had fallen asleep together, exhausted from our day’s work. But I hadn’t wanted to leave them without a proper goodbye, even if I knew it was only for a time. It was the day I was to leave, and as I moved from dreaming to waking, I pulled Nya close to me.

      She opened her beautiful, clear eyes, and we just looked at each other for a while. Until other things began to stir. I kissed her then and pulled her as tightly to me as I could. We were already naked, and in a few moments, I was inside her, on top, moving in and out of her while I watched her face. We didn’t need to say anything. Our bodies said it for us.

      I held on, waiting for her climax to wash over her. She closed her eyes and buried her head in my shoulder, her nails digging into my back. It was perfect. She was perfect, and I was going to miss her. My only consolation was that when I returned to her, I would be better able to help in the fight against the Wraith King.

      At least, that’s what I hoped.

      Syn woke then, pulled from sleep by our movement on the straw bed. She smiled and looked over at me, touching my back. I was breathing hard, almost ready to come. Nya laid back down and smiled, spent. So I pulled out of her and moved to Syn. I had missed the dark elf and told her so. In true Syn fashion, she flipped me over onto my back and without needing any preparation, sat down on me to ride.

      Nya watched as Syn rode my cock, and I reveled in feeling her wetness around me and seeing her beautiful body bouncing over me. Her white braids hung down over her breasts, and I reached up to teasingly pull one of them. Then I sat up and kissed her.

      Syn rolled her hips and gasped as she came. And I let loose, too. My climax was intense, and I held onto Syn for several moments as it rocked my body.

      When finished, I pulled Syn down on top of me and Nya under my arm, kissing them both. “Don’t forget me,” I said.

      Nya smiled. “As if we ever could.”
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      Later that morning, I prepared to leave. Ilana, Sarina, and I were leading a band of about twenty freed slaves toward their old homes, somewhere to the east I had never been.

      Nya and Syn were there to see us off.

      Ilana and Sarina had their own horses, Ilana on the same feisty mare she’d been riding, and Sarina on a roan stallion that danced around as she saddled it. Two other packhorses were there with us, as we planned to be gone a while and didn’t want or rely on inns and farms for supper.

      “Don’t forget,” Nya said. “You are welcome at Blackhold anytime. Do not be a stranger, for it is your home as long as you claim it, and there are those there who love you.”

      I smiled at her. “I won’t forget.” Patting my mare’s neck, I threw the reins over her head. “Oh, one more thing.” I turned to Nya and Syn. “Does anyone know this horse’s name?”

      Syn looked at the horse and shook her head. “The name she used to have died with her former rider. It is your job to name her now, Jon.”

      The mare nuzzled my shirt. “Figured it was something like that,” I said. “What about Bandit?”

      The horse snorted again and looked at Syn. Everyone laughed.

      “Beauty?” I asked. At this, my mare turned her head away from me completely. As I put my foot into the stirrup and stepped into the saddle, I said, “Courage? That’s a noble name.”

      The horse whinnied and shook her head.

      “I can see you’re going to be a hard female to please.”

      The horse tossed her head as if agreeing with me. With a final wave goodbye, our new party set off to the east with our burdens.

      Into the unknown.
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        Look for Wraith King 3, early 2020 (if not sooner)!

      

      

      

      
        
        Thanks for reading! Once again, I hope you enjoyed this book. As I’m sure you’re aware, reviews are incredibly important for an author and book, even though they are becoming increasingly difficult to get. Would you mind taking a minute and leaving one for Wraith King 2? It will be greatly appreciated. Thanks for your help.

      

      

      

      
        
        Also, don’t miss when book 3 is released! Sign up for updates at jackporterwrites.com.
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