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      Rhiannon lingered by the largest table in the Blind Buck Tavern despite the fact that she’d already delivered the drinks.

      A group of nine men and women sat, chairs tucked close together to accommodate such large numbers, tankards sloshing freshly poured ale as they talked with exaggerated gestures. A fair assessment, Rhia thought, as she was sure the stories were also exaggerated. But they were entertaining, and so she didn’t mind. She merely listened with rapt attention, her gaze finding the most prominent speaker of the moment.

      “I can’t believe you went in there alone,” a woman groused, her accent placing her from the lands further south—a place Rhia had never been. Then again, she’d never been anywhere beyond Esrinas. “Five different signs condemning the place, saying it was infested and hazardous to humans, and this fucking idiot waltzes in anyway.”

      The woman who spoke was as beautiful as she was deadly, it seemed to Rhia. Her platinum blonde hair was done into a tight braid that traveled down the length of her back, and her tight leather jerkin stretched across a muscular torso, her arms bared and showing a lifetime of training with a sword—including a variety of nicks along her forearms to prove it.

      She was a captain of some kind in the guild, and every time she spoke, the others listened. All but the one she was addressing now.

      A mountain of a man with a bushy black beard and no hair atop his head grinned wildly at her, his eyes glimmering. He threw back the tankard, the frothy liquid spilling into his beard and down his chest. “You act as if I can read, Meliva,” he teased. “Unlike you, I spent my early years doing important things like fighting and fucking.”

      “Half of those signs were in pictures!” she exclaimed to a round of raucous laughter.

      Even Rhia smiled, the corner of her lips quirking upward. The man with the bushy beard caught her eye and she tried to school her features, but it was too late. He’d seen her, and she swore she saw his pupils dilate as though he’d just fixed upon his prey. Rhia lifted her chin, refusing to shrink under his regard. Even if a man like that could overpower her with ease.

      “You think that’s funny, little one?” he asked, his loud voice taking on a rough, almost husky tone.

      The rest of the table turned toward her and Rhia felt heat suffuse her cheeks. She hadn’t wanted to make a fuss. She’d honestly hoped they wouldn’t even notice. The rest of the tavern was always hanging upon their every word, so why not her? Swallowing, Rhia managed to find her voice.

      “It is, though only for the fact that you’re alive,” she said. “It might be slightly less funny if you were dead.”

      The woman with the blonde braid threw back her head and laughed, and that action seemed to give the others leave to do the same. Even the man who addressed her grinned, though she swore it was like looking into the maw of a smiling wolf, fangs poised to bite her in half.

      “I think the rest of these fools would find it much funnier were I dead, but then I wouldn’t be here to tell you all about why I went, would I?” He looked at the others, gesturing so widely that half his drink must have sloshed out. But when he spoke again, his gaze fell squarely on Rhia. “There’s nothing a man won’t do for a fine pair of tits.”

      She felt her body flush, adrenaline rushing through her blood. Someone else might have appreciated the attention, or at least been ambivalent toward it. But words like that, spoken with the aid of a lustful leer, reminded Rhia of the many times she’d been leered at in the past by men who knew she couldn’t reject their advances. She’d done it anyway, and had paid for it in bruises and broken bones. Such was the life of an orphan who’d sprouted breasts early on.

      It’d been worse before Desmond. Every man who’d ever set eyes on her had wanted to push her boundaries; had ignored her when she told them to stop. Had taken advantage of the fact that no one gave a damn about what happened to yet another girl on the street. Yet Desmond had stood up to them, even at great cost to himself. He’d nearly lost an eye for her, and still he defended her every time. He always had, and some silly part of her hoped he always would.

      She thought of him now, of his steady bright blue gaze, his golden lion’s mane of hair, his handsome features and sturdy form. It bolstered her, knowing he would look out for her. That he would care if something happened. And even if he wasn’t here right now, it helped Rhia firm up her own resolve. Her chin lifted just a bit higher, her jaw setting as she stared down the gargantuan man like she was some aristocratic lady.

      “Oh, relax, girl. I wouldn’t exactly call those bee stings of yours a fine pair of tits,” he said with a snort, even tossing his head as though he were an agitated beast.

      “You’re just mad because she isn’t falling at your feet begging you to suck on them,” another man said, the taunt accompanied by jeering.

      “She would be, if she knew half of what I did in that mine,” he said with a wild, unsettling grin. “I’ll bet none of you lot have ever fucked a spider queen.”

      Rhia’s gut churned, her mind recoiling from the very image of that. She’d seen enough illustrations to know that he must be speaking of the Arachni line of noble spiders who were half human, half spider. Fearsome things, the thought sending a shiver down Rhia’s spine. She still didn’t want to hazard a guess about how they… how a human man could…

      No. She wasn’t going to think about it. He was being boastful, as they all were. It was a common occurrence at this tavern, which was part of why she’d chosen to work there despite the pay being worse than nearly anywhere else in the city. Being around members of the Adventurers’ Guild, hearing their stories and the creatures they fought to keep the armies of evil at bay, Rhia hoped all of it would one day play into her own training. If they knew her face, knew her name, she’d have an easier time once she scraped together the money for the academy.

      Because unfortunately, the guild didn’t accept poor tavern maids who knew the proper way to clean a tankard with steaming hot water so that it didn’t reek the next day. She’d have to have something to set her apart. While Desmond was handy with a sword and an excellent leader, Rhia’s talents ran somewhat toward magic. A raw affinity for it had manifested in her at an early age. She just needed the money to actually afford proper training.

      Then she would be at that table, and some other wide-eyed girl would be serving her as she effortlessly bantered with even the most obnoxious adventurers.

      “I’m not paying you to stand around, girl!” came a snarled warning from behind the bar.

      Rhia shrank a little, her daydream dissipating as a jolt of reality collided with it. She wasn’t there yet. At the rate she was paid, she likely wouldn’t be there anytime soon, and less so if she lost her job because she was too busy listening to the stories of the actual adventurers. She hurried back to the bar to collect another round of drinks, keeping her head down at the hard stare of her employer, Bertram.

      He might not have salivated over her like a starved dog, but he could be cruel in his own way. She’d not told Desmond of the time she’d come to see him with bruises covering her face, one eye swollen shut after the coffers had come up short for the day. Desmond would have marched over and taken a swing at the man, she was sure of it. Then he would’ve been jailed, she’d be out of a job, and they’d both be that much further from their dream.

      “Sorry, sir,” Rhia said. “It won’t happen again.”

      “See that it doesn’t.” His lips were drawn back in a sneer, his tone cruel. It should have given her some idea as to what was coming next, yet Rhia was still surprised by it. “And you could stand to undo those laces. No one comes here to look at girls who are wrapped up tighter than a priestess’ cunt.”

      She paled, glancing down at the bodice she wore. It was already tight, made to accentuate the curves of her body. She’d known, of course, that it was to entice the customers who might be attracted to her. She’d accepted that, as much as Desmond hated that she had to parade herself around in hopes of having a coin or two shoved into her shirt. But she’d always kept the front tightly laced, because to undo even the top was to allow her breasts more freedom than she was comfortable with.

      Still, Rhia did it, because if she didn’t, she was going to lose her job on the spot. She was sure of that.

      Fortunately, the rest of the patrons were too engaged with the story of the spider queen to pay her much mind. There were a few more stares. One man smacked her ass as she walked past. But for the most part, it was a mild night, and something she was grateful for. That and the fact that Bertram had decided to leave early, entrusting the closing of the tavern to his more mild-mannered brother who barely seemed to notice her existence.

      If Rhia had been the type to steal, she would have gotten away with it then. He dozed behind the bar, barely rousing to pour drinks, and she wasn’t entirely sure he hadn’t been the one to raid the day’s coin in the past. For right now, though, he was just a harmless little gift that helped Rhia get through her evening that much easier.

      By two in the morning, the tavern was largely empty save for a few stragglers from the large table before. The bearded man was passed out and snoring loudly, and the blonde woman, Meliva, spoke softly to another man who’d only had eyes for her the entire night. As Rhia took a rag to one of the empty tables nearby, she caught the woman motioning out of the corner of her eye.

      “Come over here, girl,” she called, her voice surprisingly warm.

      She eyed the bearded man warily, and the woman laughed.

      “Don’t mind him. He’ll be out ‘til morning, even after I drag his ass back to the hovel he calls a home.” Rhia smiled and approached, hating that she’d been made to feel like some timid mouse when she was hardly that. “What’s your name, girl?”

      “Rhiannon,” she said on reflex, “but everyone just calls me Rhia.”

      “Rhia.” She spoke it slowly, as if trying out the feel of it. “I know Bertram can’t possibly pay you enough to make this place any better than the bigger taverns, so why are you here?”

      “I…” Keen blue eyes were fixed on her, and Rhia felt compelled to tell the truth. “I like the stories.”

      “Half of which are utter shite,” the woman said with a grin. “I guarantee you Othol here got webbed the second he pulled his cock out. He’s only here to lie about it because someone else saved his arse. That’s the life of an adventurer. You narrowly make it out intact—or don’t,” she gestured to a deep scar on the side of her jaw, “and you come back to the safety of whatever city will have you and lie your arse off about your heroics.”

      “Everyone exaggerates,” Rhia said. “Life would be ridiculously boring if we didn’t.”

      Meliva grinned almost wolfishly at her. “That it would. And I can tell you don’t like boring. I see that gleam in your eyes, Rhia. That hunger. You’re not here for stories, are you? You’re here to learn.”

      A prickle of heat flared through Rhia, her embarrassment swift and sudden. Was she that obvious? Goddess, she must look a child to this woman. Wide-eyed, open-mouthed, crawling across the floor in hopes of catching a shred of attention from those who were doing what she could not.

      “Can you hold a sword?” She gave Rhia an appraising look. “No, too scrawny for that. You might make a good rogue.”

      “I know some magic,” she blurted out, immediately wincing once the words left her mouth.

      Magic wasn’t forbidden in Restikar—far from it. Those who could use it were celebrated, their skills highly coveted. But typically such powers only manifested in noble lines, or in the dynasties of sorcerers who’d headed the Adventurers’ Guild for centuries. They were taught to harness it from a young age, taught to hone their potential into something they could use with any reliability.

      Rhia certainly wasn’t a noble, nor was she trained, and her magic was far from reliable.

      “Do you really?” the woman asked, her thin brows lifting. “Well now, that’s interesting. The guild could always use more sorcerers—especially healers.” Rhia held her breath, unsure where all of this was going. Afraid to hope. “You’ll need training, I suspect.”

      The blonde-haired woman fished around in her coin purse. Throughout the evening, Rhia had seen her put down more money than she’d ever possessed in her lifetime. Not even copper, which would have easily covered the cost of her drink. She’d placed a few silver pieces on the bar to pay for their service, and had bet even more as the group engaged in silly little contests.

      Now she took out not just one, but three gold pieces and held them out to Rhia. She gaped, staring at the gleaming coin.

      “I don’t—”

      “Training’s expensive, and you’ll need someplace to stay if you’re going to devote all of your time to it.” She nudged her hand closer to Rhia’s. “Go on. Take it. You can pay me back once you’re admitted to the guild. I could use someone to follow me around and heal my sorry arse.”

      Meliva flashed a grin, but Rhia was still fixed on the coins she now held in her hand. Three gold was more than she’d make in a year, easily. It was more than most people made in a year. With three gold, she could pay for training, a decent apartment, more than enough food. She could even get some new clothing beyond the threadbare clothes she owned. Maybe a proper robe, or a nice dress…

      It felt silly to think of such frivolous things now, but for a girl who’d grown up wanting for nearly everything she saw other people have, the whole world had just opened up.

      “Why are you doing this?” she asked, finally turning her wide-eyed gaze to the woman.

      She sat back in her chair, her arm draped across the back of it as she regarded Rhia. “Because in all the time I’ve been coming here, I’ve seen you leered at, propositioned, pawed at, and degraded. I’ve seen Bertram tear you to shreds for the tiniest things, and I’ve seen those shiners you sport when you and he disappear for a few minutes to the side room.”

      Rhia winced, shame settling over her in a nauseating wash of memory. What must this woman think of her? She looked so strong, so capable. She could likely break men like Bertram in half without even having to exert herself.

      “Through it all,” she continued, “you keep showing up. You’re here every night, working your arse off, putting up with what you can stomach and pulling yourself away from the things you can’t. And anyone who’s able to endure that, night after night, must have a damn good reason. So if yours is to join us at this table one day, then from where I’m sitting, you’d make a fine addition.”

      She stared wide-eyed at the woman, every instinct in her expecting this to be a joke. Some cruel trick where she was going to be crushed under the weight of what society expected from her, laughed at by those who had more of a right to adventuring than she. But Meliva wasn’t laughing. The smile on her lips was soft; genuine. She looked as serious as Rhia had ever seen her.

      “Don’t make me regret it,” Meliva said, giving Rhia’s arm a single pat before she drained what was left of her drink and hauled Othol effortlessly to his feet, dragging him away.
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      It wasn’t the first time Rhia had snuck into the barracks in the middle of the night, and it likely wouldn’t be the last.

      She knew there was a risk if she was caught. Women weren’t supposed to be in this wing of the barracks to begin with. It was strictly forbidden for guards to bring girls to their rooms, though Desmond had told her he’d heard his brothers in arms break that rule many times. He would be punished if his captain found her, though, and people would talk about what she was doing here.

      The latter she didn’t mind so much. She could have done with much more truth to those rumors, honestly. The idea of sneaking into Desmond’s quarters at night sent a thrill through her that she found she could no longer suppress. But the former was a problem. Desmond had bled for her in the past and he’d do it again without question, she just wasn’t eager to cause that particular outcome.

      It couldn’t wait until morning, though. He needed to know what’d happened. With her three gold pieces and his take from work as a guard, they could both train and be admitted to the guild within the year. He was going to be ecstatic, she just knew it, and she couldn’t wait to see that dazzling smile of his. Maybe he’d be so grateful and so excited that he’d forget himself for a moment. Hug her tight, hold her a little too long, their bodies pressed together as they sat upon his bed.

      Maybe he’d pull back, still holding her, and look into her eyes the way men did when they were about to kiss a woman. Her whole body tingled with the anticipation brought by that particular daydream, and Rhia felt like she was floating as she crept through the back entrance he’d shown her. She knew his room by heart, and was grateful once more that he was old enough and established enough now to not have to bunk with anyone else. Even if his quarters were tiny, they were his alone, and Rhia was able to slip in unnoticed.

      As soon as she entered, she caught the spice of an herbal cream he often rubbed into his muscles after a particularly rigorous day of training. It’d begun to remind her of Desmond himself—of his broad shoulders, barrel chest, rippling muscles across his torso as he rubbed the cream in. Rhia’s mouth went dry just thinking about it, and took on all the characteristics of a desert as she saw him now. He was turned away from the door, lying on his side on the small cot that his entire body seemed to take up. The moon painted soft, complementary light across his light—and very bare—skin, his back on full display.

      Rhia ached to touch him, something she’d longed for more and more these past few years. She’d known Desmond from the time she was fourteen years old, and it was hard for her to remember there was a time when she’d merely seen him as her lanky, safe, certainly not desirable best friend. He was still safe. The safest person she knew, even when she secretly wished he wasn’t. He was absolutely still her best friend. But he was far from lanky. He’d filled out in all the right ways, drawing Rhia’s notice with such sharp clarity that every one of her adolescent fantasies involved him.

      It wasn’t just his looks, of course. He was strong and handsome and his smile made her heart flutter as if someone had loosed a thousand butterflies in her chest, but it was who he was that truly made her yearn for something more. Desmond had always been kind to her, yet fierce when he went up against anyone who treated her poorly. He made her laugh and he made her think. He supported her dreams and shared his own with her, as well. To Rhia, it wasn’t any wonder that she’d fallen hard for him.

      She just wished she’d had the same effect on Desmond.

      Throughout their friendship, she’d always gotten the impression that he saw her as a younger sister. Someone he needed to look out for, and certainly not someone he’d ever take a romantic interest in. She pined for him, burned for him, but always in secret. If he gave any indication that he felt the same, she would gladly be the one to take that leap, but so far, he hadn’t.

      And because his friendship was not a consolation prize, Rhia had to remind herself that she was all right with that. She wanted him in her life, no matter what. Right now, that meant waking him as gracefully and quietly as she could manage so she could share the news that both of their lives were about to change.

      Naturally, Rhia did so by rushing over to him and shaking him, too giddy to even stop and think (much) about the fact that her hands were touching his warm, bare skin. “Des! Des, wake up.”

      She felt like a girl, which was an entirely new sensation. Growing up in an orphanage, surrounded by so many other children in a crowded home, made to keep quiet and follow the strict rules lest she be beaten for her trouble, Rhia wasn’t sure she’d ever had a normal childhood. What she felt now was what she hoped others felt in their more carefree days.

      Desmond groaned, but not in a way that sounded like someone who was merely annoyed because his sleep was being interrupted. That was a groan of pain, and Rhia looked down to realize something she’d missed earlier.

      “Goddess, you’re hurt,” she gasped, drawing her hands away as if her very touch might cause him even more pain.

      He was covered in bruises—great swathes of ugly colors that marred his pale skin. They were purple now, beginning to turn a sickly green color that made every inch of Rhia’s body hurt in sympathy. Despite the pain he must be in, Desmond pushed himself into a sitting position immediately, his eyes filled with concern as he looked up at her.

      “What’s wrong? Has that bastard hurt you again?”

      Rhia opened her mouth, but couldn’t manage to get any sound to come out. She’d been careful to avoid Desmond after Bertram’s discipline. She’d even practiced healing herself before she saw him, just so he wouldn’t have to worry. But the deep furrow between his golden brows told her he’d been worried for some time. She ached to smooth it away with her thumb, or her lips, but she settled for her words.

      “No, it’s nothing bad. It’s nothing bad at all,” she told him, her voice sounding distant to her ears as she looked over the extent of his wounds. “What happened? You look like all of the guards took a turn at you.”

      Desmond winced and gritted his teeth. “You’re not wrong.” His deep, soothing voice was contorted slightly by pain. “Strenuous day at the training yard, that’s all. My captain wanted to… test my mettle.”

      The way he said it, with the slightest bite to his words gave Rhia pause. Something wasn’t right. Desmond never talked in such a way. He might not have been rainbows and sunshine all the time, but there was never any bitterness in him. She sensed it now, and that meant whatever had happened wasn’t something he’d expected. Nor was it something that should happen, if she had to guess.

      “Des…” She returned her hand to his shoulder, resting it there gently.

      He flinched at first, but quickly relaxed and looked up at her. The depths of his clear blue eyes called to Rhia, beckoning her in as they always did. She wanted to tell this man all of her secrets, lay all of her worries at his feet. But right now, the only “secret” she had related to what she’d come to tell him anyway, and her worries were firmly centered around Desmond’s current state.

      “I’ll be fine,” he assured her, his voice softening. He rested a big hand atop hers and Rhia felt warmth suffuse her entire being. “I just need to sleep it off.”

      “Let me heal you,” she said, turning pleading eyes upon him. “I’ll tell you the news I have while I work.”

      Desmond let out a sigh, but she merely fixed her gaze on him and squared her jaw. He was stubborn. Extremely so. But Rhia could be just as stubborn when it came to him.

      “All right,” he said with a warm, throaty laugh, throwing his hands in the air. “I surrender.”

      She grinned at her friend, giving him a nod of satisfaction. “Wise choice.”

      “Do you need the light on?” he started to reach for a lantern on the bedside table.

      Rhia nearly stopped him. There was a softness to his form in the moonlight, and it made his hair shine like spun gold. But it also concealed the extent of his injuries from her, and so she nodded, drawing in a sharp breath as the dim light began to fill the room. He really was covered in bruises, and worse. Small cuts, scrapes, even a burn mark if her eyes weren’t deceiving her.

      “Desmond…”

      Her heart broke for him, the pain of seeing him like this flooding her voice. She expected him to fight her on it, to tell her he was fine. But he couldn’t meet her gaze, and when he spoke, he was evasive.

      “Tell me what happened. What has you so excited that you came in here like a bull bursting through a barn?”

      Rhia drew in a breath, weighing out just how much she wanted to know about all of this. She felt a surge of that same instinct Desmond must feel over her, matched by a desire to go down to the captain’s quarters right now and demand to know why one of his guards looked as if he’d been attacked by the enemy, not “trained.” But she knew that would disgrace Desmond, and even if the gold she had now would afford them better lives, he wouldn’t shake the reputation.

      He’d made his decision to suck it up, and so Rhia tried to do the same and just focus on healing him.

      “Lie down,” she instructed softly, helping him as he did so.

      He was moving so stiffly, and in such obvious pain. Tears pricked at the corners of Rhia’s eyes, but she ignored them. Desmond didn’t need her to be some simpering little girl about this. He needed a friend who could be strong enough to help him. He needed—

      “If I’d known I was going to have a beautiful woman standing over my bed, I would have tidied up a bit,” he said, his hand rubbing over the day’s worth of stubble on his cheeks.

      There was a teasing smile on his lips, a light in his eyes, and Rhia should have taken it as exactly that. He’d said such things before. He was a charming man; a flirt with everyone. Yet the more she came under his spell, the more those words unraveled her. She melted beneath that attention, completely abandoning the inner struggle she’d been having moments before. Now she could only focus on trying to touch him while keeping her thoughts decent.

      It helped that she had something to focus on. She drew the magic from deep inside of her, pulling it up as though she were mentally grasping at the end of a thread. She missed it a few times, and once the entire spool threatened to come undone, but eventually she managed a hold. It was slow. So frustratingly slow, and exhausting. But Rhia kept at it, channeling that magic into her hands until warmth spread outward from her palms, a soft white light bathing Desmond’s skin.

      He shuddered beneath her in a way that seemed almost like pleasure, yet she told herself it couldn’t be. It was just the shift in temperature. An involuntary reaction.

      “One of the regulars spoke to me today. Meliva, the one with the great axe?”

      “Ah, yes. The one who looks like she could crush me with her bare hands,” Desmond mused.

      “That’s the one.”

      Rhia smiled, some of that tension in her easing. She shouldn’t be hung up on things she couldn’t have. Not when she’d been given such an amazing gift.

      “She knows I want to join. She asked me about it after most of the others had left, and she gave me the means to go after it, Des. For both of us to go after it.”

      “Oh? Is she going to put in a word?”

      His question was tempered; pragmatic. That was who Desmond had always been. He wasn’t a pessimist, not by a long shot. But he also didn’t get his hopes up too high. He and Rhia had both learned that it hurt more to fall from such heights, and people like them never made it to the top.

      Until now.

      She eased back from him, drawing her magic inside. Rhia’s head swam and she staggered backward, nearly toppling but for Desmond’s quick reflexes. He grabbed for her, one hand gripping her arm securely, the other settling behind her waist.

      “Easy,” he said, and she felt her knees buckle for an entirely different reason.

      Focus, Rhia. Giving him a grateful smile, she reached into her coin purse, her fingers slipping past a small, secret pocket that she’d sewn into it herself. Once to protect the rare silver piece. Now it held three gold. She pulled out one, enjoying the weight of it between her fingers, and the way Desmond’s eyes widened when he saw it. They widened comically further with each coin she added, until she reached the total three.

      “Where did you get that?” he asked, breathless. “Goddess, Rhia. You didn’t… you didn’t steal it, did you?”

      Hurt flared through her chest, sinking its vicious claws into her heart. She’d had her moments as a child. She’d done what she felt she had to do back then, but she’d learned her lesson. The path forward for her and Desmond both didn’t involve becoming yet another statistic.

      “Of course you didn’t,” he corrected himself, shaking his head, “I’m sorry. It’s just… that’s more money than I’ve seen in my life.”

      “I know,” Rhia breathed. “Meliva gave it to me. She wants me to use it to get the training I need and said I could pay her back once I’m brought into the guild. But it’s more than enough to pay for my training and yours.”

      He looked up at her, his eyes searching hers as if he was looking for this to be some kind of joke. It was the same defensive maneuver she’d performed with Meliva, so she didn’t take offense. She just smiled brightly at him and dared to reach out, her palm resting against his cheek.

      “This is… this is big,” he whispered, his mouth staying open, an expression of awe on his features. “This changes everything.”

      He laughed, the sound so free and full of delight that it shone upon Rhia like the force of the sun. Without warning, Desmond stood and wrapped his arms around her waist, sweeping her off her feet and spinning her around the small room. She laughed in turn, forgetting for a moment that she needed to keep her voice down. Desmond’s joy was contagious, and when he pulled her in to hug her tight, she didn’t think anything of it beyond the fact that he was happy and excited. This was what they’d always wanted, and finally they were on the cusp of it. This was no place to linger on girlish thoughts of too-long embraces and eyes locking.

      Only… he didn’t let her go. The embrace lasted a beat past when it would have naturally ended. Then another. Rhia became acutely aware of the hard planes of his chest, the scalding warmth of his skin, and the feel of his breath tickling her skin. Her arms were around his neck, where she’d looped them to keep hold as he spun her, but he wasn’t urging her to remove them. He wasn’t urging her to do anything at all, judging from how slowly he pulled back.

      His arms were still around her and Rhia’s heart leapt into her throat when she looked up into his eyes. There was warmth there that far exceeded anything she’d seen from him, and a yearning she felt to the depths of her soul. She was almost afraid to look away, afraid to even breathe for fear of disrupting it, as if what existed between them in this moment was some frightened little animal that might flee at the slightest provocation.

      Rhia thought she should have felt that way, as his half-lidded eyes fixed on her lips and he pulled her closer, until her body was flush against his. But she wasn’t scared. She wasn’t uncertain. In fact, she’d never been more sure of anything in her life. She belonged here in his arms, and the only thing that was missing was that his mouth still wasn’t on hers.

      A situation she sought to remedy, rising up on her tiptoes to bridge the distance between them.

      The sound of pounding filled her ears, so deafening and disorienting that it stopped Rhia short. Was that her heart? No, it couldn’t be. Desmond went stiff against her, his arms tightening on her as if to defend her from some unseen danger. Unseen, but not unheard. The pounding grew louder, fear lancing through Rhia’s heart as it came closer and closer, faster and faster. Then there was nothing.

      She looked up at Desmond, opening her mouth to say something. The words were swallowed by a sudden, booming explosion that shook the walls of the barracks, threatening to bring the whole thing down around them.
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      The walls shuddered around them, stone shifting in a way Rhia had never seen before. She stepped back, as far from them as she could, but it wasn’t just the walls. Dirt and dust fell from above, landing in her hair, and Rhia looked up to see the beams of the roof creaking and swaying with every tremor. She was frozen in fear, her instincts telling her to run but her feet unable to actually do it. As she stared, she felt a solid wall of muscle connect with her, Desmond throwing his body against hers. He tackled her to the ground just in time as a beam crashed down.

      “We have to go,” he urged, helping her to her feet.

      Seeing that heavy beam where they’d just been was exactly what Rhia’s mind needed to get a handle on this situation. She nodded, then ran with him, abandoning his room and everything in it as the walls began to crumble. Other guards scrambled from their own rooms, half-dressed and stricken with terror, and they all ran toward the street, having to fight one another to get past the too-narrow entrance.

      Not a moment too soon. A shadow passed in Rhia’s periphery and she felt a blast of heat, then bone-numbing cold lick up her spine as something impacted the side of the barracks. She turned just in time to see purple-black energy striking against the stone, an explosion of rock and dust as the structure of the building was laid bare. The energy shrank in on itself, then detonated a second time, sending debris flying in every direction. It was all Rhia could do to hurl herself to the ground and shield her vulnerable head with her arms, Desmond’s entire body soon coming to cover her, too.

      The sounds of men and women in agony filled Rhia’s ears, a cacophony of pain that wasn’t quite drowned out by the ringing in her ears. She needed to help people. Her healing magic wasn’t advanced, but if she could ease some of the suffering and maybe save one or two people, she owed it to them. Then again, she couldn’t do any of that if she wasn’t alive herself.

      “Go to the keep, Rhia,” Desmond yelled over the din, pulling her to her feet and gripping her shoulders roughly. “You’ll be safe there.”

      “I’m not leaving you!” She gave him an incredulous look, then took his hand and began to pull him in the direction of the King’s Court and the fortress within.

      She’d always known Desmond could overpower her. All the times she’d sparred with him for fun, all the times she’d managed to knock him prone or pin him, he was letting her do it. It became painfully clear when he didn’t budge, and she turned to see him standing in the middle of the street, his expression grim.

      “We don’t have time for this!” she yelled, tugging again in vain.

      People were running on either side of them, desperately trying to get away. More of that purple-black energy slammed into buildings nearby, showering the street in debris, and every shred of Rhia’s good sense told her to just run. But she couldn’t leave Desmond.

      “Des, please,” she implored. “You can’t save anyone if you’re crushed by one of these buildings.”

      “I’m not going to cower in the keep, Rhia!” he growled, his expression pained. “I’m a guard. My place is here, helping others get out.”

      If the situation had been less dire, she might have taken his words to heart. She might have dwelt on the sting of them, turning it over in her mind for days after. The implication that she needed to cower in the keep, that she was useless out here was worrisome. But it wasn’t untrue, and Rhia didn’t have time for self-pity.

      If Desmond was going to stay, then she’d just have to do the same.

      “All right,” she said, her resolve set firm. “Where are we going, then?”

      A searing warmth spread through Rhia’s body as she conjured white flame in her hands. It enveloped her palm and fingers, ready to be coalesced into a ball and flung at whatever enemy appeared. Considering the magic blasting holes all around them, she could only imagine. Some kind of warlock or dark sorcerer. An orcish necromancer, perhaps.

      “Dammit,” Desmond swore through gritted teeth, “you’re not strong enough to do this!”

      That one did sting, but Rhia squared her jaw and made her peace with it in the moment. She might not be, but she’d pretend she was until she reached some kind of breakthrough. Either way, she refused to abandon him. If left to his own devices, Desmond would seek out glory the same way a hound sought out its prey, and she wasn’t willing to light a pyre for him just because she’d taken the coward’s route and fled to the inner circle of the city.

      She opened her mouth to tell him as much when a force like nothing she’d ever heard before slammed into the gates. Wood splintered in every direction and Rhia bit down on a yelp as a piece of it embedded in her arm. Pulling his shield from his back, Desmond moved to defend her again, advancing toward the crumbling gate, thick smoke obscuring view of what lay beyond. Rhia followed close behind, her hands still burning with Belisan’s holy flame.

      The first thing she saw was a pair of eyes glowing bright red in the darkness, casting a foreboding light over the entryway. Shadows formed around those eyes, pulling into the shape of a creature that appeared to be some kind of monstrous wolf. One by one, additional pairs of eyes shone in the darkness, and as the smoke cleared, she could see more of those wolf creatures. Five of them in total, each with riders who became terrifyingly clearer as the seconds ticked by.

      There were three men astride them, each one less human than the last. She’d never seen trolls, ogres, or orcs before, but she knew in her gut that was what these men were. Massive, hulking brutes clad in full armor, their leathery skin shades of green and tan and a pale, sickly white. Rippling muscle covered every inch of them, their faces set in hard, cruel lines, their eyes seeming to glow just as fiercely as the shadow wolves’.

      While it was a struggle to hold her ground upon seeing such foes, they weren’t what sent cold dread rushing down Rhia’s spine. They were merely a symptom of a larger disease, and that sickness manifested at the center of their group in the form of a tall, slender woman riding another, larger wolf.

      She might have been human at one time. Perhaps even elvish, considering how tall she was and how elegant her features seemed to be. Whatever she had been didn’t matter any longer, though, because her entire body was cloaked in that same purple-black energy. It rippled through her veins like a plague ravaging her body, aging her well beyond her years, if Rhia’s instincts were right. Hair so black it seemed to swallow all light around it was done up in a crowd atop her head, beneath an actual crown that appeared to be made of spikes or thorns. A flowing, deceptively elegant dress clung to her figure, showing off even more of that corruption as it pulsed through her body.

      A Dark Lady. Foul sorceress. Aeredus’ chosen. No one this far north had ever seen one and lived to tell the tale. In fact, some part of Rhia had always assumed they were just the feature of stories made up to scare children into behaving themselves. Don’t go into the woods at night or the Dark Lady and her trolls will swallow you up.

      Looking at the woman now, she was every one of Rhia’s darkest fears given life. As beautiful as she was terrifying, the source of all the magic that was quickly decimating the outer ring of Esrinas. It pulsed around her like some kind of aura, just daring anyone to get close.

      “Belisan, guide my blade,” she heard Desmond murmur, his voice shaking.

      “Desmond!”

      Rhia watched, wide-eyed as her best friend charged toward the group with a feral yell. His shield was held in front of him, the metal catching what light remained from the moon. His fingers wrapped tight around his sword and he angled it for a fatal blow, his gaze fixed on the Dark Lady. Rhia’s heart leapt into her throat, her stomach tying itself into knots as she hastily abandoned her spell, trying to form something that would actually help him. A barrier, a wave of force, something.

      But every time she tried to draw upon that latent energy inside of her, she felt it fizzle out like an ember that couldn’t quite be coaxed into a flame. Over and over she tried, time seeming to slow as Desmond leapt forward, vaulting off one of the shadow wolves to fly at the Dark Lady, his sword poised to run her clean through.

      If this were one of those stories, he would prevail against all odds. His blade would pierce through the woman’s neck and she would fall, her creatures miraculously falling with her in one sure blow.

      But this wasn’t a story, and Rhia watched helplessly as the Dark Lady merely lifted a hand, her gaze not even on Desmond. That purple-black energy pulsed once, flaring around her. It seemed such a small motion, yet as soon as Desmond reached it, he was sent flying backward, his back slamming against a crumbled stone wall, a sickening crack ringing out on impact. He slumped immediately, dropping like a stone in an unmoving heap on the ground.

      It took every ounce of willpower Rhia had not to cry out. Tears sprang to her eyes, her nerves feeling like they were on fire as she fought the urge to immediately rush to him. Doing so would get her killed, though, and then Desmond would die. She waited, hunkering down in an alley, until the Dark Lady and her monstrous followers began to move past.

      “This is pathetic,” the woman said, her voice smooth like silk, yet blackened by an underlying cruelty that made Rhia’s blood boil. “I suppose the guild is going to make me come to them.”

      Guttural voices spoke in response, the men engaging in conversation with her. Rhia tuned all of it out, focusing on creating an opening for herself. When she saw an opportune moment, she took it, darting between cover until she was sure the Lady had moved on. Then she rushed to Desmond, dropping down by his side.

      “Goddess, Des. Just hold on,” she begged him, sobs wracking her voice.

      His body was broken, his back contorted at a sickening angle, bones snapped as though they were twigs. She’d barely been able to heal him of some scrapes and bruises earlier in the night. She had no idea how she was going to heal this. Especially when she saw blood trickle from his mouth, staining his lips a deep red.

      “No. No, no, no,” she repeated, summoning that warmth from deep inside, forcing it into her hands.

      She set her palms against him, unsure where to even begin. Closing her eyes, Rhia focused on mending his punctured organs before she worried about the many broken bones. So long as his heart could still beat, so long as he could breathe, he would have a chance. But as she channeled magic into his body, she felt something blocking her—some barrier inside of him that made her magic glance off the surface of his physical form.

      The corruption. She could see it taking hold of him, claiming his body as if it meant to turn him into pure shadow. Anger flared within Rhia, a sudden surge of rage that had her yelling, her hands pressing more forcefully against her friend as if she could demand the darkness leave him. That feeling of helplessness swiftly began to overtake her and her sobs grew more violent, to the point where she couldn’t catch her breath.

      It wasn’t working. There was nothing she could do.

      “Please, Belisan. He is a good man. A devout man. You must let me save him,” she begged.

      It’d been some time since Rhia had prayed to the goddess. Desmond always had much more faith than her. She’d given up on it when it hadn’t spared her any one of those times she was abused or violated at the orphanage. A goddess who could turn a blind eye to such suffering was a goddess who might as well not exist, as far as Rhia was concerned.

      But some shred of her did still believe, and she reached for that desperation now, reinforcing her spoken plea with a silent prayer. She waited the span of a breath, a handful of heartbeats, an echo of agonized screams coming from deeper inside the city.

      Nothing happened.

      “Damn you!” she howled, her fingers gripping into Desmond’s shirt.

      She bent over him, tears rolling down her cheeks and jaw, wetting his skin and clothing beneath her. He was so pale, even as that corruption seeped into his blood. Lowering her ear to his mouth, she could just barely feel the shaky exhale of his breathing. He was dying. He would die within moments, and there was nothing she could do about it.

      Like hell there isn’t.

      A ferocity overtook her, a need to save Desmond that went beyond anything she’d experienced before. She reached deep inside of herself, drawing upon all of the stories she’d overheard as a child. All of the things she’d been cautioned against. Even before she said the words, she knew she was about to cross a line there was no going back from.

      “Aeredus!” she yelled into the void that surrounded them. “If you’re there, I want to make a deal!”

      Aeredus. The Dark God. The Dread Tyrant. The Blackened Prophet. King of the Damned. Shepherd of Wayward, Sinful Souls. He went by so many different names, sparked so much fear in the hearts of humankind, yet fear wasn’t what Rhia felt in this moment. She felt desperation, and a growing agitation that made her willing to demand something from a god who likely didn’t even exist.

      A chill licked up her spine, closing in all around her, bringing with it a cloying darkness. Looking up from Desmond’s near-lifeless form, Rhia couldn’t see the gates of Esrinas anymore. She existed in a bleak expanse of nothingness, with pitch-black void as far as the eye could see. It stretched outward in every direction, disorienting her, making her bend more protectively over Desmond’s body.

      “Well, you certainly waited long enough.”

      A masculine voice seemed to fill the entire space around and inside her. It was smooth, rich, almost seductive. A shiver raced up Rhia’s spine as she looked around for the source of it, finding something moving in the endless shadows. A man appeared, formed by the darkness itself. He was taller than she could fathom, slender, with a finely tailored doublet and breeches that accentuated a body of lean muscle. As she looked upon him, gazed up at the shifting shadows that formed his face, Rhia felt a broad, unsettling mix of emotions. Fear. Confusion. Relief. Lust.

      The last was hardest to reconcile. The longer she stared at this man, this creature before her, the more her blood heated. She remembered all too late the other stories she’d heard—the ones that weren’t meant for the ears of children. Women throwing themselves at Aeredus’ feet, tearing away their clothing, spreading their legs for him as they panted and howled like cats in heat.

      Rhia refused to be one of them. She pulled hard on her inhibitions as though she were fiercely tugging the reins of a horse. Looking up, she met his obsidian eyes, the pupils blending seamlessly with the irises.

      “I’m not here to banter with you,” she said, surprised at her own bravery. With Desmond’s life on the line, though, there was nothing she wouldn’t do. “I need you to save him.”

      The avatar of the Dark God—for even Rhia could guess this wasn’t his true form—casually approached as if they had all the time in the world. He crouched beside Desmond and moved a hand over him, the gesture making something bristle inside of Rhia.

      “This one? Are you sure he’s worth saving? He seems a bit boring to me.”

      “I didn’t ask for your opinion,” she snarled, feeling as though she were at the end of a very short, wildly fraying rope.

      Aeredus chuckled, the sound like honey poured over her skin. She hated that it made her shiver; that it caused an ache between her legs.

      “Indeed you did not, but do you understand what you actually are asking for?” Time seemed to bend around them, and suddenly Aeredus was behind her. Long, elegant fingers brushed back her hair and his breath was hot on her neck as he continued. “This is quite the request. I would be within my rights to demand anything from you.”

      She hated that she felt such a violent flare of lust. It tore through her, heating her body and turning her limbs to jelly. It was just one of his tricks. She knew that. And yet some dark, wanton part of her could easily see how women of ancient times had birthed abominations sired by Aeredus himself.

      “Whatever the cost, I’ll pay it. So long as he lives.” She realized quickly that her wording was too vague, and she added, “unharmed and whole. He must live and live well, or the terms of our deal will be forfeit.”

      Aeredus let out a delighted laugh, standing again. Now that he wasn’t so close, Rhia’s senses returned to her and that feeling of lust thankfully abated.

      “You’re smarter than most of your kind, I will grant you that. Very well. I will give you the power to heal him fully. There will be nary a trace of my servant’s magic left in him, nor any side effects.”

      “And what do you want in return?” she asked, holding her breath as she looked up at him.

      The smile that curved his lush lips was slow and predatory. “Does it matter?”

      Rhia looked down at Desmond once more. He was slipping away before her eyes. Even if she managed to drag him to a proper healer—something she knew she didn’t have time for—he wouldn’t be the same. He would be broken. A shell of what he once was. And he’d rightly blame her for that. If she’d been stronger, if she’d managed to get him away from the gates somehow…

      “No,” she said, that single word like signing a contract she knew had just damned her eternal soul, “it doesn’t.”

      If he wished to lay claim to her soul, he could have it. Her life meant nothing without Desmond in it. If he wished to lay claim to her body, he could have that, too. She would endure, allow herself to be disgraced and humiliated and made to feel a crazed, unending lust if it meant saving her friend. The choice was simple, and Rhia merely steeled herself for the results.

      “Very good,” Aeredus said. “I will find you soon to collect. A pleasure doing business with you, Rhiannon.”

      There was a shift behind her, the shadows rearranging themselves. When she looked, darkness had swallowed him and he was nowhere to be seen. Rhia’s desperate gaze sought Desmond again, but he was still pale, threads of corruption poisoning his blood.

      “You lied to me! You tricked me!” she yelled, rage burning bright inside of her.

      So bright she could feel it rippling over her skin until it coalesced in her palms. Purple-black magic engulfed both of her hands, sudden and brilliant. It flared over Desmond’s body, threatening to consume him and yet not harming him at all. In fact, it was doing the opposite. As she watched, wide-eyed, that dark magic seeped into his body, knitting his bones back together, closing his wounds, healing his insides. His color returned, the corruption swept away, and when Rhia drew the magic back inside herself, she knew he was going to be okay.

      “Des,” she said in a half-sob, relief flooding her as he began to stir.

      He groaned, lips parting around the sound, eyes fluttering open. Immediately they found hers and Rhia looked down into beautiful, crystalline depths—the only thing that mattered in the moment.

      “Rhia? What happened…?”

      She rested a hand on his cheek, his skin finally warm to the touch. In the distance, she could hear the city burning, crumbling. That was a problem they could deal with soon, but for right now, it couldn’t touch her. Desmond was safe and whole and he was going to stay that way.

      But as his gaze took in more than just her face, something about him started to change. His expression moved from confusion to dread to full-on panic. He was still looking at her, his eyes fixed on her throat for some strange reason.

      “Your neck… what…”

      She reached up, but there was nothing there. Her fingers brushed skin that was just as warm as Desmond’s. Yet when he looked at her, there was horror in his gaze. Then he looked around them, something Rhia had yet to do. As soon as his gaze left her, he went rigid, then immediately scrambled away from her.

      “Stay back, demon!” he hissed. “I don’t know what you are, but you’re not Rhia.”

      “Des, it’s me,” she insisted, utterly confused as to why he was acting so strange.

      Then she looked around, her regard falling upon the same thing he’d seen just moments before. There were bodies strewn about. Corpses of guards, townspeople, some of them she might have recognized if not for the fact that they were so… contorted. Husks of what they once were, their bodies brittle and threatening to collapse in on themselves, that same corruption painting a bleak and macabre trail over their skin.

      The same trail that wound around her own hands and arms.

      The thought occurred to her with cold, sharp clarity: Had she done this? Surely it was the Dark Lady. It wasn’t her. She hadn’t asked for this. All she’d wanted was the ability to heal Desmond—

      Rhia’s blood ran like ice in her veins. Of course. Magic always had a cost. The latent talent she’d nurtured over the years drew upon her own energy, but dark magic…

      Dark magic drew upon the life force of others.

      “Tell me what you’ve done with Rhia,” she heard Desmond snarl.

      He’d sprung to his feet, his blade in hand and poised to cleave her head from her shoulders at any second. His eyes were wild, blazing with righteous fury. In that moment, he looked every bit the paladin he wanted to be.

      And she was the evil he wished to eradicate from the world.

      Her mouth opened, but the plea never made it past her lips. Desmond would kill her. Nothing she could say would convince him she was really herself, and even if she could, the things she’d done…

      There was no choice here. Adrenaline pumped through her veins, giving her the clarity she sorely needed. Rhia turned and ran. She ran until her legs ached, until her lungs burned, until she couldn’t hear Desmond following behind her any longer. She ran until she reached an alley, her back slamming against the wall as she tried to catch her breath.

      Then she slumped to the ground and sobbed, knowing she truly had just signed away everything that mattered to her.
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      Rhia wasn’t sure how long she stayed there as the city burned around her.

      She could hear fighting in the distance, deeper inside near the guild. The adventurers were handling things, and they would ensure Esrinas wasn’t just ash and rubble by the end of it. But Rhia herself would have nothing to return to regardless. She couldn’t stay here. Even as sobs wracked her body, as the certainty of her fate soured her gut, she knew that to be the case. Desmond would never believe her, would never see her again without wanting to kill her or at least turn her over to the church of Belisan.

      Rhia knew she should leave now, while everything was still chaotic. She had those three gold. She could easily make a new life somewhere. A good life. But a life without Desmond…

      He’s gone. Tell yourself he was killed and move on.

      Where that voice inside of her came from, she wasn’t sure. It was hard. Cold. Almost cruel. And yet it was also right. In Rhia’s world, Desmond existed no longer. Not in any way she could ever interact with again. She’d have to be thankful for the fact that he was alive and would eventually find happiness without her.

      That was a bitter comfort, though, and one that left her numb more than anything else. She was still numb as the space around her began to shift into nothingness once more, time and place ceasing to exist.

      “This is the problem with the humans who grow fat suckling at Belisan’s teat,” Aeredus said, his presence filling her mind again. “The world is either good or evil to them. There is nothing in between.”

      “There is only good and evil,” Rhia grated out, pushing past that numbness to feel anger once more.

      “Is there? Then you must be evil now, hm? Your dear Desmond certainly sees you as such.”

      Pain lanced through Rhia and she closed her eyes, tears pricking at the corners of them. No. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. Pushing herself to her feet, Rhia opened her eyes again and craned her neck to stare up at him. “I made my choice. Take what you want from me and let’s be done with this.”

      One fine black brow arched, a smirk playing across Aeredus’ lips. “Well that’s very abrupt. Very romantic, too.”

      “I’m not your lover,” she said, drawing in a breath to keep herself from simply launching at him in ineffectual fury. “I’m your servant, bought and paid for.”

      “Willingly,” Aeredus reminded her.

      Rhia closed her eyes, fighting back another sob. “Yes. Willingly.”

      She felt those long fingers on her cheek, stroking her skin with deceptive softness. There was nothing warm about them, though. They were ice cold, as was his dark regard as he looked down at her. Avatar or not, he was an evil god. She was to be a pawn in whatever scheme he planned, and she had absolutely no recourse against it.

      Had she been hoping for one? Hoping Desmond might save her again? A foolish girl’s hope, she realized, and let go of it as quickly as the thought rose in her.

      “I’m afraid our transaction won’t be over so quickly, Rhiannon,” Aeredus said, his voice as smooth as ever. She suppressed a shudder, not of lust this time, but disgust.

      “Then I’m to be your eternal slave. Will you keep me in this space and visit when you have need of me?”

      Aeredus threw back his head and laughed. When he looked down at her again, a broad grin stretched across his cruelly handsome features. “As tempting as that is, I expect more from you than a place to house my cock. And really, you should expect more from yourself. Chin up, girl. No one likes a woman who broods.”

      “Fuck you,” she spat.

      A smile curved his lips and he leaned down, taking her face in his hand, his fingers pressing hard against her jaw. She tried to yank away from him, but he held firm. “Such a dirty mouth,” he admonished. “You’ll do well in your new role.”

      When he let go of her, Rhia nearly staggered backward. His fingers left a searing brand on her face, the likes of which felt as though it was burned into her very soul.

      “What role?”

      “I’m afraid my pet is about to get herself killed,” he said with a put-upon sigh. “She certainly has the drive and thirst for power I would expect, but she’s not especially bright and she’s easily baited. Belisan’s pawns will finish her off before the day is through.”

      “The Dark Lady,” she breathed, her stomach twisting as dread washed over her.

      No. He couldn’t want that. He couldn’t ask that of her, it was absolutely insane.

      But then… he wasn’t asking. He didn’t have to ask, and they both knew it.

      “Such an uncreative title,” Aeredus said, scoffing before his lips twisted into a wry grin. “But yes. Congratulations, you’re moving up in the world. You’ve become royalty in the span of a few moments.”

      “How wonderful for me.” Some of that numbness had returned, her tone disaffected.

      It was a defense mechanism, she knew. There was no other way she could process this.

      “It is, and it comes with more perks than the title. You had your first taste of real power back there. How did it feel?”

      Her stomach clenched and it took everything in her not to retch as she remembered the sight of those sunken-in corpses. Aeredus’ grin broadened.

      “Oh, you’ll get over that soon enough. Though I did start you off easy,” he tsked. “Those ones were already dead.”

      Her fingers curled against her palms, pressing so hard that her nails drew blood. When she looked up at him, her eyes blazed with hatred. “Tell me what you want from me and be done with it. I’m tired of your games.”

      “Direct! I like that in a woman.”

      Shadows rushed inward toward the center of his form, and he was gone. Rhia drew in a sharp breath, assuming he was playing her for a fool yet again, but he reappeared behind her, his presence looming. She whirled to face him, again half tempted to launch herself at him for all the good it would do. He was just playing games of another sort now—trying to goad her.

      “What I require of you is no simple feat, Rhiannon, but I believe you are fit for the task. You will take the power I have given you, take the lieutenants I am going to send to aid you, and do what my last pet could not. You will destroy Belisan’s precious ‘guild’ and take her toys away from her so that she can fight me as she was meant to—without the cannon fodder.”

      “What?” she breathed, a tremor snaking through her. “Destroy the guild? Are you mad? I can’t—”

      “You can and you will, pet,” Aeredus cooed, his voice soft and deceptively soothing even as the shadows cast harsh lines over his face. “Or I will reverse what was done this day and your precious paladin will die. Because of you. Is that what you want?”

      Her blood ran cold as she thought of Desmond’s lifeless form. It would be worse if Aeredus was permitted to do it. He’d make sure Desmond suffered. His last moments would be agonizing, and it would all be her fault. All because she’d agreed to this deal without… knowing the terms beforehand. Her stomach sank, her hands clenching into even tighter fists as she realized it was by design.

      Yes, she’d been desperate and foolish, but Aeredus had taken advantage because that was the sort of creature he was.

      “The choice is yours, of course. I would never make you do anything,” he purred, as if he could hear her thoughts.

      He likely could.

      “Choice,” Rhia gave a harsh laugh. “There is no choice here. My fate was sealed the moment I called for you, when I asked you to fix a problem you caused.”

      “And you’re willing to be held accountable for your actions? You are a rare treat, Rhiannon.” He flashed her a grin, his smile a blinding white against the darkness. “But alas, I have other matters to attend to. If you intend to defy me, can you do it sooner rather than later? I have places to be.”

      She said nothing, glaring at him with a fury she’d never known before. There was nothing she could do, nothing she could say. She’d made this deal. She’d done what she felt she needed to do. To defy him would mean forfeiting Desmond’s life, and so she kept her mouth shut until the Dark God merged with the shadows, leaving her in that endless void.

      When she could no longer feel his presence, Rhia let her thoughts pull her into that rage. She let it stoke a fire inside of her, hot and righteous and unable to be doused. She’d made the choice, but he’d tricked her just the same. If he wanted her to have powers, then she would use them. But not to further his own ends.

      She would do exactly what she’d done today. Help people. Undermine Aeredus at every turn. And when she’d gathered enough support, when she’d done enough to make up for her sins, she would challenge this pact she’d made and break the Dark God’s hold over her for good.
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      When the world came back into existence around her, Rhia wasn’t in Esrinas anymore.

      She had no idea where she was. Sitting atop a hill, the scratchy feeling of bark against her back, she appeared to be in a forest she didn’t recognize from first glance. The trees were a dark purple, their leaves blood red, still clinging to the branches despite the fact that it was well into autumn.

      Rhia slowly pushed herself to her feet, wiping the debris from her frock. Aeredus hadn’t even given her the chance to collect any of her belongings. Not that she had much, and she wasn’t sure her apartment was still standing now, but it was yet one more thing he’d taken from her. Patting at her belt, she felt relief wash over her as she realized her coin purse was still there, with three heavy coins inside of it.

      At least she wasn’t completely stranded. Now to figure out where he’d dropped her.

      Stepping out of the copse of trees that shaded her from the startlingly bright midday sun—another change, as it’d been the middle of the night in Esrinas—she approached a clearing at the edge of the hill. There was farmland in the distance, with rows of pumpkins on their curling vines. Farmhouses beyond that, and when Rhia identified the river, she followed it north toward a wooden wall.

      A village.

      Gathering her tattered and dirty skirts, Rhia headed that way, eager to find civilization despite not having been outside of it for long. She felt so displaced, so out of sorts that what she really needed was a reminder that she was human.

      But what if this isn’t a human village?

      The thought stopped her in her tracks. Did the many creatures of Aeredus grow pumpkins? Did they grow crops at all? From what she’d read, they stole whatever they wanted from the human settlements, ever greedy for more. She felt confident there were humans in this place, though perhaps that didn’t mean much if the Dark God had dropped her in his own lands.

      The country of Platsia hadn’t always been segregated thusly, but around the time of the first war between the gods, the land had been physically rent in two, a gaping chasm separating north from south. The humans kept vigil over the north, making the bridges that were built impassable to followers of Aeredus who had caused the war in the first place. The stragglers remaining in the north were exiled, and so it had been that Belisan ruled over the lands of humans, and Aeredus ruled over the lands of bloodthirsty monsters—and the humans who’d forfeited their souls.

      She might be in the Southlands now, but they looked far more lush than everything she’d ever heard about them. Aeredus’ territory was supposed to be a barren wasteland where not even the most stubborn foliage grew. Wracked and gnarled by cruelty, the very land bore the scars of his evil deeds.

      A fanciful tale, of course, but she’d learned today that at least one of those tales was true. She wasn’t going to make assumptions about the truth of the others.

      As she made her way toward the village, finding a cart-worn path that passed between the fields, Rhia heard the distant sound of a horn. An obvious alarm, coming from the very place she was headed.

      They were under attack.

      Instinct had her crouching low behind a fence. Before Desmond, she’d spent some of her time on the street, and an orphan didn’t last long without the ability to hide. She scanned the horizon, taking in the sight of a doe and her fawn grazing in one of the pumpkin fields, a hare darting between the brush, a few birds flushed from the tall grass. All seemed quiet beyond the horn, which the animals seemed to completely ignore. Perhaps it wasn’t an alarm. Perhaps it was their alternative to church bells, however strange it was.

      Yet as she listened, she could hear something thundering in the distance. To the northeast, partially obscured by the terrain, she saw the source of the ruckus: a catapult sitting atop a rolling platform, manned by two very large, very broad men with dark green skin. Orcs.

      Rhia’s breath caught in her throat, her pulse quickening. Outside of the one who’d accompanied the Dark Lady, she’d never seen an orc up close. They were terrible, brutish things known for razing human villages, raping the women within them, and getting them with half-breed bastards that the church considered a mercy to put down. The existence of the catapult could only mean one thing: They intended to do the same thing to this village.

      Her instinct was to run and find someone who could help. Her command of magic was so weak and she knew so few spells that she’d only be a hindrance to them until the battle was over. But as she considered where she could even go for help, Rhia realized she didn’t need to. Aeredus had mentioned powers befitting a Dark Lady, which meant she had more than the ability to heal others. She had no idea how to access any of it, but she rushed toward the village with conviction, certain this was the correct path.

      After all, if she was going to undermine Aeredus, what better way to start than by killing some of his monstrous children?

      She moved closer, taking advantage of the farmhouses that dotted the landscape, using them as cover while she got a better look. There were more orcs than she’d seen originally. In addition to the two manning the catapult, there were several at the gates, hacking into the wood with massive battle axes. Spearmen waited in the back lines, ready to hurl their weapons like javelins the instant they made progress.

      The catapult was drawn back, the mechanism creaking as it was pulled taut. A thick ball of dung—she caught the scent of it on the wind—was loaded into the bucket, and upon a guttural order, the bundle was flung over the wall and into the village proper. People screamed, and Rhia clenched her fists as her side, feeling the tingle of magic in her fingers.

      When she looked down, she saw inky blackness snaking its way up her arms, following the veins and spidering outward in thin lines. It turned her stomach, but now wasn’t the time for self-loathing. She had the power to help these people. She need only figure out how to use it.

      Rhia thought back to the first time she’d consciously manifested magic in her hands. There were moments before then, tiny flickers and sparks, but always rising and falling with her emotions. It had taken an insane amount of effort to call magic to her hands when she needed it, and even then, she hadn’t been able to manage it every time. She focused on what had mostly worked before, though, envisioning the intent of the magic she wanted to use rather than the form of it.

      She imagined herself casting an explosion of force within the group of orcs, directly under the catapult. In her mind, splintered wood and half-melted iron were sent flying in every direction, with orcs following suit. She focused so intently on that image, feeling a strange sort of satisfaction blooming in her chest. When she opened her eyes and looked down, that purple-black energy had manifested in her palms, ready to be flung in whatever direction she so desired.

      At least, that’s how she thought it would work. But when she directed her hand outward toward the catapult, nothing was thrown from it. It was not like the blazing fireballs she’d seen slung around by the guild’s wizards. This magic appeared to do nothing at first. But then Rhia felt a distant rumble in the earth, and as she watched, a burst of that same energy detonated beneath the catapult, creating a scene exactly like the one she’d conjured in her mind’s eye.

      The catapult exploded in a shower of deadly shrapnel, impaling the orcs closest to it and sending them flying. A rush of visible heat followed, distorting the air around the spell, and Rhia heard the screams as orcs were burned by it, several of them slumping instantly, their weapons crashing to the ground.

      She’d done it. She’d used magic to its most powerful end, visualizing something in her mind and making it happen without study or incantation or any other component. It should have been terrifying. Perhaps it was, as Rhia was unsure how to harness such immense power. But the fact that her first targets had been a band of marauding orcs attempting to destroy a human village helped to soothe her worries, and she prepared to send another spell their way.

      Hunkering down at the back of a farmhouse, Rhia imagined what she wanted to happen again. As she poked her head out to get a better look at the arrangement of orcs, though, a spear whizzed right past her, so close she could feel it slice through the air not two inches from her temple. She saw the culprit, his arm still extended forward from the momentum of the throw. Several other orcs were heading her way, axes held aloft. Saliva glinted off their tusks, catching the sunlight, and Rhia knew if she was caught, she would be killed. Or worse.

      Darting around the side of the building, she made her way to the guard tower. A risky move, as it put her closer to the orcs that remained, but she imagined herself shrouded in shadows, and from the wave of cold that swept over her, she could guess her powers had made it so. None of them noticed her escape, and the ones near the gate seemed none the wiser. Focusing on what she already knew, Rhia set a gout of shadow magic to erupt beneath the orcs clustered at the gate.

      Unfortunately, her magic didn’t distinguish friend from foe. She’d only envisioned it exploding the orcs, but the blast slammed into the gate, as well, cracking planks in half as though they were mere twigs. Chips of wood were sent flying, the rope holding them together doing a terrible job against her magic. Archers who’d been posted atop it went flying back, and Rhia held her breath, her eyes widening as she realized what she’d done.

      No. It was happening again. Aeredus’ magic was enacting a cost even if she hadn’t wished it. She’d killed the orcs—not a soul moved beyond the gates. But how many humans had she taken with them? The priests of Belisan might crow about the greater good, but to Rhia, individual life was not a thing that should ever be bartered away to achieve some kind of spiritual gain.

      Unconcerned with shrouding herself, she rushed toward the gate. It was easy to step through the gaping hole she’d blown into it, her frock snagging momentarily. The village beyond was quaint. A church to Belisan at its center, just like many human villages, and various buildings all centered around that main square. But Rhia’s focus was on the people—specifically the woman who lay some distance from the gate, groaning in obvious pain.

      Her leg was bent at a sickening angle, and Rhia felt a chill run down her spine to know she’d been responsible for it. There might be more damage, as well, but it didn’t matter. She would fix it. She’d make up for her mistakes, negate the cost of the magic and learn from this so it didn’t happen again.

      “I’m here to help,” she assured the woman, kneeling beside her.

      Despite the broken leg and what must have been excruciating pain, the woman tried to squirm away from her, using her arms to pull herself back. Her eyes were round and wide, her face pale. Pure terror nested in her expression, the likes of which Rhia couldn’t understand. Did she not know the orcs were dead? Perhaps the few who’d gone looking for her had come back.

      “Stay away from me, you witch!” It wasn’t the orcs she looked at when she spoke those words, though. It was her.

      “I just want to heal you. It will only take a few moments, I promise.”

      She could not promise it wouldn’t hurt. The healing magic she’d seen used in the past had varying stages of competency, and considering how new she was to all of it, she imagined hers fell under the “effective but painful” label. As much as she might want to focus on minimizing that aspect of it, there were more important things she had to control: Like not drawing the life out of the other villagers who were coming close and trying to help as well.

      Closing her eyes, Rhia focused on the corpses of the orcs she’d seen outside the gates. She drew from them, from the last vestiges of life that clung to their bodies, channeling it into the woman with the broken leg. She could feel flesh and bone mending, one entity giving life to another. Only this time, it wasn’t a group of guards and citizens who’d known no better. It was a handful of orcs who’d wished harm upon these people, who were now being used to help them.

      There was something satisfying about it, the justice poetic. Yet even after the magic took hold, even after the woman could clearly see she meant to help, she still wasn’t interested in seeing Rhia as anything other than a threat.

      “What have you put inside of me, witch?” she asked, her voice breaking in fright.

      She scrambled to her feet, her gaze fixed to her leg. Rhia looked, as well, her heart pounding in her chest as she half-expected to see those same black tendrils. But the woman’s skin was clear. There was no evidence of dark magic, only a fully healed leg, the skin smooth and healthy.

      “I healed you, just as I said. I know it likely looked like something dangerous, but it—”

      She’d stepped forward, imploring the woman to listen, only for that same woman to bend in one fluid motion, retrieve her bow from where it had fallen, and nock an arrow. Rhia put her hands up, as if that was going to help matters any.

      “You stay right there. Move an inch and I’ll put an arrow through your eye.”

      “All right,” she said, her heart hammering in her chest. “I don’t mean you any harm.”

      It was just a misunderstanding. She could explain, and once she did, these people would see what she’d done for them. She didn’t need recognition—not really. But it would be nice not to be the subject of immediate scorn.

      “Velos!” the woman called over her shoulder. A tall man with a dark, bushy mustache approached, his biceps thicker than Rhia’s thighs. “I’ve got the witch here who directed the orcs. Thought she could hex me and get away with it.”

      Rhia’s eyes widened and she looked between the two of them, her gaze lingering on the massive claymore Velos drew from his back. “I’m not—”

      The crack of flesh against flesh sounded through the village as he backhanded her. Rhia’s whole face stung, her nose throbbing, jaw aching deep within. She gritted her teeth and ignored the tears springing into her eyes.

      “That’ll be enough out of you. Belisan doesn’t suffer the tongue of a charming harpy, and neither shall I.”

      She opened her mouth to say something again, but the words stilled in her throat when she saw him raise the blade. He looked as if he intended to cleave her head from her shoulders right there. A tremor shook through Rhia and she closed her mouth once more, not putting up a fuss when two other men yanked her hands behind her back and bound them in irons.

      “Don’t even try to use your magic, witch,” Velos sneered. “Those shackles will make sure you regret it.”

      She could feel the metal biting into her wrists, burning. She gasped at the sensation, clenching her teeth down on her tongue to keep herself from crying out. She’d heard of such shackles in the past, but she’d only ever thought they stopped magic from being cast. No one had ever said how painful they were for someone to wear. But if they were binding her, they didn’t intend to kill her. They would give her due process and a chance to speak at trial. They had to. That was how things were done in the northern kingdoms.

      “String her up, boys!” Velos called into the center of town. “Looks like we’ve finally got the witch for our pyre.”

      “Your what?!”

      The butt of a spear jabbed into her back right between her shoulder blades. Rhia lurched forward, unable to catch herself before she was sent sprawling into the mud, her face impacting the ground first. Everything hurt, and as she was yanked to her feet, she could see there was going to be no trial. No due process. She’d already been found guilty, and was about to be burned alive for the crime of helping this village deal with their orc problem.

      Pain didn’t matter. Not when her life was on the line. So Rhia fought, violently, thrashing against her captors. She screamed out, tried to imagine her magic working beyond the shackles. For a moment, she felt that cold tingle that told her it was going to work. Then there was another cracking sound, a sharp pain in her temple before the world went black.
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      Wesley sat on the edge of a lumpy, too-thin mattress, his hands on his knees, eyes closed in some approximation of meditation.

      He’d never been that good at focusing without something in front of him. True, he’d devoured an entire library’s worth of books in little more than a week. He’d sat through the most difficult exams in all of Atram. He’d trained tirelessly, day and night, until he’d mastered every aspect of his magic. But just sitting in silence, in the middle of an empty room that smelled of stale, moth-eaten clothes and something foul from the inn’s kitchens was not conducive to Wesley’s focus. Even the sun peeking in through the window was distracting. He could feel every stitch of fabric touching his body, could even feel each strand of hair on his head, and—

      Wesley’s fingers clenched on his knees and he gritted his teeth, squinting his eyes more firmly shut. If he couldn’t block out everything around him, he needed to look inward instead—to examine why he wanted to do this, and for whom. His magic wasn’t strong enough to simply will an outcome into existence, but as his professor told him years ago, intent was nine-tenths of the recipe when it came to using magic. So Wesley focused on what he intended, on the reason he was doing this in the first place.

      Emma.

      It’d been years since he’d seen his younger sister for longer than a glance across a crowded market. In his mind, she was still fifteen, just barely beginning to mature into a young woman. No, even that was too recent, for when Wesley pictured Emma, he pictured her at eight years old, when she’d been his shadow. When she’d wanted to be everywhere he was, do everything he was doing, listen to him go on about the studies of the arcane with rapt attention. That was the Emma he remembered most, before Father had ruined their lives.

      And that was the Emma he focused on, hoping her spirit was still the same and that his spell would work. He’d only done it one other time, and it’d been purely by accident. Right after she’d been sent away, he’d managed to project an image of himself to her, his worry making him sick, his righteous fury shoring up his convictions, and his desire to protect and comfort his sister taking both things and turning them into something usable.

      He hadn’t tried it purposefully. Not since the pact. But he was convinced it could work, if only he could focus. Grasping at the threads of reality, at his memories and what he knew to be true colliding into one central point, Wesley followed. He imagined himself walking down an endless corridor with a series of doors lining either side. The correct door was among them. All he needed to do was find it.

      Reaching out in his mind, Wesley gripped the handle of one such door. A chill washed over him, making him shudder within the images that played inside his head. He knew better than to open that door, and yet he found himself doing it anyway. As soon as he did, shadows spilled into the hallway, spreading around him, coalescing into the form of… not a man. He was a creature of the abyss, another horror that haunted Wesley’s nightmares. Freakishly tall, with long limbs and almost skeletal fingers, a neck that was longer than any human’s, and a face that was simply two dark-as-pitch eyes set into a shadowed face, a wicked smile the only source of “light” from the entity.

      Wesley ripped himself out of his spell the same way he’d ripped himself out of his own nightmares. Only this time when he opened his eyes, the horrific vision didn’t clear. That shadowy figure was standing before him, lips twisted into a wry grin. He looked down at Wesley expectantly, and it took everything in him not to scramble away and clutch for the comfort of his spellbook.

      As if it would do any good.

      “Still no luck?” Aeredus’ voice was surprisingly smooth—it might have been soothing, had it not been coming from an abomination. “You’ve been at it for years now. Do you ever wonder if it’s just beyond your capabilities?”

      There was a glint in those soulless black eyes. He knew he’d struck true, and Wesley’s pride suffered the blow. “If it is, then who’s fault is that, exactly? These powers come from you.”

      Aeredus laughed, the sound filling the tiny inn room. Wesley swore the walls shook with it. They certainly felt like they were closing in.

      “I gave you everything I could possibly give a human. You have only yourself to blame for not unlocking your full potential, Wesley.”

      The words wrenched something deep inside of him. They sounded so much like his old professor’s. So much, in fact, that Wesley was sure Aeredus had pulled them from his mind and used them against him. The answering laugh—perversely delighted—was proof enough.

      “Get out of my head,” he growled.

      “Why should I vacate a space I own, my dear boy?” he purred, his breath suddenly warm against Wesley’s ear. Despite himself, he shuddered. “I did not force you to pact with me.”

      He hadn’t, and Wesley would own his own decisions. He’d done what he’d needed to do. Without that pact, there was no way he would have had enough power. Not as quickly as he’d needed it. He’d known the consequences, too. He would be Aeredus’ pet, his plaything until the day he was no longer useful to the Dark God. At that point he suspected he would be sucked dry, a lifeless husk used to sustain Aeredus’ avatar and nothing more.

      But that day wasn’t today. He needed something, and Wesley wasn’t going to play the games he was so fond of. Rising from the edge of the bed, he moved to the basin of cloudy water and splashed it over his face. There was a small-looking glass propped behind the basin, a lens through which he could view what he’d become. Dark circles under his eyes. A shadow where his jaw should be clean-shaven. Sharper cheekbones than he’d ever remembered having.

      This pact had taken its toll, but he’d do it a thousand times over if the outcome was the same.

      “Lucky for you, I do have a way to remedy your arrested potential,” Aeredus said, breaking the silence as Wesley knew he would.

      Most people believed the Dark God subsisted on the souls of the innocent, or some such nonsense. Wesley knew the truth was simpler than that. He was kept alive by the attention others paid him, and by hearing himself speak. Pity someone would always pay him mind, otherwise he might wither and die like a spring bloom in summer.

      “I have summoned a new sorceress to represent me and wear my mantle in the fight against Belisan,” he said as if he expected Wesley to care.

      “Did you wear out the old one already?” he asked, still looking at himself in the glass surface.

      “She took a more… direct route to her demise than the one I encouraged.”

      Wesley’s eyes closed. Was that supposed to be humorous? The lilt to his voice suggested it was. His stomach twisted at the implication, but of course Aeredus knew he was sending all who pacted with him to their doom. That was the point. They were damned the moment they spoke the words.

      “I believe this new one will far surpass her, though. She is clever. Stubborn. Defiant. She thinks she can thwart my wishes…” His lips curled into a cruel grin. “It’s quite adorable, really.”

      Wesley felt that now-familiar sinking feeling. Whenever Aeredus spoke of his newest pet, he recognized himself in the words. He’d only ever wanted to right wrongs. To save his sister. To carry out justice where Atram had delivered none. In the end, he was just like all the others. This woman would be, too, and though he didn’t know her, he felt for her.

      “I don’t see why I should care about your newest whore. If you’re here to tell me to stay out of her way, you needn’t worry about that.”

      “On the contrary, my dear boy. I want you to stay very close to her. You are going to be one of her guardians.”

      He froze at that, then whipped around to face the Dark God. Seeing his reflection in the glass wasn’t enough. He needed to see that expression on his otherworldly face. He needed to see if Aeredus was just toying with him. It seemed the god’s favorite past-time.

      But while he was still smiling, his eyes glinting with mirth, he didn’t appear to be joking. And deep inside, Wesley knew that. Something in his soul confirmed it, tugging toward the existence of this woman he’d never met and hadn’t cared to meet until moments ago.

      “What is this?” he asked in a growl. “What have you done to me?”

      “It’s merely part of the pact. Did you not read the fine print? I would think a man as learned as you would never skim a contract,” he said with a wolfish grin. When Wesley stared up at him, his expression hard, Aeredus just waved him off and continued. “You have been chosen to defend this woman. You will lend her your power and she in turn will lend you hers.”

      Wesley searched through his memories, through all the knowledge he’d acquired over the years. Countless hours when he’d sat in the restricted section of the academy’s library, poring over texts that might have given him any insight into the power he needed. His first experience reading about a Dark Lady was in the Razing of Veramor, where one woman had burned an entire city to the ground in the space of fifteen minutes. There’d been mention there of an entourage made entirely of men, and he’d learned over time that such a thing went hand in hand with the Dark Lady’s presence. Wherever she was, three men followed, bound to her by something they couldn’t explain. Something that made them loyal enough to forego their own hopes and dreams and give their life for hers.

      It was something that made him ill to think of. Everything inside of Wesley rebelled at the thought. Almost everything. Because there was one spark that lit brightly within him. One driving force that pushed him toward a woman he’d never met. He hated it. Hated that he was likely going to crumple at her feet, fall down and beg to serve her no matter what type of person she was.

      All because of this pact.

      “I forgot how much you like to brood,” Aeredus remarked, his lip pulling back in a sneer. “You and Rhiannon will get along swimmingly.”

      Rhiannon. An old name, left over from when humans still worshiped a pantheon of gods and goddesses. The wild goddess of the wind, ever-shifting. Was she as tempestuous? The thought sparked something inside of him—something he’d never experienced before. A desire to be with this woman in every sense of the word. To bask in her presence, to serve and possess her in turn. It was such a fierce, powerful feeling that Wesley nearly staggered from it. He was only brought back to his reality by the icy chuckle of Aeredus.

      “I see I wasn’t wrong in choosing you.” Wesley looked up to find those dark eyes fixed on him. “You’ll find her southeast of here, a half day’s ride. She’ll be at a human village, likely getting herself into some kind of trouble, if I had to guess.” The glint in his eyes suggested he didn’t have to guess at all. “You’ll also find the other two I’ve called to the task. Play nice with them, Wesley. You three are the only thing stopping this woman from ending up like the last, and if she does fall before pacting with you, you’ll never see your precious Emma again.”

      Wesley’s blood ran cold. It could have been a threat, but he was more inclined to believe it was simply a promise. He wasn’t powerful enough. Even though he’d pacted with Aeredus, there were limits to what he could do. Limits the Dark God had never told him about, of course, the terms of their agreement always changing. They’d changed again, that door he needed to reach so tantalizingly close, yet moving ever further away.

      “What do you mean pact with me?” he asked, finding Aeredus had moved away from him to stare out the tiny window.

      “The Dark Lady—ugh, I hate that name—must form a voluntary bond with each of her guardians to unlock—” He stopped himself, turning back to Wesley. He couldn’t be sure if he saw boredom or amusement in Aeredus’ gaze. “Why am I telling you this? Here.” He waved his hand, a sweeping gesture that moved slowly in front of his body. “Now you know.”

      Wesley felt a sharp pain behind his eyes as if he was getting a terrible headache. He gritted his teeth, squinted against it, but slowly it let up, blissful relief taking its place. Relief, and a wealth of knowledge that hadn’t been there before. Dark Ladies of the past. The role of a guardian. The deal Aeredus had made with this Rhiannon. And the moment in which the Lady and her three guardians became more powerful.

      Powerful enough that Wesley would never have to worry over Emma’s safety again. It felt like a trap. Another promise made by Aeredus that came with a myriad of terms and conditions. But still he felt compelled toward that path, toward this woman he was meant to serve who would serve him in turn. He would find her. Win her trust. Then she would pact with him—mind, body, soul—and he would finally have the means to protect Emma.

      Even if that meant protecting her from himself.
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      There had to be some mistake.

      That was Karak’s only thought as he pulled his remaining men back. There must have been some misunderstanding, because the Dark Lady would never attack his people. Aeredus’ chosen had always aligned themselves with the orcs, and Karak had seen two in his lifetime approach his father and then him in turn, asking for men to serve.

      He’d always given them willingly, gladly, because it was an honor to serve the Dark Lady, even if Karak himself wasn’t especially keen on serving Aeredus. But their pacts with his chosen had given his clan the strength they needed to fight off their enemies. It was only this last run, when the Dark Lady had refused to even look their way, that they’d begun to lose staggering numbers to the humans.

      When he first felt that familiar pull of dark magic nearby, he’d assumed she was there to support them in their quest. He’d given his men instruction to do as little damage as possible—they were here for the one adventurer who had blood on his hands, not the rest of the humans who’d only done as humans were wont to do. They were like animals, just following primitive instincts to attack anything they didn’t understand—anything that didn’t look like them.

      A strange thing for Karak to realize when he’d been younger, as his mother was human. This one, though… she’d attacked them. There was no mistaking it. She’d set off an explosion of dark energy beneath their catapult, instantly killing several of his men. He’d tried to call to them, to pull them off, get them to drop to their knees, but they hadn’t heard him. They’d paid for it with their lives, and now only Karak and two of his kinsmen remained.

      He’d taken them through the tall grass, trying to approach the Dark Lady from the side. He’d hoped if he could call out to her, show he wasn’t a threat, that he could explain the situation. Maybe she thought he and his men were attacking this village unprovoked, in which case all he needed to do was speak to her face to face and clear everything up.

      But he hadn’t been able to get close to her. She’d gone into the village, which was suicide for her kind. They’d caught her, bound her, and Karak had only been able to watch from a hill on the outskirts, a spyglass showing him exactly what they intended.

      “We have to help her,” he told the other two warriors.

      “She killed our men without remorse!” Urzog pointed out.

      He’d wanted to retreat since the catapult explosion, but Karak had ordered him to stay. He hoped he wouldn’t come to regret it; that it wouldn’t be a mistake Urzog would pay for with his life.

      “She didn’t understand what we were trying to do,” he said, hoping against hope that he was right. “I’m sure she thought we were just attacking that village for the hell of it.”

      “And what if we were?” Xag asked. “No Dark Lady has ever given a damn about some backwoods humans.”

      No, they hadn’t. The fact that this one did told Karak she was special, though. He’d felt drawn to her from the moment he’d sensed her, and even more so now that she’d tried to help her fellow humans. As foolish and misguided as it had been, there was empathy in this Lady that was rarely present in the others.

      “You can leave if you wish, but I’m going to save her,” he swore, his gaze fixed on the stake at the center of the village, sticks piled high all around it.

      Orcs were rarely the heroes in any tales, even those told by his own kind. Half-orcs even less so. He’d had to fight for every ounce of respect he’d earned among his people, but this was his chance to be more than that. This was his chance to serve a Lady directly. To be one of her guardians.

      And if she pacted with him, perhaps she would help his people. Perhaps she’d actually care about them as he did, and would want to see justice done for Karak and all the others who’d lost loved ones.

      With a Dark Lady who actually cared, his people would be strong again. They could finally rebuild and start to mend everything that was broken—Karak included.

      It helped that as soon as the thought to save her solidified in his mind, he felt invigorated. Something swelled inside of him, some certainty he could only explain with one distant hope: the calling. So many orcs longed for it, and he’d been told all his life that it would never happen for him, given what he was. He could feel it now, though, deep in his soul. The sense of absolute rightness that coursed through him, the surge of adrenaline.

      “It’s best if we warn the clan, in case there’s retaliation,” Urzog said, resting a hand on his shoulder. “Be careful, Commander.”

      Karak placed his own hand atop Urzog’s, giving the older man a smile, the barest hint of his stubby tusks catching his lip. “You as well, my friend. I’ll return soon, and with a Dark Lady to help us.”

      “For your sake, I hope you’re right.”

      The words were spoken in a somber tone, and a hint of fear gripped Karak’s heart. While he was in charge of these expeditions, he wasn’t in charge of the clan as a whole, nor would he ever be. If he couldn’t pull this off, there was every chance he would lose his position. He might even be exiled from the clan. It was such a sharp and real possibility that Karak’s convictions faltered for a moment. But only a moment. They recovered quickly as he redoubled his hope. He knew this was going to work out. He could feel it.

      He could feel something else, too. As he skulked through the hills, trying to find the best entry into the village, Karak felt a presence that seemed tethered to his own. Then another. They approached from different directions, thundering closer. On horseback, if he had to guess, a thought that was confirmed as he heard the pounding of hooves. Karak reached behind him for the heavy battle axe strapped to his back. He didn’t feel as though these people were a threat to him, but he wasn’t so naive as to face them unprepared.

      He would never have thought to be attacked by a Dark Lady, after all, and yet here he was.

      Crouching low to the ground, axe in hand, he was prepared to sweep the legs of the horses out from under them. But the figure from the northwest slowed, and so too did the one coming from the southeast. They were both human, but one wore a long overcoat of simple cloth, the trim embroidered with enchanted thread. A silk waistcoat and trousers completed the ensemble, along with soft-soled boots that told Karak this one was not used to martial combat. As if his figure wouldn’t have done that already. He was tall and slender—a bit gaunt in the face, even—without the muscle definition he might expect to find in a warrior. Light skin, several days’ worth of stubble, and haunted blue eyes. Judging from the glimpse he caught of a thick tome strapped in a holster beneath his coat, he was likely some kind of sorcerer.

      The other was his opposite in nearly every way, aside from being human as well. He was on the shorter side, but sturdy and well-built, his muscular frame making him look like an immovable wall. That was only complemented by the stern set to his jaw and the stony look of his features. His dark green eyes took in everything around him without mercy, scrutinizing both Karak and his surroundings. He was the first to dismount, easily doing so, his brigandine not seeming to weigh him down at all.

      As he came closer, Karak eyed the longsword sheathed at his hip. The man made no move to reach for it, though his gauntlet-covered hand remained close by, his fingers twitching just so.

      “You are here for the Lady?” he asked, hoping it would not come to a brawl.

      He would win, but it would be a fierce battle, and the time they wasted measuring cocks was time he wasn’t saving the Dark Lady.

      “I am,” the leaner man said, sliding down from his horse with the grace of one who had been riding for some time. “Though I have no idea who this is,” he gestured to the armored man.

      “All you need to know is that I’m here to make sure the newest Lady doesn’t get herself killed not an hour into the job,” he said tersely.

      “Oh, is that all? I don’t even get a name?”

      For a moment, Karak thought he might draw his blade on the other man. In close combat, there would be no contest, but he’d yet to see what kind of magic the sorcerer could do.

      To his surprise, the very edge of the warrior’s lips twitched. Not quite a smile, but not the snarl he’d expected. “Liam.”

      “Wesley,” the sorcerer said, his gaze already moving away from Liam toward the center of the village. “What the hell happened? How was she captured?”

      “She was trying to help them, but they think she’s responsible for the attack I led.” He looked between the two of them. “Karak, by the way. If you care.”

      Liam said nothing, but Wesley at least had the social grace to look slightly abashed. Fortunately Karak had developed a thick skin over the years. He was used to humans either ignoring him or thinking him some mindless, violent beast.

      “Do you have a plan in place?” Liam asked, surprising him again.

      “I’d thought to create a distraction, draw away as many as I could before going in. But with the two of you here, we can refine that a bit. Wesley, you’re a magic user?”

      “In a manner of speaking,” he said, almost grimacing.

      A strange response, but not one Karak cared to analyze right now.

      “You can create a distraction from afar, then one of us can be in position to take out whoever grabs the torch. The other can free the Lady, and we can cut down any resistance from there.”

      “I can take care of the torch-bearer,” Liam offered.

      Karak felt a rush of satisfaction at the fact that he was going to be the one to save her. With the help of the other two, of course. Others who’d experienced the same calling he had, just as it had always been with a Dark Lady. Three men summoned from across the land, representing three different areas of expertise.

      All equally important, like the legs of a table. If one was cut from underneath, it would no longer stand.

      Still, he couldn’t help his pride. It was possible to appreciate the contributions of the other men and be glad he was the one who would be first in her favor, wasn’t it?

      “They’re getting the torch ready,” Wesley said, and Karak’s attention was immediately drawn to the thick bundle of sticks swiped through a blazing fire.

      Before he could give the order, he heard Wesley saying something under his breath. The same words over and over, an obvious incantation. Darkness welled beneath him, threatening to swallow him whole before it was drawn upward, almost seeming to evaporate into the air around Wesley.

      He looked over just in time to see the man’s eyes burn with black energy, his words distorted. There was a roar in the village, and Karak’s attention seized on a massive, tentacled beast that suddenly appeared in the middle of the crowd.

      Not a sorcerer, then. A warlock.

      “That’s some distraction,” he said, his eyes wide.

      But Liam was already moving into position, and he knew he should, as well. Returning his axe to his back, Karak brought out his hunting knife and crept around the distracted crowd. The woman he’d seen earlier was tied to the bundle of sticks, her hands bound behind her, a gag in her mouth. She thrashed violently, screaming against the cloth, but Karak waited until he saw Liam reach the edge of a nearby building.

      The bulky warrior moved with surprising speed, surging forward with his longsword drawn. In one fluid thrust, he buried it inside of the torch-bearer’s back. The man gurgled, blood pooling at his mouth, and Karak took that opening to shear his knife through the thick rope binding the Lady. She pulled her upper body away from the would-be pyre, throwing herself forward and off of the soon-to-be-lit stake. Her legs were still bound to it, though, and he was quick to sever the ties there, too.

      “Come, we have to get you out of here,” he called to her.

      The Lady tried to speak through her gag, the words obviously urgent. She put up her hands as if to defend herself, and even though it was muffled, he could make out a clear “Stay back!”

      Her voice was firm and resonant, yet there was a current of fear beneath it. She truly did think he meant to hurt her. That thought struck Karak harder than it should, but there was no time for him to explain the situation. Especially when the villagers were growing wise to the illusion Wesley created.

      “We have to go!” he urged her.

      He’d intended to remove the irons once they were safe, assuming it would take more effort than he could expend in a short time. But she needed to feel like she had some control over the situation, and so Karak reached for the irons even as she lurched backward from him.

      “I’m just going to get these off,” he told her, every muscle in his body tense as he tried to summon his strength.

      Grabbing hold of opposite edges, he pushed outward, a strained grunt leaving him as the enchanted metal slowly began to give, bowing outward. He wasn’t able to break it, but he was able to give her enough room to slip her hands free.

      “Come with me,” he pleaded, reaching out to her as the villagers closed in.

      He didn’t want to kill any more of these humans. They might have information his clan needed. But as one of the burlier ones charged the Dark Lady, Karak wasn’t given a choice. He hefted his axe in a downward arc, cleaving through flesh and bone. The woman he was protecting sucked in a sharp breath and scrambled away from him.

      “Wait!” he called.

      “You already lost her?” Liam growled, shoving a guard away with his shield.

      “She’s afraid. I didn’t—”

      Liam slammed his shield forward with a growl, then dodged an incoming blow from a flail. A thick tentacle wrapped around the attacker’s ankle, dragging him to the ground so Liam could very easily stab him. Apparently the warlock’s creation wasn’t an illusion after all, and it didn’t seem in danger of fading any time soon.

      “Meet me on the outskirts of the village, back where we were. I’ll fetch her,” Liam said.

      He was tempted to argue, his pride taking a hit, but so long as she was safe it didn’t matter. He nodded, hefting his axe, the familiar weight of it a comfort as he stood among his enemies. Liam dashed off, weaving seamlessly through the crowd in pursuit of the Dark Lady. Wesley was still some distance away, and Karak saw his lips moving as he controlled and commanded the creature wreaking havoc in the center of the village.

      There was an opening here. A chance for him to find the information he needed and get it back to his people. It was risky, but he wasn’t going to have another chance. The man who’d once carried the torch had dropped it on the ground and it now set fire to the dry autumn grass. It was only a matter of time before the buildings caught, too. Making the decision, Karak ran for the largest building—the one typically occupied by the village chieftain.

      He took the stairs inside two at a time, bursting through the door to find the chieftain cowering in his bedroom. Had he not seen fit to help defend his people during either of the attacks? It was such a shocking, pathetic sight that Karak just stood there for a long moment.

      “Please, I’ll give you anything you want,” the man whimpered. “Don’t kill me.”

      The bloodlust that ran through his orcish side craved vengeance. This man was responsible for the losses Karak’s people had suffered so many years ago. He hadn’t carried it out directly, but he’d paid the coin to see it done. There was no doubt in Karak’s mind about that.

      But here in this room, huddled in the corner, the front of his breeches stained, he wasn’t a threat to anyone. Karak’s blood cooled even as he hefted his axe again. The man shrieked, but Karak brought his axe down hard on the lockbox at the foot of the bed, popping the iron lock free with brute force rather than finesse.

      It sprang open, the lid bent beyond repair. There was gold within, something Karak only had passing interest in, though he scooped it up anyway. The Dark Lady would need it to build her forces, and he needed to clear it out of the way because underneath all of the heavy gold coins was a scroll case. Small, fit to fly with a raven. His fingers closed around it, a surge of triumph filling him.

      He’d done it. He had the information his clan needed. Now he could bring it to the Dark Lady and finally see justice done.
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      Serving a Dark Lady was not what Liam had in mind.

      He’d expected he might get the call at some point. He’d come under Aeredus’ notice after breaking his oath to the paladin order. The Dark God had tried for years to sway him, offering him his every desire in exchange for his fealty. Liam hadn’t accepted until he’d absolutely needed to do so, and now he was as much a pawn as the rest of them.

      But though he’d sold his soul to the Butcher of All Mankind, he had no intention of losing his wits or anything else to a power-mad sorceress. He’d dealt with enough people who only cared for their own strength, their own wealth, their own betterment at the expense of others.

      The call was something that couldn’t be resisted, true, and Liam would accept his role in helping this woman get to safety. He would even play his part in helping her carry out whatever Aeredus wanted with her. But he would never pact with her. That was the line he’d drawn when he first made his arrangement with the Dark God, and he intended to hold firm.

      It wasn’t much of a feat to stick to his convictions if his temptation was dead, though. The half-orc had managed to scare her off and the warlock—another power-hungry degenerate, no doubt—was still playing with his tentacle beast. So it fell to Liam to actually complete the mission, as it usually did. Even in the paladin order, he’d been the one to take action while everyone else stood around with their cocks in their hands, waxing lyrical about how good and righteous they were.

      He cut a path through the village, striking down any who challenged him. He had no use for petty squabbles, but he also wasn’t going to let some misguided humans distract him. She was getting away, fleeing toward the fields and soon the woods. He was no ranger, and if she made it deep enough, he would surely lose her.

      At the edge of the village, Liam cast a glance to the east. His sturdy bay gelding tossed its head restively, the length of the village outskirts between them. Placing two fingers to his mouth, he blew a harsh whistle and the horse came running. Hand gripping the horn, Liam hoisted himself into the saddle before the beast had fully slowed, giving him a nudge in the flank and urging him on with the reins.

      She was easy to catch up to, running on foot and clearly exhausted. He felt a cold prickle on the back of his neck, though, and was forced to veer his horse out of the way as a gout of dark flame exploded where they’d been.

      “I swear I’ll kill you!” she called over her shoulder.

      Right before she stumbled, the hem of her dress tangling in her legs. She tried to catch herself, tried to keep going, but the ground rushed up to meet her faster than she’d likely expected. Her palms hit the mud, splashing it into her face, and Liam jerked his mount to a stop, giving the gelding a pat before he jumped down.

      “Come any closer and I will boil your organs in your body while you still draw breath,” she hissed, looking up at him with a murderous glare.

      Murderous, but also terrified. It was as Karak said. Strange, since he’d never known a Dark Lady to outwardly display fear before. Most considered it a weakness, and rightly so. The moment they let their guard down was the moment someone else decided to usurp their position or end them for good.

      This one didn’t have that knowledge, and that fear tugged at Liam’s heart, invoking the urge he had to protect the innocent.

      She’s not innocent, you fool. If you weren’t one of the guardians, she would kill you in a heartbeat.

      And like every other Dark Lady, she would likely send countless creatures to their deaths without batting an eyelash. They were frigid. Heartless. Beings so twisted by darkness that their very souls were bereft of anything resembling humanity.

      Perhaps a bit of the paladin lingered in him still, to think such a way, but it had served him well thus far.

      “I don’t mean you any harm,” he said, his hands lifting into the air. “I’m here to help you. I was called by Aeredus. We all were.”

      She bristled at that name, her entire body going stiff. It was a sentiment Liam understood all too well, and again one that made him yearn to take her away from all of this.

      A foolish thought. She’d chosen this fate, as had they all. She wasn’t some damsel in need of rescuing, and he was hardly the white knight to do it even if she was.

      “All?” she asked tentatively, some of that dark energy fading from her eyes.

      She lifted her head more fully to look at him, and Liam held out a hand to help her to her feet. After a moment, she accepted, and he took in the entirety of her. He didn’t know what he’d expected. Someone older, likely. Sallow, papery skin. Those lines of corruption that tended to snake through the people Aeredus most had his clutches in. Someone with hard, cold, unfeeling eyes and a cruel smile.

      But this woman wasn’t that at all. She was… beautiful. Breathtaking. So much so that Liam just stood there and took in the sight of her for several moments. Light skin, unblemished by age or darkness. Raven black hair that tumbled past her shoulders in loose curls. Bow-shaped lips, just plump enough for biting and sucking. And dark blue eyes that shone almost violet in this light, beckoning him in.

      She was like no Dark Lady he’d ever heard of before, like no woman he’d ever known… and that made her dangerous. Liam knew all too well that the beautiful women—the ones who could wrap men around their little finger with the greatest of ease—were the most deadly when they wanted to be.

      He stood rigid, scowling down at her as his gaze moved over the mark at her neck. Two black serpents wound toward one another, nearly meeting in the center. It was a mark of Aeredus if he’d ever seen one, and in so obvious a place.

      “What were you thinking, going into a village full of humans with that mark?” he gestured to her neck.

      She lifted her hands, touched her throat. For a moment, Liam’s gaze fixed on those long, elegant fingers. They were touching her skin in a panic right now, but how would they look taking a relaxed, leisurely path? Trailing down her body, tweaking a taut nipple, sliding between her folds to find that insistent bud. How would they look wrapped around his cock?

      Dammit. It was the call. It had to be. Aeredus was doing something to him by proxy, trying to force him into servitude; to make him crave the pact. It wouldn’t work. He’d endured celibacy for years. He wasn’t going to falter now just because the Dark God had thrown a beautiful woman in his path.

      “They were being attacked,” she said, looking back toward the village. “Oh Goddess, it’s on fire. All those people…”

      “All those people tried to kill you,” he said incredulously.

      “If I’d just been able to—”

      “No,” he cut her off. “There’s no reasoning with people like that. They saw you as a threat, as some evil thing they needed to purge from this earth. They would have gleefully burned you alive and let their children watch as you screamed in pain. Those are the kind of people you’re protecting.”

      Her face turned a bit green, and Liam knew he’d gotten through to her. Perhaps not in the most tactful way, but they didn’t have time for tact. They didn’t have time for any of this.

      “Come with me. We’re meeting the others at the edge of the village.”

      He moved to the gelding and mounted easily, then offered a hand down to her. She looked at it, suspicion in her dark eyes, before finally taking it with a strong grip. Liam hoisted her up before him and she settled as comfortably as any man, sitting astride the beast without any fuss. What wasn’t especially comfortable was the way she pressed against him, her luscious ass jostling against his cock as they rode.

      Liam gritted his teeth, ignoring his body’s response to her. He’d learned discipline at the order, and those teachings hadn’t faded even if his trust in the paladins was gone. Even when he braced an arm around her, her body soft and yielding to his, he didn’t falter. He cleared his mind, thought of nothing, and rode along the outskirts of the village, avoiding the smoke that billowed toward the west. It wouldn’t take long for the whole village to burn, and while he felt a pang of guilt over the possible death of innocents, he didn’t think there were many to be found in this place.

      After all, he’d learned most orc clans weren’t foolish enough to attack without provocation. Humans usually outnumbered them ten to one. And they had been willing to burn a woman alive without proof that she’d done anything wrong. They weren’t to be pitied.

      Fortunately—for the Dark Lady, if not for himself—the other two guardians had made it out. The half-orc’s bare chest was splattered with blood and the warlock looked even more fatigued than he had when Liam first met him. He seemed on the verge of collapsing, actually, and Liam gave the man a hard stare.

      “Overexert yourself, warlock?” he asked, an edge to his voice.

      “Nothing I can’t handle,” the man said through a tight smile.

      “Right then. Introductions. Your Ladyship, the lover of tentacled beasts is Wesley. The half-orc who frightened you so badly that you ran away is Karak. And you can call me Liam.”

      “The oath-breaking ex-paladin,” Wesley was quick to put in. “I didn’t want you to miss out on a proper epitaph.”

      “Much obliged,” he said through gritted teeth.

      He looked to the Lady, curious to see if she reacted at all, but she was staring at Karak. “You were there,” she breathed.

      “I was,” he said solemnly, “but it’s not what you think. We weren’t there to kill anyone or even hurt them. We just wanted information.”

      She let out a harsh laugh. “You brought a catapult to get information?”

      “It was meant to scatter them,” Karak said. “We purposefully didn’t aim at any structures.”

      “And yet the entire village is burning to the ground.”

      Wesley looked at her as incredulously as Liam had earlier. “They tried to kill you. Burn you at the stake like you were some witch of yore.”

      “I told her much the same. It seems we’ve landed ourselves a Lady with a bleeding heart.”

      Karak’s eyes bored into him, a bright amber that seemed to glow like firelight. “And we’re stronger for it.”

      “We’ll be dead for it if we don’t get her out of here.” Wesley looked toward the village, where several of the humans were escaping the raging inferno.

      Enough to come after them seeking retribution. Enough to summon the guild, if they were feeling particularly vengeful.

      “This may be the only time you and I are in agreement, warlock,” he said, his arm tightening around the Dark Lady. “We must ride for safety.”

      “I have no horse,” Karak said, eyeing him suspiciously.

      Liam ignored the half-orc and searched the horizon. As he suspected, there were a few horses running free from the stables, grazing in the fields without a care in the world.

      “Then I hope you can ride bareback,” he said, urging his own horse onward.

      “What are you—” The woman was jostled against him once more and he sucked in a breath. “Let me down, I didn’t agree to go with you.”

      He reached behind him for the saddlebag, pulling out a length of rope. Handing it to her, he simply said, “Tie a knot in this with a loop large enough to go around a horse’s neck.”

      “Have you listened to a single word I’ve said?” her tone was exasperated, and Liam felt a smirk tug at his lips.

      Exasperation was an emotion he knew all too well. Likely one he would be feeling much of the time in this woman’s service.

      “With all due respect, Lady, my job as your guardian is to make sure you stay safe. I’m going to do my job, even if it means going against your orders.”

      And when Aeredus was done with her, they could part ways with Liam not having endeared himself in the slightest. It was best if she thought him a heartless, boorish blackguard.

      “Guardian… that’s what the others are, too? They’re… here to help me?” Her words were tentative, but her fingers were not. She worked diligently at the rope as she spoke.

      “Bound by Aeredus himself, yes. We can only help you, as far as I understand it. So whatever your worries are about the other two, you needn’t bother. They can’t harm you.”

      “The other two? You’re the one who’s been manhandling me this entire time,” she said with a scoff, handing him the completed loop.

      Liam slowed as he reached the other horses, the gelding’s pace becoming far more approachable and friendly. It wasn’t enough. The others were still spooked, and he had to act fast, tossing the loop at a barrel-chested gray horse.

      He pulled hard as the horse reared, but though he was able to keep it from fleeing, it wasn’t calming. Not surprising considering someone had come bearing down on it and thrown a rope around its neck, but still.

      “Can you do absolutely nothing with tact?” the Lady groused.

      Without aid, she slid down from the back of his gelding and approached the rearing horse cautiously. It snorted, nostrils flared, ears back.

      “You’re going to get—”

      “Would you just shut up?” she hissed.

      Liam did, in fact, shut up. His jaw clenched and he watched, wondering if he was going to have to find a healer to save this woman from the internal hemorrhaging she was sure to acquire after getting kicked by a horse.

      But to his surprise, the beast let her approach. She did so slowly, speaking in a soft, soothing voice that even Liam found calming. Reaching up, she offered her hand. When it wasn’t immediately rejected, she rested it on the horse’s snout and stroked gently. Liam watched as the mare’s chest stopped puffing out so far, as her ears pricked into a more neutral position, as she nuzzled into the Lady’s palm.

      He sat back in his saddle, genuinely impressed. “I had no idea Aeredus was fond of magic that handles animals.”

      “It’s not magic,” she said, the words spoken sharply even if her tone was still soothing for the horse’s benefit. “It’s kindness, something you clearly wouldn’t know anything about.”

      “You’re right about that, Lady,” he said darkly. “Since you’ve so kindly bonded with this mount, why don’t you ride it back to the others. Karak can join you.”

      She stiffened, obviously uncomfortable with the idea. Liam felt a petty sense of vindication, because he could see in her eyes that her pride wasn’t going to let her refuse. Not if doing so meant riding with him.

      “Very well,” she said as haughtily as if she were the queen herself.

      She mounted the gray mare just as easily as she’d mounted his saddled horse, turning it around with minimal movement of her thighs. Without sparing a glance, she rode away from him, her black curls whipping out behind her like some billowing cloak.

      Liam chuckled under his breath and shook his head as he spurred his own horse into movement. She had spirit, he’d give her that. An attitude he wouldn’t have minded matching wits with were she anyone else.

      But she wasn’t anyone else. She was Aeredus’ pet, given power and prominence; command over men who had their own strengths and victories to speak of. The Dark God would not have chosen her had she not possessed a certain ruthlessness. Even if it was something she needed to grow into, Liam had no doubt she would get there.

      And the last thing he needed was to get too close. It had cost him dearly once before. He would never let that happen again.
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      Rhia would have ridden with Karak just to spite Liam, at this point, even if her knee-jerk reaction toward the half-orc was fear.

      Before that fateful day in Esrinas—a day she now imagined she was some distance from, despite the fact that it felt like mere hours had passed—she’d never seen an orc before. There were paintings of them, of course. Tapestries hung in the libraries of great heroes squaring off against fearsome brutes. But an artist’s rendering was nothing compared to the real thing. They were taller than she could have ever imagined. Broader and more muscular, with thick barrel chests and rock-hard arms and thighs. And those tusks… something about them just didn’t sit right with her. Every time she glimpsed an orc’s tusks, she imagined being gored by them in the most horrendous fashion.

      But Karak wasn’t like the orcs she’d seen attacking the village. He was smaller, though still a good foot taller than Rhia herself. Muscular, but in a way that drew the eye and caused a heat to burn low within her as she looked him over, her gaze traveling down his bare chest to his chiseled abs and those powerful thighs. Thighs she felt press against her as they rode, Karak behind her on the mare.

      He was warm, and he smelled of some exotic spice with a hint of smoke. It was a heady mix, one that made Rhia have to grip her horse’s mane tighter just to keep from getting light-headed. She leaned forward more than was comfortable, knowing her own thighs and back would ache when they stopped for the night. But if she didn’t, she feared she might settle back against him and feel his hard body cradling hers, just like she had with Liam.

      For his part, Karak was far more of a gentleman than Liam could ever hope to be. Though he was getting jostled atop the horse, he never pressed closer than absolutely necessary, his thighs didn’t tighten against her, and he kept his hands to himself. For an hour or so, he also kept the conversation light and friendly—far more so than Liam had. But eventually Rhia’s curiosity got the better of her, and she couldn’t help the questions that plagued her mind.

      “You said you never intended to kill any of the humans. Why were you attacking the village, then?” she asked as she guided the mare behind the two geldings, following a footpath into the mountainous terrain.

      She felt Karak stiffen behind her, his chest expanding so much that the firm muscles brushed against her back. A shiver ran through Rhia, her mind wandering unbidden to a place where he might wrap those strong arms around her and pull her close. Goddess. What was wrong with her? She’d only ever thought of Desmond that way. Now it wasn’t even a full day in her mind and she was lusting after these men who worked for Aeredus.

      “We would have done what was needed to defend ourselves, Lady, but I had hoped to come away from this without any senseless deaths. There’s already been enough of that.”

      Rhia cringed at the title he gave her, the mantle of the Dark God falling over her like a shroud, feeling like so many insects crawling beneath her skin. “You don’t have to call me Lady,” she said. “In fact, I’d prefer you didn’t.”

      “I can’t make any promises. It’s deeply ingrained.” He paused a moment, then asked, “What should I call you?”

      He was more well-spoken than she’d imagined orcs to be. More polite, too. “Rhia is fine.”

      Behind her, she felt his body move slightly and looked over her shoulder to see him nodding. Bright amber eyes met hers, soft and warm, knocking the breath from her lungs. He smiled, his lips snagging on the tiny tusks that were barely larger than his regular teeth. Those weren’t fearsome at all. In fact, Rhia found herself wondering what they’d feel like if his mouth pressed to hers.

      Get ahold of yourself, girl. You’re acting like a trollop.

      “Rhia it is then.” She turned to face the path again, her cheeks heating. “Do you want the long story, or the short one?”

      She looked up at the sky, at the sun just beginning to descend from its apex. “If we’re stopping at dusk, I’d say we have time for the long version. And I’d rather know the details if we’re going to be… working together. Which I also just… don’t understand.”

      She wouldn’t have admitted that to Liam, but she got the sense that Karak wouldn’t judge her. Why the opinion of any of these men mattered to her, she didn’t know. They all worked for Aeredus in one form or another, and though they were there to be her guardians, their ultimate intent was to help her in achieving the Dark God’s ends.

      It was a quick way to sour her opinion of the three of them, even if they’d rescued her from being burned alive.

      “Several years ago, the humans began to attack our camps,” he began, and Rhia tried to shake the sudden bitterness she felt to at least hear him out. “I think they assumed we were a different orc clan. There was one more in the general area, much more violent than us and more willing to attack humans unprovoked. My clan were hunters. We lived off the land, built traps, bartered furs. We were nomadic, mostly following the elk as they moved throughout the seasons. We never thought to defend our camps beyond a few guards, and we never had a need to until they started attacking.”

      Rhia’s lips twisted into a frown. This wasn’t how those stories usually went. Orcs were supposed to be bloodthirsty raiders who raped and pillaged for the fun of it. Not peaceful hunters who would have kept to themselves had the humans not intervened.

      “We defended ourselves, of course, and when the attacks didn’t stop—even after we’d moved on—we set up a base camp and trained our guards into true warriors. Our trap-makers built weaponry to better defend our home, and we hunkered down to await the onslaught. The humans had killed several of our men and women in the past, but once we prepared ourselves, it was a massacre.”

      That sounded more like the stories. In the ones she’d heard, humans needed to overcome overwhelming odds to match the brute strength of the orcs. Only this wasn’t some innate aggression on the orcs’ part. They were protecting themselves, defending their people. She could feel no sympathy for the humans who’d continued to attack for no reason.

      At least not one she was hearing, beyond a case of mistaken identity. “Did the humans not figure out that you weren’t the orcs who’d attacked them initially?”

      “I think so. I wasn’t as well-versed in the language then, despite my parentage. My mother died in childbirth and until I started to lead the training regimen, my people… tolerated me, at best.” She heard the strain in his voice and that suspicion she’d felt melted away, replaced by a sharp pang of sympathy. “By that point, I believe the humans were too invested in eradicating us to give it much more thought.”

      The path grew steeper, and her horse stumbled somewhat, its hooves dislodging several little pebbles. Rhia watched as they rolled past, then looked behind her to see them bounce down the mountain. It was a stark reminder of how far up they were and how perilous this ascent still was.

      “Keep pace,” Liam barked from ahead, not bothering to look back. “It’s too dangerous for you to lag behind.”

      “And there’s not enough room for us to ride beside the two of you,” she snapped back at him.

      Goddess, he was insufferable. But the other one—the leaner man with sandy brown hair and several days’ worth of stubble—snorted in amusement.

      “He seems very…” Karak started.

      “Obnoxious in a way that inspires one to want to strangle him to death with their bare hands?”

      “I was going to say ‘abrasive,’ but yes.”

      She looked over her shoulder again to see him grinning a lopsided grin. Her heart did a little flip, her stomach tightening as though she were a girl with a newly sprouted fixation. On a half-orc she’d just met. Who was only here and being kind to her because Aeredus had charged him with helping her take down the guild.

      “Sorry, go on,” she mumbled, more flustered than she liked.

      “The attacks actually stopped for a while. Almost a year, in fact. We left our trained warriors to guard the walls, but we took down the weaponry and were even beginning to plan a migration, as the herd had long since left the area. We let ourselves grow complacent, and we paid the ultimate price for it.” His voice tightened, a pain there so deep that Rhia could barely fathom it. “The humans had spent that year gathering the money to pay the guild to eradicate our clan for them.”

      She sucked in a breath, her mind reeling. Of course she knew the guild went out and invaded the camps of the monstrous races, usually on behalf of vulnerable villages. But the way Karak described it, this was less a means of defense and more a feud the humans wanted to save face on. Something they were unwilling to let go, when the orcs had let them be.

      “We tried to broker peace. There was no way we were going to be able to defend ourselves against a party of adventurers,” Karak said through gritted teeth. “But they wanted none of it. They brutalized our clan, killing most of our people in one night. No quarter, no mercy. It was a slaughter that never needed to happen.”

      Rhia couldn’t breathe. The force of his words hit her harder than she would have ever expected. It was as if her mind and heart were primed to feel empathy toward this man, and she certainly felt it now.

      “So you sought vengeance?” she asked in barely more than a whisper.

      “No.” The word was spoken in a deep rumble, nearly a growl. “Though several of us wanted it, myself included. We didn’t have the numbers to go after the humans outright, and it wouldn’t have done any good. They were only indirectly responsible for the deaths of our people. So I made a plan to repurpose the weaponry, bring it with us to intimidate them into handing over information about the adventurers they hired.”

      Rhia blew out a breath, her mind still spinning, leaving her with such a sense of vertigo. “That must be why you’re one of my guardians. Aeredus wants me to dismantle the guild.”

      “What?”

      She felt him tense behind her, and looked over her shoulder to see his eyes wide, his shock genuine. Had he not known? She supposed she shouldn’t be surprised the Dark God hadn’t given him any details on what he was supposed to be doing. She didn’t even know what his role as a guardian was or how he’d found her. He and the others had just… shown up.

      “That’s… quite the task,” Karak said, still rigid. She turned back to keep her eyes on the path, unsure how much she should say to him. “I suppose it’s providence that brought us together then. I will help you in whatever way I can. My people will help you, too.”

      For a moment she thought he might say more, but he lapsed into silence, and so Rhia focused on keeping her mare a close distance behind Liam’s and Wesley’s mounts. The pace was slow until they reached a more level plain in the mountains. Rhia’s ears rang, feeling as though they were filled with water before the sensation finally eased. It was hard to breathe this high up, though, and she found the ride exhausting.

      “We’re not riding straight through, are we?” she called up to Liam.

      She hadn’t even asked where they were going, so eager to be away from the village of people that had tried to burn her at the stake like some malevolent swamp witch. That and—if she was being honest with herself—she had the strange sense that these men weren’t going to lead her into danger. That they couldn’t, by Aeredus’ design.

      It was something she couldn’t even begin to understand, and she hoped one of them knew more about the whole guardian thing.

      “Are your thighs sore, princess?” Liam taunted.

      “Don’t be an ass,” Karak snarled from behind her. “We all need to stop. It’s impossible to breathe up here. I feel like I’m going to pass out at any second.”

      “I thought it was just me,” she heard Wesley say, the words somewhat muffled.

      “I intended to stop right before dusk, which we’re close enough to now. There’s no cover here, though. The camp will be visible from the path. This way.”

      He guided his gelding off said path and Rhia followed. Whether he’d been intending to stop or not, she was grateful for the respite. Every step her horse took seemed to jostle her more and more. Though he’d joked about it, her thighs did hurt, burning with the exertion of keeping to the mare’s movements. The thin air made everything much harder than it should be, too, and she could feel a weakness overtaking her body like malaise.

      Maybe it was just fatigue, but as Liam led them through a dense forest, weaving around the trees, she felt as if her muscles were no longer working properly. She had the mental sensation of falling before she realized that she was, in fact, falling. But not for long.

      Karak caught her, his strong arm looping around her, pulling her tight as he lifted her back onto the horse. He braced against her, holding her to him, his thighs tightening at her sides.

      “Easy,” he said softly, his voice rich and rough in her ear.

      “Sorry,” she said, her cheeks heating anew.

      He didn’t let up on his hold and she didn’t fight him on it. Weariness even saw her leaning back against him, his firm body a comfort she was willing to allow herself now. Even as she felt the hard ridge of his cock pressing through his breeches. Her breath caught, her whole body heating with a flush of desire and satisfaction in knowing she’d done such a thing to him.

      It was a ridiculous thing to feel, and yet she couldn’t seem to care right now. Karak held himself away from her as much as he could, and she felt strangely safe with him. Somehow she knew deep down that he wasn’t going to do anything to her, and that allowed her a space in which she could feel these things she’d tried so hard to repress around Desmond, back when she’d feared he might not reciprocate.

      Desmond. The thought of him, of his terrified features, was like diving headfirst into an icy lake. It made the rest of the ride something she did in a haze, her mind trying not to fixate on what had happened to her best friend after she’d been sent here. Though she felt a distortion of time, she had no idea how long it’d even been. Days? Weeks? Years? Maybe it didn’t even matter, because she was Aeredus’ plaything for now, and too exhausted in this moment to think of thwarting him.

      All she could really think about was wrapping herself in a warm blanket and going to sleep.

      Thankfully, she got her wish soon after. Liam chose a clearing that was lined on every side by trees, blocking the view of their camp from the path. Karak helped her down from the mare and set up his own bedroll for her to rest on, a thick fur nestled over her with such care that it made her heart clench in her chest.

      “Rest well, Lady,” she thought she heard him whisper before exhaustion claimed her.
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* * *

      She wasn’t sure how long she’d slept, but when she woke again, each of the three men were awake. Liam was bandaging a wound on Karak’s arm, Wesley had a book open in his lap, and all three looked over at her as she roused. Had she made a sound, or were they just that attuned to her? She hoped it was the former. She didn’t know how she felt about three strangers knowing when she was awake or asleep.

      “Didn’t any of you sleep?” she asked, pushing herself into a sitting position.

      “It’s only been a couple of hours,” Wesley said. “I need a bit of time to wind down before sleeping.”

      “The orc and I did a patrol of the forest,” Liam said, using his knife to slice through the end of the bandage. “He was bleeding all over everything, so here we are.”

      “I didn’t ask you to help me,” Karak pointed out, his jaw clenched.

      “If you’re hurt, you’re not going to do a very good job protecting your Lady,” the man said, his green eyes intense as he seemed to challenge Karak, red hair matching the fire she heard in his voice. “And then it’s all of our asses when Aeredus finds out.”

      “So glad to know you care about my safety,” she muttered, wrapping the fur more tightly around herself.

      It hadn’t been this cold when she went to sleep, but if she’d awoken in the middle of the night, that explained it. An icy wind blew from the north, as well, not helping matters any.

      “You should go back to sleep,” Karak said softly. “We’ll arrange a watch schedule.”

      As nice as that sounded, her mind was racing, plagued by questions she hadn’t been able to ask before. “I’m awake now, and there are things I need to know.”

      Pulling the furs more tightly around herself, she stood and walked closer to the fire, sitting down on a smooth rock, the cold of it biting through her frock. No wonder she was freezing. She really needed new clothes, and had no idea how to acquire them out here. On the list of important questions, though, that one seemed less urgent.

      “First question,” she said, trying to stop her teeth from chattering. “What is a guardian? I know Aeredus sent you, I know you’re supposed to protect me, but what are you beyond that? Are we supposed to have some kind of… deal?”

      The surprised looks of everyone around her answered a question she hadn’t asked. Apparently she was supposed to know about these things.

      “I’d always assumed every Lady would know about the guardians,” Wesley said, closing his book.

      “Not necessarily.” That was Liam, being contrary as usual. This time she just happened to agree with him. “Aeredus likes to toy with the people he’s put in his debt.”

      “He didn’t exactly grace me with a wealth of information, no,” Rhia said through gritted teeth. “I made a deal with him, he brought me here, told me he wanted me to bring down the guild, and sent me on my way.”

      “For power, right? You made a deal for power?” Wesley seemed to have an interest in that, his blue eyes looking her over curiously.

      “To save my friend,” she said, her tone defensive. “The last Dark Lady was attacking our city. He was dying, and I… couldn’t help him. So I asked for help from the gods, and Aeredus was the only one who responded.”

      There was stunned silence all around. Even Liam stared at her over the crackling fire, his gaze boring into her as if he was trying to figure out whether or not she was lying.

      “What? You can’t possibly be surprised that Aeredus made an uneven deal with me.”

      “You’re not unique in that regard, princess.” She glared at Liam. In no world was she anything resembling a princess. “He made uneven deals with all of us, I’m sure. It’s what he does.”

      “It’s not the deal, it’s the circumstance. Usually Dark Ladies are…” Wesley searched for a word.

      “Consumed with an overwhelming lust for the power to crush their enemies?”

      She snorted at Liam’s assessment. “That’s a bit dramatic.”

      “It’s true, though.” Karak frowned. “Every Lady who ever approached our clan has wanted our aid to serve among her armies. She’s never wanted anything more than to destroy anyone who opposed her.”

      “Well, if that’s what you’re here for, I’m sorry to disappoint,” she said tersely.

      Karak was quick to answer. “No! At least… that’s not what I’m here for.”

      “And you two?”

      She was feeling combative, put on the defensive from the moment they’d begun to talk about this. While she wasn’t keen on showing her hand yet, they needed to understand that she wasn’t going to be taking any armies into distant lands to destroy anyone who opposed her. Except maybe Aeredus, but that was a long way off.

      “I don’t have a stake in whatever chaos you want to spread, though I’d prefer not to serve someone who would eventually be driven mad by power,” Wesley admitted. “I’m here because if I didn’t show up, Aeredus would have seen me regret it.”

      The nods of the other two told Rhia they were all in a similar situation. All sent down a deadly river in a boat that was defective from the moment it was sold to them. Designed to crash against the rocks and shatter, then likely be built anew to be sold to the next willing victim. It was a brilliant grift Aeredus had in place.

      “Is it the same for you?” she asked Liam, leveling a steady stare at him.

      He stared right back, his face unreadable. “I’m here. That’s all you need to know about me, so long as I’m doing my job, isn’t it?”

      Rhia’s teeth ground together and she resisted the urge to fire back a quick retort. It wasn’t worth it when she could get information from the others. “You still haven’t told me what exactly your job is.”

      “To protect and serve you,” Karak said as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.

      “In accomplishing Aeredus’ desires.”

      “In whatever you wish to do,” he countered.

      That was still such a vague answer, but Karak wasn’t deliberately cagey in the way Liam seemed to be. Perhaps there wasn’t a better answer. Or perhaps he just didn’t know. Maybe this was something Aeredus hadn’t bothered explaining to any of them, either.

      “Traditionally the guardians are like lieutenants,” Wesley said, drawing her attention. “As you assemble forces, we help command them. That’s why we each have vastly different specialties.”

      That made sense, though Rhia had no plan of commanding troops. She couldn’t even imagine it.

      “But you’re still bound to me… not Aeredus?”

      It was a risky question. If any of them truly were loyal to the Dark God, she would pay for her impudence. But the general mood about him seemed frosty at best, with Liam’s jaw tightening more and more every time his name was even mentioned. Perhaps they were all more aligned than Rhia would have thought. She’d have to observe them to be sure of it.

      Then maybe they could help her.

      “Unofficially, yes. We’re here to serve you, but we’re not exactly bound to you. Not yet,” Wesley said.

      Oh, she didn’t like the sound of that. The hairs on the back of her neck stood on end as she remembered her pact with Aeredus. “What does that mean?”

      “It means every Dark Lady before you has pacted with each of her guardians, benefiting both her and them,” Liam began. “You accept us into your service, we devote ourselves to you, and we both get something out of it.”

      He spoke so callously, as if this were some kind of mutual arrangement where they shared a bed for the sole purpose of sex. A flush stole across her cheeks and she looked away from him, hating that he could fluster her so.

      “When we pact, our abilities help augment yours,” Wesley explained. “You’ll gain new powers, and you’ll be able to know where we each are at any moment, and how we’re faring. We’ll also be unable to lie to you.”

      Liam snorted, but said nothing, feeding another stick to the fire.

      “That only sounds like it benefits me,” she said, her brow furrowing. “What’s in it for you?”

      “You can aid us with your magic, provide us powers as well,” Karak said, “but in truth? My hope is that you’ll be more invested in our individual plight. I’m sure we all have things we want to accomplish.”

      “That would be my hope, too,” Wesley said.

      Once again, Liam revealed nothing. He wasn’t even looking at her now, his focus on the fire, his gaze distant.

      That was fine. She didn’t care to know any more about him. She was curious, but she wasn’t going to beg. And if they expected her to take part in revenge plots or anything so heinous, she didn’t want to know about it, anyway.

      Rhia drew the fur tighter around herself, considering their words. She still wasn’t comfortable having men around to essentially do her bidding, but it was actually good to know there was something in it for them. While she believed people could be altruistic—Desmond certainly was—these were men who served Aeredus, willingly or not. There was always going to be something in this for them.

      All that said, the idea of making another pact made her queasy. Bile rose in her throat as she recalled the way Aeredus had toyed with her. The price he’d exacted before she’d even fully known what she was getting herself into.

      “What happens if I don’t pact with you?” she asked, her gaze meeting Wesley’s, as he seemed to be the most knowledgeable.

      “We’ll all be weaker for it, but it’s your choice.”

      He’d paled some, and she could tell from his pinched expression that he didn’t like the idea much. Whether he’d actually honor her choice was anyone’s guess, but she imagined Karak at least would be on her side.

      For his sake, she offered an explanation. “Aeredus fucked me over in our pact,” she explained unflinchingly. “I’m not eager to enter into another any time soon.”

      “Well, that makes two of us.” Liam’s words were spoken with an edge of biting humor, but there was a darkness in his eyes as they met hers again.

      “Whenever you’re ready,” Karak assured her, his tone soothing. “If ever you’re ready.”

      It was obvious Wesley wasn’t thrilled with the sentiment, but he nodded as well. “I think we all felt forced into the pacts we made with Aeredus. I don’t want to do the same to you.”

      For evil men, they all seemed to be surprisingly… nice. Well. Two of them were nice. Liam was something else entirely, but at least she could content herself with the knowledge that he wasn’t interested in pacting with her, either.

      She sat by the fire for a time, her eyelids growing heavy. It was so tempting to just sleep, but as she snapped herself out of it, she realized there was one more question she needed them to answer.

      “Where are we going?”

      “Ah. If you hadn’t intended to become the Dark Lady, I guess you wouldn’t know,” Wesley said, reaching a hand up to rub at his neck.

      That woke her significantly. She looked between them, none of the men seeming eager to meet her gaze. “Know what?” When answers weren’t forthcoming, she narrowed her eyes at Karak. “Know what?”

      “We’re taking you to Ebonhold.” The name didn’t register with her, and Karak must have seen that in her face. He continued unprompted. “It’s the fortress Dark Ladies have used for centuries. At the heart of Aeredus’ domain.”
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      Her expectations for what Aeredus’ lands and people might be like had proved wrong so far, the tales she’d heard as a child now seeming laughably far from reality. But as they approached Ebonhold, the keep the Dark Lady was meant to occupy proved to be exactly what Rhia would have thought it to be.

      It was made of obsidian or onyx—she wasn’t entirely sure—with black stone cobbled into thick walls in various states of disrepair, ivy crawling up the sides like some kind of malicious creature. The fortress rose into four impossibly tall spires that likely served as lookout towers, though the presence of a ballista at one of them told her they’d been used to defend the place before, as well. For all the good it had done. In addition to crumbling walls, one of the towers was half-destroyed, the top missing as if some great winged beast had swooped down and picked it up in its talons.

      A thick tangle of razor sharp brambles barred passage from the road, and while it had long since dried up, a moat provided yet another barrier to reaching the fortress proper. Something glimmered in the fading sunlight, a shiny black carapace catching Rhia’s attention, and she saw a massive lizard-like creature ambling along in the moat.

      “This place is absolutely ridiculous,” Rhia muttered under her breath as Liam led them around the thicket. “It screams ‘evil lair.’”

      “The previous Dark Ladies weren’t exactly subtle,” Wesley said, the corner of his lips twitching into a smirk.

      “Not to your liking, princess?”

      It’d only been two days, and she was already tired of Liam. Oh, he was a treat to look at. She’d watched him surreptitiously, especially when they’d stopped by a creek the previous day and he’d splashed water over his face, the droplets rolling down to wet his shirt. He was what Rhia would call “traditionally handsome” in the same way Desmond was, with chiseled features, a strong jaw, and rippling muscles she found herself wanting to run her tongue across. That short-cropped red hair only seemed to lend him an air of mischief, the faint smattering of freckles on his face making her wonder if he had them everywhere, and what it might take to find out.

      But his personality was absolutely atrocious. He had no tact whatsoever and spent the entire journey deliberately trying to goad her. Though he said he would serve her like the others, he seemed to take no pleasure in it. Liam was the only one of them—aside from herself—who was absolutely against pacting, and in his case, she imagined it was just because he didn’t want to be tied to her in such a way.

      “I’ve lived in far worse places than this,” she said tersely. “You haven’t seen the state of the orphanage in Esrinas. But yes, keep teasing me about being too high-maintenance.”

      That shut him up. To Rhia’s surprise, he actually looked a little contrite, if not outright remorseful. She hadn’t even intended to play the orphan angle. She didn’t like people knowing where she came from, especially people she didn’t know well. But Liam had a way of provoking her into the truth.

      “It’ll be easy enough to fix up,” Wesley said, stopping his gelding at the opening in the brambles. “I believe Aeredus has given you the ability to make your fortress whatever you would like it to be.”

      She blinked at that, staring at the man as if expecting him to reveal he was joking; trying to make a fool of her. Aeredus—the Dark God, the Dread Tyrant, King of the Damned—had given her the power to drain life from those around her. He’d given her the ability to create deadly, explosive charges of dark magic on command. And he’d also given her the power of… interior design?

      “You’re joking.”

      “Not at all.” He dismounted, stroking the gelding’s mane before withdrawing an apple from his saddlebags. “Part of being a Dark Lady means knowing that adventurers will eventually come for you.”

      He said it so casually, as if it were the simplest thing in the world. Rhia stared at him, then looked at the others. Liam’s expression was unreadable, though grim enough to tell her Wesley was being honest. Karak’s brows were drawn together in a furrow and he looked at her with sympathy.

      “I’m sorry. Adventurers will come for me? That’s not something that was mentioned to me.”

      “Because it’s common sense,” Liam said, his jaw tight. “You are Aeredus’ pet. No matter what you do, the guild will believe we’re here conjuring up the most terrible evils the world has ever known.”

      “Ignore him,” Wesley said, rolling his eyes. “He’s being dramatic.”

      “I’m being realistic. If the rest of you want to live in a land of delusion, you’re welcome to it. In the meantime, I’m going to prepare us for the inevitable raid.”

      Her head was spinning. She’d done absolutely nothing in the name of Aeredus yet aside from trying to help a group of villagers deal with an orc problem that they created. But apparently the Adventurers’ Guild already hated her simply because she wore the mantle?

      It was insane, but… was it not so different from what she would have felt? Had she been inducted into the guild, she wouldn’t have thought twice about hunting down a Dark Lady and her guardians. They were evil incarnate, put on this earth to do Aeredus’ bidding and nothing more.

      Why shouldn’t someone think the same of her? Why shouldn’t Meliva show up at her doorstep with an army of adventurers ready to put her head on a pike?

      “They won’t even make it past the portcullis, Lady,” Karak said fiercely, baring his teeth and those stubby tusks. After a beat, he corrected himself. “Rhia.”

      She shook her head, feeling as if the gnarled fortress was going to collapse on top of her at any moment. “Let’s just… go inside.”

      Liam and Karak took out their weapons to cut through the thick bramble while Wesley conjured some small, imp-like creatures that seemed to surface from the earth itself. They glowed a red-purple color, their little faces so ugly they were almost cute, their pudgy bellies making them look far more harmless than they probably were. Tiny wings barely propelled them, little hooved feet pattering over the ground as they followed Wesley’s direction, gnawing at the tangle of dead vines.

      Even with the three of them working, it was taking longer than Rhia liked. She closed her eyes, imagining a manifestation of dark magic that could wrap around the thicket and tear it apart. When her eyes opened, she saw thin tendrils extending from her own hands, reaching out to grip the thorny debris. She could practically feel her fingers closing around it, but there was no pain, and the only force she exerted to pull it apart was a force of will.

      Between the four of them, they managed to clear a path wide enough for the horses to fit through easily, as well as—at Wesley’s suggestion—most sizes of merchant cart and wagon. The moat was the next thing to conquer, for though it was bone dry and would have been easy to cross under normal circumstances, Rhia wasn’t keen on sharing space with that strange lizard-beast.

      “So… is there any chance that creature I saw is on our side?”

      “If it’s sapient, maybe,” Liam said. “Use your powers in range of it and we’ll see how it responds.”

      “If it moves to attack, we’ll kill it,” Karak said, his axe still hefted in his hands.

      Liam, meanwhile, simply leapt across the gap and started fussing with the winch to try and raise the portcullis. His muscles flexed and strained, his teeth clenched, but it wouldn’t budge.

      “Need some help with that, princess?” she taunted. He only grunted in response. “You’ll have to wait until I find out whether or not this lizard thing wants to kill me.”

      Walking the edge of the moat, Rhia considered what she should even do. The first thing that came to mind was… ridiculous, honestly, but as the beast lumbered into view, she conjured glowing purple lights in the sky before her, making them sparkle and shimmer.

      Double-lidded eyes took in the sight of it, unblinking. Its long mouth opened, revealing a purple tongue and rows of sharp teeth. For a moment Rhia thought the creature was going to charge her, but it seemed utterly transfixed. Karak stood at her side, axe at the ready. Wesley’s imps were waiting, too. But when the lights dissipated, the creature merely peered at her, as if waiting for something.

      “Can it understand me?” she whispered to Wesley.

      “One way to find out.”

      What did she say to a lizard beast? It stood there, the frills on the side of its face billowing outward, the sack beneath its chin puffing out, and Rhia was at a complete loss for words.

      “Uh… if you want to serve me, you can… stay here, I guess. And guard this trench. But if we’re going to have a problem, I’ll have my guardians kill you now.”

      It made a trilling sound in the back of its throat, its head cocking to one side like a puppy. Like Wesley’s demonic little pets, it was strangely cute. But that sack beneath its chin was glowing red, then bright orange. It reared back and made a sound like it was retching, and Karak leapt in front of her.

      “Get back!” he called, swinging his axe around.

      “Wait!”

      Wesley’s voice rang out just before the lizard beast blasted flame into the ground. Instead of sending it toward she and Karak like Rhia expected, it walked backwards on its hind legs and directed the fire down into the trench, coating it in a magma-like substance that crusted into thick black rock with bubbling lava beneath.

      The sack depleted, and the creature dropped back down to four legs, its chest puffing out in its exertion. It looked at Rhia, and she swore it was seeking her approval.

      She blinked, then came up with some words she didn’t quite trip over. “Good job. More of that, and I’ll… get you some meat? Goddess, I have no idea what you even are, let alone what you eat.”

      “I can do some research,” Wesley said as Karak slowly put away his axe.

      “That would be great.” She gave him a genuine, grateful smile and warmth spread through her as he smiled back. “If this thing might grow in size, it will be a good deterrent.”

      Like her very own dragon. Without the wings. In reality it seemed to be some kind of overgrown fire salamander, but so long as it wasn’t interested in attacking her, Rhia wasn’t going to insult its size.

      She would happily insult Liam if he didn’t stop trying to crank an obviously broken winch.

      “If you’re hoping it’ll open by sheer force of personality alone, you should probably let one of the others do it.”

      He let out a growl of frustration, nearly panting as he stepped back from the thing. “I’m sure you can manage.”

      Wesley claimed she had the power to fix up the fortress on her own, so repairing a busted winch should be no problem at all. Climbing down the bank of the trench and back up again, she approached the winch and tried to see what the problem was. She quickly realized she had no idea. Desmond had some experience with mechanical things, and he’d wanted to show her, but she’d never been good at it.

      Closing her eyes, she tried instead to see what might be wrong using her magic. Within her mind, the framework of the entire fortress was displayed, as though she was looking at a blueprint. So much of it glowed red, including the winch, that she could conclude it was meant to tell her when something needed to be repaired.

      Channeling energy into it, she saw the red begin to fade to yellow before the color was gone completely. When she opened her eyes, the world snapped back into place in an instant, her eyes forced to adjust. Her stomach lurched and a deep fatigue settled over her.

      “Try…” she breathed, wavering slightly. “Try it now.”

      To her great surprise, Liam was there, his strong body supporting hers as she actually swooned. Not over him, of course. It didn’t matter how gently he held her, or what that brief glimpse of concern looked like before his features hardened again.

      “Too much magic,” she murmured.

      “This is why you shouldn’t try and do it all on your first day, princess.”

      And he was back to his normal self. In record time, too. She pushed away from him, making a note of disgust in the back of her throat at the fact that her skin still tingled where he’d touched her.

      Thankfully Liam didn’t offer further commentary. He cranked the winch with ease and the portcullis rose, creaking and groaning as it did so, dust dislodging from the top.

      The first glimpse into the outer bailey was about what she expected. It looked like an explosion had been set off inside. Barricades were splintered and littering the main yard. Training dummies were knocked over, swords and shields strewn about. Part of the battlements were crumbling to the ground and the stairs looked like they might go at any moment.

      There was so much work to be done, and they’d barely even made it inside the fortress.

      Karak must have read the exhaustion in her features. “We can help with things while you rest. Clear rubble, start repairs.”

      “That would be a huge help,” Rhia said, that fatigue working its way into her voice.

      She was tempted to ask them to clear the way to whatever her bedroom was going to be, but if it was in as much disarray as everywhere else, it was going to break her heart. Especially when she imagined seeing a bed, nice and soft, only to find the frame of it broken.

      “Can I borrow your bedroll again, Karak? I just want to rest my eyes for a little bit.”

      “Of course,” he said, quick to retrieve it and lay it out for her.

      She needed to speak to all three of them. Some things needed to be said about what she expected and what she absolutely wasn’t going to tolerate. If they truly were here to serve her—and not Aeredus—then they could help her achieve her goal, and she in turn could help them.

      And if they were more loyal to the Dark God than her? She could send them away. Magically bar them from ever entering Ebonhold. Somehow, the thought didn’t bring her much comfort. As she drifted off to sleep, she was comforted by the presence of all three of them. Knowing they were near, knowing they’d protect her.

      It was a potent drug, and one Rhia needed to be careful of indulging in, lest she lose her wits entirely.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It was dark by the time she woke, though that was practically the only thing that had changed.

      Wesley, Liam, and Karak were hovering nearby, the three of them having taken up post in the main room. Judging from the dust and dirt that caked their skin and clothing, they’d done as they said. Further confirmation followed as Rhia looked around, her bleary gaze focusing on the entryway she’d passed out in. Goddess, had she really just fallen asleep here, in front of three men she barely knew, in a strange castle that was falling apart around her?

      Apparently so, and she didn’t feel especially bad about it. She trusted that these men wouldn’t harm her and that they’d wake her if the walls really were going to collapse. Now that she got a better look at the place, though, it felt like they’d minimized most of the hazards she’d hazily noted upon entering. There were no more piles of rubble, the wall had been patched somehow, and the floor was swept clean of debris. Even the ceiling looked as if it was sporting far fewer precarious, half-broken stones, though she had no idea how that could be.

      Unless she’d slept for much longer than she intended.

      “How long was I out?” she asked, her voice still raspy from sleep.

      “Only a few hours,” Karak answered. “I was on watch when you began to rouse, so I called the others back in.”

      “You talk in your sleep,” Liam added in a way that was as confrontational as everything else he said.

      Rhia just closed her eyes and drew in a breath through her nose. It might not be a new day, but she was a bit more rested now. She could ignore him and not rise to the bait he seemed so eager to throw her way.

      “How did you manage to accomplish all of this in just a few hours?” she asked, pushing herself to her feet, her body letting her know it didn’t appreciate sleeping on hard, cold stones.

      “I told you we should have brought her to the Lady’s chambers,” she heard Liam mutter to Wesley.

      A flush stole across her skin as she imagined being carried in his arms. She quickly banished the thought and turned her attention to Karak and Wesley, pretending Liam didn’t even exist.

      “We’re all fairly efficient, when we aren’t running our mouths,” Karak said with a grin. “Though Wesley did much of the work.”

      She turned to look at him, unable to control the way her brows shot up straight to her hairline. It was unfair to say Wesley was skinny. His body was toned and lean, his form more than formidable. She guessed the long coat he was dressed in covered up some of his best assets, as well. But compared to the other two, he was certainly the more scholarly of the group.

      “My imps,” he said with a sheepish grin.

      Wesley snapped his fingers, and those creatures from earlier appeared at his feet, their bellies looking rounder than before. They stumbled and staggered as if drunk, and Rhia bit her lip to stifle a laugh.

      “They eat rock, I’ve learned,” Wesley said. “Rock, wood, metal… actually, I’m not sure there’s any inorganic substance they won’t eat.”

      “That’s handy,” she said, crouching down to get a better look at them. “But why would such a creature exist?”

      She could see now that while there was an inherent cuteness about them with their round forms, long ears, and curled tails, they also had mouths full of sharp, gnashing teeth that could obviously cut through solid stone. She could only imagine what they could do to flesh and bone, and she wasn’t eager to find out. Thankfully, their lethargy meant they barely even acknowledged her interest.

      “For exactly this reason.” When he snapped his fingers again, the imps disappeared in a puff of red-black smoke. “People who summon imps are… often in need of a fortress, and they help carve it out from caves or pre-existing structures.”

      “And why would those people be in need of a fortress, I wonder?” Liam asked, arms folded across his chest as he looked at Wesley.

      “Do you really want to have this conversation? When we’re standing in a fortress?”

      Right. She remembered now. Their cleanup was so effective that it just looked like the inner receiving room of a castle—as if Rhia had seen many of those. But before she’d been overcome by exhaustion, she’d thought the whole thing was… evil, for lack of a better word. Ebonhold was a fortress where evil thrived. Or it had been. It wasn’t going to be any longer, if Rhia had anything to say about it.

      And that started with letting her guardians know her intent. She’d have to be strong, because she wasn’t going to accept half-measures on this. There was no “situationally evil.” Either they did good deeds, or they acted in Aeredus’ interests. There was no in between, despite the niggling thoughts her brain wanted to interject about the justice Karak’s people sought from the village.

      “Is there a… Great Hall or a planning room of some kind that’s clear?” she asked, looking toward the long halls that stretched outward from this open space.

      “The Great Hall has been cleared,” Karak said. “We can take you there now, if you wish?”

      She nodded, and the three men headed down the right hall, taking a hard left at a junction to reach what Rhia guessed was the central point of Ebonhold. It made sense, of course. The Great Hall needed to be protected while still being accessible from multiple wings. She couldn’t say she liked the fact that it was so easy to enter right now, but if she installed guards it would be a bit more of a chore for people to just wander in.

      Then again, why would she need guards? She didn’t intend on doing anything to draw attention to herself.

      That strange jumble of thoughts meandered through her mind as she followed the guardians. She was so consumed by them that at first she didn’t notice just how gaudy the Great Hall was, but it only took one glance to snap her out of it. It was the stained glass windows on the ceiling that caught her attention first, painting shafts of purple light onto the floor which itself was decorated with a long, blood-red rug. How a window was giving off light in the dead of night was anyone’s guess, but once she noticed that detail, it was impossible not to notice everything else.

      The room was large, with wrought iron candelabras lining both sides, framing several alcoves. Magical purple flames flickered in them, casting a matching glow over a room that seemed to produce its own darkness. It was coming from the throne, she realized—a ghastly thing of charred metal that looked as uncomfortable to sit in as it was to behold. The back of it was almost woven, worked into gnarled patterns that were supposed to be menacing, but just seemed uncomfortable to Rhia. It sat atop a dais that was covered in the same blood-red rug, with smaller thrones flanking it on either side, their make of a lighter metal that appeared no less unpleasant to sit on.

      “All of these have to go,” she said, feeling a headache coming on already. “Who designed this place? Honestly, even if I felt like being the most vile creature in the land, I couldn’t imagine sitting on that.”

      She heard a snort and found a smirk twitching into Liam’s features. Karak laughed openly, and Wesley smiled in a way that was more guarded than anything else. Their reactions boded well, but it was time to just come out with it. She’d delayed long enough.

      “You’ve helped me so far, and you’ve all said you’re interested in serving me and my wishes, not Aeredus,” she began, walking toward the dais before she stopped.

      No, she definitely wasn’t getting anywhere near that throne, even for the sake of being heard more clearly.

      “That’s correct, Lady. Whatever you wish of us, we are charged to do. Even without the pact,” Karak said, his arm braced across his middle as he bent in a bow.

      Rhia tried not to think of the pact, or the fact that each of them must have made some kind of deal with Aeredus to end up here. They didn’t seem like bloodthirsty murderers who were just evil for fun, so there had to be some other explanation. Maybe she’d find out eventually. Or maybe she was wrong, and all three of them would balk at her demands.

      Now was the time to find out.

      “I want to be upfront with you about my plans. I know I’ve been charged with taking down the guild, but frankly, I don’t intend to do that.”

      Saying it out loud, she felt emboldened. That same defiance that had gotten her through her youth carried her onward, even as all eyes turned rapt attention upon her.

      “I didn’t choose to be in this situation,” she began, ignoring the thread of nervousness she felt, “and I’m not going to obey a corrupt god who tricked me into being where I am now. In fact, I plan to undermine him at every turn.”

      “That’s… a dangerous game to play,” Wesley said, his face pale.

      “It’s not a game at all. If this is going to be my life, I’m going to treat it that way, and I don’t intend to spend my life hurting others so that some Dark God can get his sick enjoyment watching the chaos.”

      She expected some snide, sarcastic quip from Liam, but he was silent, his intense gaze fixed on her. Karak was smiling, to her surprise, and Wesley still looked a bit ill. None of them had openly challenged her or tried to kill her yet, so she pressed on.

      “I intend to use my powers to help people—to protect them from those who follow Aeredus in good faith. If that’s not something you’re interested in doing, if you can’t handle serving someone who isn’t evil, then I’ll thank you to show yourself out now.”

      She was firm, her jaw held rigid, her gaze passing over each of them in turn. Liam was just as unreadable as ever, his eyes boring into her. Wesley wouldn’t meet her gaze for the longest time, and when he finally did, she found that same resolve she wore staring right back at her. Karak, though…

      He wasn’t smiling any longer. His brows were drawn together and he looked genuinely upset about something. Was she really going to lose him, of all people? He’d seemed the kindest, the most level-headed. But maybe orcs—even half-orcs—weren’t able to honor contracts of this nature.

      “What exactly is it that you think of us, Lady?” he asked, his voice conveying his hurt.

      She opened her mouth to speak, unsure what she might even say. She knew the answer she’d had upon first meeting them. Was it the same now?

      “She told you what she thinks of us,” Liam said, his own voice strained. “She thinks we’re all evil incarnate, and if we can’t temper our wicked ways, we’re to be… what? Executed in the name of Good? Do I have that right?”

      “That’s not what I said, and you know it,” Rhia grated out.

      “But you do think we’re evil. We’ve all followed Aeredus in one way or another, so we must be evil,” Karak said, his own voice hardening the way Liam’s had.

      What was happening? She’d assumed this would be a simple matter. None of them had acted in ways that painted them as evil, so they must not be aligned with Aeredus’ darker forces. It’d been a matter of clarity to even say this. She hadn’t expected anyone to fuss over the way she phrased it or pick apart what she meant.

      “I don’t—”

      “I can’t speak for the other two, but I’ve never harmed an innocent in my life, and I don’t like you looking at me as if I’d run off and murder infants without your guidance,” Karak said, his amber eyes blazing.

      He’d been so gentle, so soft-spoken before that she never would have expected this of him. It caught her off guard and made her want to sink into a defensive posture. But… he was right, wasn’t he? She’d assumed these men must have evil intent if they were meant to be bound to the Dark Lady. The sorceress who served Aeredus was the epitome of evil, and it made sense that her guardians would be, too.

      “I’m sorry, I just assumed—”

      “You assumed wrong,” Wesley said, the first time he’d spoken up since she’d given what sounded in her head like a ridiculous speech now.

      She had assumed wrong, and she needed to make it right. The tension that bristled in the air wasn’t going to help any of them, and Rhia had the sudden, desperate thought that she couldn’t end up alone in this place. She couldn’t handle yet another rejection, and that meant she needed to eat a large helping of humble pie.

      “You’re right,” she said, starting with the obvious. “I can’t excuse it, when the three of you have done nothing but help me. It’s… probably going to take time for me to unlearn everything I was taught, but let’s start with me not giving some order from on high.”

      Goddess, had she really thought that was the right thing to do? That it was in any way appropriate? She’d been the Dark Lady for only a few days and already the power was going to her head, making her think she should treat people as pieces on a chess board to be moved around and discarded at her whims.

      “I know I’m not the only one who’s suffered because of Aeredus’ one-sided deals. I know my people aren’t the only ones who’ve been caught up in his machinations and paid with their lives for no reason whatsoever. And I know I can’t single-handedly undo everything he’s done, but I want to… leave this place better than I found it, I guess. I want to fight. To stand up to him and never let his powers warp my idea of what’s right. And when I’ve done all I can do, when I’ve pushed him to the point of retaliation, I intend to break this pact.”

      Wesley’s eyes widened and Liam let out a soft snort. Karak—who’d looked very close to walking out moments before—seemed to calm, his gaze warmer as he looked upon her. She had no idea if she was doing right by them, but this was what she intended and they needed to know.

      “Anyone who wants to help me with that goal—for whatever reason—is welcome to stay. Anyone who doesn’t… I’m not going to apologize for dismissing you. If you came here to serve someone who’s similar to the Dark Lady that razed my city and nearly killed my best friend, then you’re in the wrong place, and I don’t want you here.”

      She wasn’t willing to compromise on that. She held firm, knowing she might have a fight on her hands. She kept her arms loose at her sides, ready to defend herself if need be, unable to shake the idea that—despite what Karak had said—she was going to meet resistance. If not from one of these men, then from Aeredus himself.

      She hadn’t expected it to come from Karak, though.

      He pulled his axe from his back, and she saw Liam tense in her periphery. Rhia’s own fingers curled tightly into her palm as she counted down in her mind, waiting to see if he would come any closer before she cast a spell that would propel him backward. But he didn’t come any closer. He bent, carefully setting the axe on the ground, two fingers touching the center of its haft as he bowed his head.

      “Everything I can offer is yours, Lady,” he said in his deep, rumbling voice.

      “That’s very dramatic,” Liam said, the tension falling away, his sword hand easing.

      “But appreciated,” Rhia said, purposefully looking away from Liam, her attention focused on Karak. “There’s no need to bow, though. Or to call me ‘Lady,’ as we’ve talked about.”

      “I can accept not being evil, but I can’t accept being told not to address you by your title when it’s warranted.” For a moment she thought he was serious. Then his gaze lifted to hers and she saw a glint in his eyes. “Lady.”

      That look sent a flutter of warmth through her chest, the sensation making its way up her neck to her face. Blushing wasn’t something she should do as Dark Lady, but she supposed she was going to defy yet another expectation.

      “I’ll help in whatever way I can,” Wesley said, drawing her attention, “though I hope you’ll be willing to help us, too.”

      It was hard not to wonder what was so important to him that he openly asked about it in front of the other two. Perhaps they all had some matter only she could help with. They’d mentioned the relationship between the Dark Lady and her guardians was mutually beneficial. Maybe that’s what he meant.

      “If it’s in my power and doesn’t hurt anyone, you have my word.”

      A bold claim to make, but Rhia felt confident in extending that offer. Wesley’s expression was mostly unreadable, though, a smile on his lips that didn’t reach his eyes. He dipped his head in what was half a mark of respect and half a bow, and Rhia made note of the exchange. She’d ask him about it later. For now, there was still one more guardian.

      When her gaze turned toward Liam, she was instantly snared by the intensity in his bright green eyes. He seemed to have the uncanny ability to look through her, as though he could see straight to her soul. What would he find there, now that she’d made this deal with Aeredus? Was it blackened? Stained by the very forces she was trying to fight against?

      An ex-paladin would certainly know. Maybe that was why he seemed so reluctant to treat her with anything resembling respect.

      “I’m not going to beg you,” she told him, not flinching away from his unwavering gaze. “Either you see value in what I’m doing, or you don’t. If it’s the latter, I’d rather you leave now than spend this time deriding me and the others.”

      “Do you think any of us can really leave?” he asked, his voice taking on a dark, bitter note she didn’t care for at all. “You’re not the only one who’s shackled, Lady. He sent us here to serve you, and none of us are foolish enough to take him on.” He tilted his head to the side. “Except you, apparently.”

      “I have no problem turning my back on Aeredus,” Karak said, cutting in while Rhia was still reeling from Liam’s words. “And I agree with Rhia. You’ve been nothing but hateful this entire time. If you don’t want to be here, leave.”

      There was a growl to his voice, and Rhia snapped out of her shocked stupor as Karak moved forward, his axe retrieved from the ground. Liam’s hand twitched, but he didn’t go for his blade.

      “Liam’s right.”

      Her wide eyes turned to Wesley, the man who’d just offered his services to her, even if they’d come with hope for reciprocation.

      “Well, partially right. He could be less of an ass about it.”

      “I’m not going to sugarcoat my words just because the truth makes you uncomfortable, warlock,” Liam said in return.

      “We all do have a choice, but it’s naive to think Aeredus won’t see what we do and act accordingly. Agreeing to this means risking that chance, deciding it’s worth it. If you don’t think it’s worth it, then by all means, leave.”

      Though they approached it from different angles, Rhia was touched to know that both Wesley and Karak were willing to defend her even against something less menacing than physical violence.

      “I didn’t say that, now did I?” Liam’s hand eased again, and Karak lowered his axe to his side. After lingering on the half-orc for a moment, his gaze rested on her. “It’s a suicide mission. But I suppose I’m not doing anything better with my life. So sure, princess. I’m in.”
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      After the Dark Lady—Rhia, she’d bade all of them call her—had determined their loyalties, things continued as Wesley might have expected.

      Ebonhold was further cleared of debris, thanks to his imps and some support from Liam and Karak. The task was arduous, taking several days to complete despite how quickly the imps could chew through solid stone, but once it was done, the rooms of the fortress opened up significantly, revealing old furniture that was caked in dust and spiderwebs. At one point, Wesley had even managed to reveal a massive library that was half-buried under rubble, and he’d been thinking about the wealth of knowledge that might have otherwise been lost ever since.

      It wasn’t a priority yet, as the Lady’s chambers needed to be secure, and they all needed rooms as close to hers as she would tolerate. Wesley’s was just down the hall, a small space by his own request, with a bed that could use some work and a desk that was far more to his liking, along with several bookcases he’d hopefully be able to fill from that library once they got to it.

      On the fourth day, after Rhia sent Liam out to look for a merchant who might deal in furnishings—a punishment, Wesley was fairly sure—he approached her to ask after the space. He’d not spoken with her much since her misguided speech and her assertion that she was going to break her pact with Aeredus. For his own sanity and for the sake of not starting fights the way Liam did, he’d avoided the subject, but he prepared himself for it today. There was every chance he wouldn’t be able to keep his mouth shut in her presence.

      “Rhia,” he knocked on the inside of the open door, finding her in her chambers, “do you have a moment?”

      He didn’t immediately see her, but the suite the Lady occupied was massive, spanning a bedroom, a bath, and a living area. The door only opened into the living area, and when he listened, he heard movement beyond in the bedroom.

      “Just a second,” she called from someplace distant, her voice muffled by the stones.

      He wasn’t intentionally trying to eavesdrop, but as he came closer, he heard the sound of wet feet against stone. She’d been in the bath, then. Heat suffused Wesley’s body, though he quickly scolded himself before his mind could chase those thoughts to their inevitable conclusion. He shouldn’t be thinking of her in that way. Even if it was common for Dark Ladies to… entertain interest from their guardians, Wesley had no intention of ever voicing his own.

      But it was impossible not to have any at all. Perhaps it was just the nature of the situation. He’d seen the way Karak’s and even Liam’s gaze lingered on her, the heat in their eyes, the rigid stance of their bodies as they watched her. He felt the stirrings of lust in himself, easily brought about even if he hadn’t been a guardian. Her unusual eyes—nearly violet in the right light—were captivating, and her dark hair brought them out even more. It was the curve of her body that drew his attention most, though, the clothing she’d managed to conjure from an old, enchanted armoire—a dress in either black, purple, or blue—hugging tight to her breasts, hips, and thighs.

      She was beautiful, and she was dangerous. She made him want things he had no business wanting. Not just her, but a freedom he’d long denied himself, sure it was beyond his grasp. That was why he hadn’t sought her out since that day, and why he intended to keep himself guarded if she asked about it. As guarded as he could, at least. Even without the pact, he seemed inclined to tell her more than he wanted.

      Wesley straightened in the doorway, trying to get his bearings as she approached. A useless endeavor, because she knocked him completely off-kilter the moment she appeared, her luscious body a rosy pink from the hot water, droplets still glistening on what skin wasn’t covered by the towel wrapped around her. His gaze moved slowly down her form, from the wet hair that clung to her neck and shoulders to the heat-flushed skin peeking out above the towel, down to the curve of her hips, and finally to her legs, where the towel didn’t reach.

      He could feel himself responding and couldn’t do a damn thing about it. His cock twitched in his breeches, his body’s interest clear, and suddenly his thoughts were filled with what he would do right now if she did decide to take him as a lover. He might not be as strong as Karak or Liam, but he could lift her easily. He was sure of that. He could pick her up, let the towel fall away as he held her naked, warm body against his. He’d take her back to the bedroom, lay her down on the bed, and make sure no inch of her cooled, his hands and mouth exploring her body in a languid, meandering fashion until she was panting, begging him for more.

      He could imagine her beneath him, her nipples taut, her legs spread to reveal her beautifully pink folds. His lips could latch onto one of her nipples, lick and suck while his fingers dipped into the silky wetness of her pussy, stroking her into a frenzy. And once she was ready—

      “Wesley?”

      He snapped out of those thoughts with a sudden clarity, well aware of the fact that he’d been staring. He found himself grateful for loose breeches, otherwise he would have made even more of an ass out of himself, considering his cock was painfully hard. He’d have to go back to his room later and take care of the issue, then banish the thought from his mind.

      It wasn’t going to happen. He couldn’t let it.

      “Right, sorry,” he said, clearing his throat, his voice far huskier than he intended.

      Her face was flushed in a way that had nothing to do with the heat from her bath, and it took all of Wesley’s willpower to ignore it.

      “I wanted to ask a favor.”

      “Is this the type of favor that requires me only being in a towel, or can I get dressed first?”

      Wesley nearly gaped at her. The words were spoken playfully, with a nervous lilt to them that betrayed an uncertainty, as if she were feeling out this situation as much as he was. But what they implied tugged his mind back down the path of worshiping her body in every way he could.

      “N-no, please. Get dressed.”

      As she turned away to do just that, Wesley rolled his eyes and cursed himself for a fool. Not only had he stammered, but he’d made it seem like the sight of her in a towel was somehow offensive to him. As if he didn’t want to see her like this.

      You shouldn’t, a nagging voice reminded him. There’s too much at stake for you to get caught up in a beautiful woman.

      Wesley’s resolve firmed enough to fight back some of the lust that thrummed through his veins. He’d never allowed himself to be distracted before, and he was sure he could manage this time. Even if there was something uniquely intriguing about Rhia.

      By the time she returned to the living space, dressed in a soft robe she must have also conjured from the magical wardrobe, Wesley had a better handle over his desires. She beckoned him in and he cleared his mind of all fantasies and thoughts of what might happen were he someone else.

      “Thank you for seeing me,” he said, forcing himself to meet her gaze. “I hope I didn’t interrupt?”

      “No, I was mostly finished. I just couldn’t stand another day covered in dust.” She rubbed absently at her arm, as if clearing more of said dust away.

      Pushing past any more thoughts of the bath—and wonderings over whether it was large enough for two people—Wesley requested what he’d actually come there to request.

      “I’d like to restore the library we uncovered, with your permission. I don’t know if any of the books are salvageable, but if they are, they could be of great use to us.”

      There was some selfishness there, yes. Wesley had yet to master the spells he needed, and if he was going to find the knowledge of how to do so anywhere, it would be here. But in general, a library filled with magical tomes was one of the greatest resources a Dark Lady could claim.

      “Are they… safe? It’s not going to cause problems if we uncover something dangerous, is it?”

      Wesley’s lips quirked into a smile. All his life, he’d been around people who believed they had complete control over magic and all its trappings. It was nice to see someone who respected it—even feared it, to an extent.

      “Not if we’re careful. I can identify any cursed tomes before they’re opened, so that won’t be a problem,” he explained.

      Rhia nodded, pulling her robe more tightly closed. “Anything that can help us is a resource we need to exploit. Is this something that’s going to take time, or can I speed up the process?”

      “My imps have cleared away the debris, so it’s mostly a matter of righting the bookcases, returning the books to the shelves, and then going through them to see what’s there.”

      A process he would’ve loved in his younger years. The way Rhia’s eyes lit up told him they might have that in common.

      “I think I can manage something to help with that, if you don’t mind me flailing a little.” She gave him an almost shy smile that set Wesley’s heart to beating just a bit faster. “I’d like to get a better look at it anyway.”

      “If you’re free now, I was planning to start on it right away.”

      “Now’s as good a time as any. Better, since Liam won’t be skulking about, criticizing our every move,” she muttered.

      It was spoken in such a way that Wesley could have easily dismissed it as mere annoyance—the same kind he felt when the oathbreaker pressed his luck. But there was something beneath it that went hand in hand with that smile she’d given him.

      Something Wesley couldn’t help but try and decipher.

      “You shouldn’t let him get to you. I don’t know what his problem is, but he seems to treat everyone with the same disdain.”

      “Oh, I know. I’m guessing whatever merchant he tracks down is going to make him pay double the price, if he sells to him at all.”

      Wesley grinned a little at that, leading her down the hall toward the library. Rhia was silent for a long time. When she finally spoke again, her tone was subdued.

      “Liam’s just another person in a long string of people telling me I’m not good enough,” she said with a shrug. “At least he has the decency to say it to my face.”

      “Considering what you’ve accomplished, it sounds like none of those people were worth listening to.” A frown tugged at Wesley’s lips. “Though I know that doesn’t help.”

      He’d dealt with his own share of naysayers at the academy. Unlike the noble-born children, his talents had been subtle; even weak. He’d always had to work for everything he’d achieved.

      “It does, and it’s kind of you to say,” she turned a smile on him that Wesley instantly wanted to see again and again. “But it’s a hard thing to shake. I never knew my parents, and the people who ‘raised’ me were mainly doing it to collect a stipend from the city. They didn’t care what happened to me and they certainly didn’t care about building me up. Everything I did, I had to learn in the most backwards way possible. So I’m sure I’m not as good as others at some things.”

      They turned down a hall, and Wesley kept his opinion on that to himself. He hadn’t seen her in action beyond her magic, and any reflexive praise he heaped on her now would likely feel empty.

      “There’s no one alive who can get to a fresh loaf of bread in Toulsin’s Bakery window faster than me, though,” she said with a teasing grin.

      Wesley laughed, though the fact that she’d had to steal bread at one point tugged at his heart. As poor as his family had been, they’d never needed to steal.

      “That’s not a challenge I’d ever take. My coordination is abysmal. It’s why I studied to become a mage, not an acrobat,” he teased in return.

      It was Rhia’s turn to laugh, the sound melodic and soothing to Wesley’s ears. He wasn’t much for humor, his wit mostly focused on cleverness—in his humble opinion—but he might give it an honest go if he could make her laugh like that in the future.

      “Are there academies in the southern lands?” She was quick to dismiss her own question, shaking her head. “There must be. I’m sorry. Showing my ignorance again.”

      “I’m sure there are, but I didn’t attend an academy in the southern lands. I was sent to the academy in Platsia.”

      He shouldn’t have said it. It wasn’t exactly obscure, especially if she knew anything about academies. From the instant widening of her eyes, Wesley could see that she did.

      “The Guiding Star Academy? Only the top… what is it, five percent of students get into that place.”

      “Or the very wealthy,” he said, his mouth not managing to form the words without a grimace. When he realized the correlation, he added, “of which I wasn’t.”

      A small smile accompanied that, and he basked in the awe he saw in Rhia’s gaze. She must have had an interest in magic before her pact with Aeredus, then. No one with just a passing familiarity would be so impressed. And honestly, nor should they.

      “I can’t imagine being able to study there. You must have learned from such great minds…” She followed him into the library proper, still lost in her reaction. “I was saving before all of this. Working at a tavern to earn enough for the admission fee to an academy in Esrinas. Maybe a tenth of the prestige of the Guiding Star, but it would have been enough.”

      An uncomfortable jumble of feelings tugged at Wesley. His tendency was to have a certain amount of venom in his tone when he spoke of the Guiding Star. It’d been a placed for the privileged elite, where people like him had always been at the bottom, always reminded of their place. But Rhia was so earnest in her admiration, and she wasn’t ever going to have to deal with the truth. What was the point of telling her and crushing her spirit?

      Because that’s what the world is, he reminded himself. You couldn’t protect Emma from that, and you can’t protect Rhia, either.

      He dismissed the voice of his own warped, judgmental conscience and headed into the library proper, walking toward the largest wall of bookcases. Most of them had fallen forward, the books spilled onto the floor in a dusty heap. Some of the shelves had rotted away, some were hanging nearly free, suspended by only one beam. It was a level of disrepair that made his heart hurt.

      “You’ve mastered your magic with ease,” he said, looking back at her. “I’d say it’s clear you didn’t really need any academy. Not even Guiding Star.”

      It was a compromise that calmed the more spirited parts of him.

      Rhia scoffed. “You haven’t seen me try to fix this mess. What happened in here?”

      “Holdover from when the last Dark Lady was attacked.”

      He’d only just begun to be in Aeredus’ “employ” when the last Dark Lady took the mantle. By all accounts she’d been as stupid as she was ruthless, and her guardians weren’t much better. Judging from the state of this place, he couldn’t help wondering if any of them had ever set foot in this library, or if a large part of this was from disrepair that happened before the siege.

      “I thought she was killed in Esrinas?”

      Rhia wasn’t looking at him anymore. Her hands were extended, her palms beginning to glow with dark energy. It formed around one of the bookcases, engulfing it in darkness that seemed to rearrange and right everything at once, pulling the bookcase back into a standing position, fixing the broken shelves, and placing the books where they were meant to be within seconds.

      “That went better than I expected,” she said under her breath, starting the next one.

      “She managed to get away from Esrinas, though just barely,” Wesley said, watching as she effortlessly did what he could never manage. Despite his pact with Aeredus, his magic paled in comparison to hers. “She and one of her guardians limped back here. The guild tracked them down and… well, I suppose it’s obvious from there.”

      Something passed over her features that Wesley thought was strain at first, but it lingered even after she’d finished righting the next bookcase. She was silent for several minutes as she repeated the process, but he could see her growing more and more fatigued. When her arms started to shake with the effort she was exerting, Wesley reached out to her.

      “Here,” he said, taking one of her hands in his.

      The immediate jolt he felt was nearly enough to shock his heart into a stuttered rhythm. He told himself it was just what he intended to do, but he hadn’t even begun to channel energy into her yet.

      “What are you…?”

      He closed his eyes and focused, moving some of his own energy into her, pushing it from the center of his body into his arm and hand, then into hers. She gasped, a shudder passing through her. When Wesley opened his eyes again to make sure she was all right, he saw she was half-lidded, her lips parted just so. It was almost an expression of pleasure, and the soft whimper that escaped her confirmed it.

      Caught off guard, he severed the connection. “Sorry, I should have… let you know I was going to do that. Asked first.”

      His cheeks were flaming and he fixed his eyes skyward, walking over to one of the righted bookcases and manually retrieving a book from the floor to shelve it.

      “It’s fine,” she said quickly, obviously flustered. “I just wasn’t expecting it.” Out of the corner of his eye, he saw her brush a strand of hair out of her face. “I feel better now. Thanks.”

      She continued in awkward silence, and Wesley tried to make himself useful, examining some of the tomes that seemed to resonate more strongly with magic. So many of them were fairly mundane, in the grand scheme of things. Magical effects that would help the fortress run more efficiently, a few basic guides that could be used to train troops, and some books that didn’t concern magic at all. Nothing that powerful, which was… disappointing.

      “Well, the good news is, none of these are cursed,” he said, breaking the thick silence that hung between them. “None of them are especially useful, either.”

      She finished with another bookcase—one of the last—and looked over at him. Sweat beaded at her brow and her hair had fallen into her face again. Wesley tamped down the urge to brush it back. He didn’t need to touch her again, and he certainly didn’t need to experiment with energizing magic and why it’d made her respond in such a way.

      “What’s the difference between a cursed tome and an evil tome?” she asked, scrutinizing one of the shelves nearest her.

      It was good for him to remember that she was painfully naive in some ways. New to all of this, though she’d expressed a willingness to learn.

      “There’s no such thing as an ‘evil tome.’ It’s all in how the knowledge within is applied.” He considered her for a moment, abandoning the books. “That’s what you’re trying to prove, isn’t it? With this defiance of Aeredus? That just because you wield magic gifted by a Dark God, that doesn’t mean you have to pursue harmful paths?”

      “Right,” she said with a frown, reaching up to touch the brand at her neck.

      “Magic isn’t inherently good or evil, Rhia. Some part of you must believe that.” He stepped closer to her, wanting desperately to impart that truth, even if he wasn’t sure he fully believed it himself. “It’s all in the wielder’s purpose.”

      She looked up at him, her dark blue eyes searching his. For a moment, he felt as if they were already pacted with one another—as if she could see into him and know the frightened boy that cowered beneath. The boy who’d just tried to do the right thing, to wrestle back power from those who had too much of it, to save the people who mattered.

      “What is your purpose, Wesley?”

      Some part of him wanted to answer, to tell her exactly what he was seeking. But to give her that information would be to give up what limited power he had in this situation. He needed to wait until she decided to pact with him. Otherwise it would be yet another one-sided situation, just like the deal he’d made with Aeredus.

      A deal not unlike the one she’d made. The one she wanted to break.

      “You’ll never be able to break free of his hold, you know.” There was a sadness in his voice; an acceptance of what his own life had become. “Breaking a pact with Aeredus… it’s just not done.”

      She lifted her chin, her eyes blazing with determination. “I’ll find a way.”

      “You don’t think I’ve tried?” The words hissed out, backed by more pain than he’d ever wanted to show her. “It’s… a symbiotic relationship, Rhia. Impossible to have one without the other, and mutually beneficial in a way that can’t be escaped.” He stepped closer, his voice lowering. She didn’t flinch away from him, though Wesley was of the mind that she should have. “The power he gives… it’s addicting.”

      “You don’t seem like an addict to me,” she said softly.

      Wesley let out a dark chuckle, his hand lifting unbidden to brush back that strand of hair that fell over her forehead. Rhia shivered at his touch.

      “Addicts are very good at hiding their addiction.”

      “Are you saying I shouldn’t trust you?” she asked, an edge to her voice that sounded more like intrigue than fear.

      God help him.

      “I’m saying that what I am now? It’s inevitable.” He drew in a sharp breath, trying to get ahold of himself. Something stirred within him, something dark and predatory that skulked at the edges of his consciousness. He pushed it back as hard as he could, but remained close to her. Too close. “You were an orphan living on the streets, respected by no one. Now you’re the most powerful mortal on this plane. You cannot tell me that won’t go to your head.”

      “I don’t intend to let it.” The words came out in a breathy tone as Wesley’s hand followed the curve of her jaw down to her neck, his fingers lingering on that brand.

      Why was he so drawn to her? Even as he felt that unquestionable need to protect her, he also wanted… more. To have her. Possess her. Be possessed by her in turn. He’d never wanted anyone in this way before. Not so much that he was tempted to abandon all reason.

      It must be something inherent in the relationship between the Dark Lady and her guardians. All of the knowledge Aeredus had given him seared through his mind in an instant, but he couldn’t sort through it. He could barely think at all with her so close. It should have been terrifying, considering how much he relied on his mind. But Wesley found it intoxicating.

      “I’ll never become that. You don’t have to worry.”

      Such simple words, spoken so earnestly. They were enough to pour an ocean’s worth of ice-cold water over whatever was happening to him. Wesley stepped back, nearly gasping as if he had come up for air. He looked away from her, consumed with one thought above all else: If she was so resolute, if she could actually defy Aeredus… what did it say about him that he couldn’t?

      “Well, that’s what we’re here for,” he said, his voice strained.

      “Wesley, are—”

      “Thank you for the help. I’ll have a look through these and see if there’s anything of use. I’ll just pull out the most interesting tomes for you to look through later.”

      She lingered long enough that Wesley could feel his resolve cracking. But finally she nodded, then turned toward the door. “If you need anything else, I’ll be around.”

      He listened for the sound of her footsteps receding down the hall. When he heard them, he let out the breath he’d held, his eyes closed. “You can’t give me what I need,” he said softly, then went back to searching through the endless sea of books, hoping they could.
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      Though Wesley’s warning left her somewhat rattled, Rhia sought solace in making the rest of Ebonhold a more livable place.

      It was something she’d practiced since childhood. On the rare occasion some space belonged to her—no matter how small—she made it her own, personalizing it as she could so that it could be a sanctuary when everything else in the world was too much to take. She’d never expected to have an entire keep to work with, but “everything else in the world” had never seemed quite so vast and menacing before.

      In the eyes of people like Desmond, she was the enemy. Deep down, she knew the first impression she gave was almost always going to be the one the villagers got. It was the same assumption she’d made in the past and was still making now in asking Wesley how one could tell the difference between evil and cursed tomes. She still felt a little foolish about that, but everything she’d ever heard expressed a clear line between what was good and what was evil, and it was going to take time to unlearn that.

      It did help to be surrounded by three men who weren’t… good, certainly. Not by the standard definition the guild might employ. Karak especially was everything the guild would have hated and hunted, yet he seemed to be the most kind and grounded of the group. If anything it was Liam who behaved the most egregiously—the man who’d once been a paladin, the very epitome of good.

      It didn’t surprise her that Karak’s focus in the keep—after ensuring her chambers were to her liking—was to clear and refurnish the barracks, training yard, and other communal areas that served a purpose beyond just housing people. If he’d led his people in that “assault” on the village, then he had a head for battle tactics that Rhia could use in the future. Each of them seemed to have their own strengths, though she wasn’t entirely sure what Liam’s were yet and wasn’t eager to figure them out with how he was acting.

      But Karak was strangely comforting to be around. She felt safer with him than she did with any of the others. She knew instinctively that they’d all protect her, but she got the sense that Karak was intensely focused on her state of mind and emotional well-being, in a way no one else ever had been. When she grew frustrated as they were restoring Ebonhold, he offered an alternate route to what she wanted to accomplish. When she was so focused she forgot to eat or sleep, he was the one to make sure she had what she needed. It was something she never would have expected from a half-orc, but she was glad for it.

      And that was why, after several days of working tirelessly, she was glad when Karak sought her out. She’d been in the courtyard, contemplating the destroyed flowerbeds and what might possibly grow in this region. While it wasn’t as barren as she’d been led to believe, the types of flora that called this place home were completely alien to her.

      As soon as she noticed Karak, his tall, broad form easily visible despite the overgrown tangle of weeds, she smiled and beckoned him over. “Karak. I was hoping I could get your opinion on something.”

      “Of course, Lady.”

      Rhia still felt a twinge of discomfort every time he called her that, but it was fading, ever-so-slowly. She knew it was a sign of respect and honestly, when it came from him, she didn’t mind it so much.

      “What grows well in this area? I want to plant a proper garden. Herbs for potions and cooking, of course, but also just something to brighten up the place. This whole keep is so…”

      “Painfully oppressive?” he supplied, a gleam in his amber eyes.

      “Exactly the words.” Rhia grinned at him. “‘Suffocating’ would have also worked.”

      “It’s not what I would call homey, no.” He looked up at the spires that scraped the sky before his gaze returned to her. “But I think we can brighten it up a bit.”

      He spent ten minutes telling her all about the various species of flora that would give the garden some much-needed life and color. It was surprising, seeing such a large, intimidating man talk about flowers. But surprising in a good way, and Rhia found herself listening with rapt attention, save for the times when her mind wandered to places it shouldn’t. Thoughts about how he actually was quite handsome, something she never would’ve expected to think about an orc. There was a regal shape to his face, a strength in his jaw, and something comforting in the way he looked at her. She was even beginning to find those little tusks more cute than alarming, and wondered again what it might feel like to be kissed by someone with them.

      A silly thought, and while she couldn’t say it was unlike her, she was a bit overwhelmed by how often she thought of her guardians in this way. Part of her suspected it was Aeredus’ doing, but she wasn’t prepared to heap all responsibility onto him. Besides, if she wasn’t in control of her own mind, her own lustful responses, then she truly was lost.

      “There are healers in my clan who would know more on the herb side of things,” Karak said, drawing her attention back to what actually mattered. “In fact, I was… recently paid a visit by one of them.”

      Rhia knew a segue when she heard one. She arched a brow, then motioned to a stone bench that remained intact despite much of the space around it having crumbled. Sitting down, arranging the skirt of her dress to not be indecent, she motioned for Karak to join her. It was astounding just how much space he took up compared to her, and again she had to stop her mind from wandering down a less productive path.

      “Is that what you came here to talk to me about?”

      “It is,” he gave her a sheepish smile, the corner of his lip catching on one tusk. “I was visited this morning. I told my clan I would speak to you, but we’ve been so busy with preparing the keep that I haven’t had the chance. I also… wanted to give you some time to adjust. It seemed like you needed it.”

      She gave him a grateful smile, something in her heart stirring at the fact that he cared enough to not only notice her distress, but to try and alleviate it.

      “Unfortunately, the humans were quicker to retaliate than I expected.” A shadow passed over his expression, his countenance turning grim. “They burned the temporary camp my clan had at the edge of the forest. Normally this wouldn’t be a problem, but our supplies were low enough as-is, and they made sure to torch everything.”

      Rhia sucked in a breath, guilt spiraling inside of her. Would this have happened had she not tried to intervene? It was possible, but it seemed just as likely the humans were responding to the evidence of a Dark Lady sending orcs against them—even if that wasn’t what happened. She wanted to believe it was just a knee-jerk response, a more active way to defend themselves, but operating in good faith had gotten her tied to a stake and nearly burned to death.

      It was time to trust the person who’d only been a help to her through it all.

      “Is there anything we can do?”

      This was what she’d wanted. To help people. The thought that those people would be humans had been short-sighted, she now realized. If she could help Karak’s clan, then she owed it to him—and to them.

      “They need a safe place to stay. Many of our women and children were killed by the guild, but there are some left who are still vulnerable. I would see them protected, if my Lady is willing to extend that courtesy.”

      “Of course,” Rhia said, a slight, defensive edge to her voice.

      Had he thought she would say no? What kind of monster would turn away women and children in need?

      “You’ve been overseeing the restoration of the barracks,” she continued, shaking out of her self-pity, “is that a good place for them, or do they need something more?”

      “I think it will do well enough for now. It’s secure, and deep enough inside the keep that it won’t be immediately accessible by outside forces. At some point I think it would be a good idea to construct proper homes, though. Not just for my clan, but for anyone you decide to help who’s been displaced.”

      She hadn’t considered it before, but Karak’s words made a great deal of sense. If she was helping people, the easy option was to sweep in, right the immediate wrong, then continue on to the next injustice. It felt like a very juvenile approach, though, and somewhat self-serving. Like something a traveling band of do-gooder mercenaries might do, soaking up all the fame and glory before moving on.

      If she was truly going to help people, that would mean confronting the fact that many of them would need continued support.

      “Let’s do it, then. And you’ll need more supplies? Food, of course. We need to get on top of that anyway, the dry stores in the kitchens are low.”

      So far they’d subsisted on hard tack and frybread, but the amount of usable goods in Ebonhold was staggeringly small, and if they were going to house more than just the four of them, they’d need a proper pantry and larder.

      “Do we have enough cots? Blankets? Other basic supplies?”

      “I think Liam’s been taking inventory, so I’ll talk to him. As for the food, we can help with that. My clan has several skilled hunters and tradesmen who have connections all across the southern lands. We can get you good prices.”

      She nodded, trying to take in the overwhelming amount of information she needed to process at once. She’d had a manageable goal before—make Ebonhold livable. This was something else. This was supporting and sustaining a larger number of people, and she knew what little gold Karak had scrounged wasn’t going to make it far. Even if Liam had used his own coin to buy the things he’d purchased thus far—despite her telling him to use the gold piece she’d given him.

      “I can’t promise it’ll be easy living here. We’re starting from nothing,” she said with a frown, looking up at the keep. “But if your people are interested, they’re welcome to stay. Even more welcome if they can help in any way.”

      “We’d never impose without giving something in return, Lady.” He gave her a soft, patient smile, and she nodded. “My clan has served the sitting Dark Lady for generations. For the most part, we’ve done so without expecting anything more than the vaguest protection in return. That’s just how it’s always been.”

      “Well, I’d like the relationship to be a little more equal this time around,” she said, feeling a bit self-conscious.

      Were he Liam, Karak might have mocked her for being naive. This was certainly a candy apple view of the world where everyone could get back precisely what they put in. But if she was going to be charged with running an entire fortress and commanding other people, why shouldn’t she try for that ideal?

      Not only did Karak not mock her, he took her hands in his, eliciting a gasp from Rhia. His palms and fingers were rough and callused, his hands warm as they completely enveloped hers. She felt a jolt arc upward from her hands into the rest of her body, setting her nerves aflame and making her all too aware of just how close he was on this bench.

      She swallowed hard, looking up into his intense amber eyes. They held her rapt, the depth of conviction she found there spellbinding.

      “My people will fight for you no matter what, but I hope you mean what you say. I hope you’ll help us find justice for those we’ve lost.”

      “Have you lost someone?” she found herself asking, realizing as soon as the words left her mouth that it was too personal a question. “I’m sorry. You don’t have to answer that, you just seem so connected to this—”

      “I have.”

      Two words, spoken so softly but with such a depth of emotion that Rhia nearly drowned in them. She could see the pain in his eyes, the tension in his body as he recalled something that had obviously been devastating to him. Before she could think better of it, she reached up and touched his face, her palm resting against his cheek. Karak stiffened at first, but leaned into her touch, lifting his hand to rest it over hers.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered, trying not to become caught in everything she saw within his eyes.

      Especially when he didn’t immediately break away, nor did he avert his gaze. Desmond might have done so. He had his shy moments, or times when he was too self-conscious to be the center of her attention. But Karak just looked back at her as though she were an oasis in the desert and he a parched traveler.

      Had he leaned closer? She swore he was closer than he’d been before. Her heart hammered wildly as she tried to decide—very quickly—whether or not she would push him away if he leaned in to kiss her. It was foolish to think he would, but the way he was looking at her…

      “I apologize,” he said, clearing his throat and looking away.

      The spell was broken, and Rhia slowly drew back her hand, feeling as though she were in a daze. She’d been head over heels in love with Desmond. Why was she responding so strongly to these men? Lust from afar was one thing, but she was positive she would have let Karak kiss her. And she would have kissed him back. Eagerly.

      What was wrong with her?

      “My people are staying at the edge of the forest just beyond Ebonhold’s reach,” he said, his voice strained. “I’d like for you to meet them personally, just so you can see the people who will gladly give their lives for you.”

      “I don’t want anyone to give their life for me,” Rhia said quickly.

      “If it comes to that, Lady, I’m afraid you won’t have a choice.”

      He stood, the spell completely broken as the weight of his words settled on her. Rhia followed suit, smoothing down her skirt and trying to regain her composure. “Lead the way, then.”
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* * *

      It was a short walk to reach the forest. She’d made the journey before to help gather firewood and get an idea of what might be edible and in easy reach should they run out of food. Much like the majority of the flora in this region, the things she thought might be edible—mushrooms, berries, nuts—were also foreign to her and hard to guess at, so she’d tasked Wesley with gathering a few different species and testing them to see if they were fit for consumption or not.

      She wasn’t surprised, then, to find him also on the edge of the forest, his imps holding little linen sacks as he deposited berries into them.

      “Karak, one of your clan was looking for you. Dwela, I think she said her name was? I ran into her gathering herbs.”

      He nodded. “The Lady and I are on our way to visit with them now.”

      She saw the flicker of interest in Wesley’s eyes before he voiced it openly. “Would you mind if I tag along? I have some questions she might be able to answer.”

      “That’s fine with me. Rhia?”

      “I don’t have a problem with it if you think your people will be okay with two humans in their midst,” she said.

      “There are some superstitions about Wesley’s… brand of magic, but he is one of the guardians. They will accept him.”

      Wesley’s expression—inquisitive and open—changed at those words. It became darker somehow, like what she’d seen in the library. That glimpse of desperate intensity had frightened her as much as it called to her, and she felt a tingle race up her spine to see it again, even as she noted how much of a change it was.

      It was almost as if there were two versions of Wesley. One who was just interested in knowledge and exploring the world’s many curiosities… and the one Aeredus had likely exploited for his dark purposes. Once again, she felt a striking amount of empathy with the man.

      “The villagers burned the orcs’ camp,” Rhia explained, pressing onward with Karak’s guidance. “Their homes, supplies, everything. We’re giving them space in the barracks until we can figure out something a bit more suitable.”

      “A sound decision, though more generous than most Dark Ladies,” Wesley said, beckoning the imps to follow.

      “What do you mean?”

      Karak took point in answering. “Traditionally, we have lived outside the bounds of the Lady’s territory. None of my clan have ever set foot in Ebonhold until now, and most others share the same fate. With the exception of orcish guardians, we tend to be relegated to the outskirts. The first line of defense.”

      Cannon fodder, then. Rhia’s stomach twisted just to think of it. But then… hadn’t the guild always made it clear they were “lesser” enemies? When they boasted of their accomplishments, the large number of orcs and goblins they killed barely registered. They were just nagging forces to cut down en route to the real adversary, like someone swatting at a persistent fly.

      “Good thing I don’t intend to be like most Dark Ladies,” Rhia said, and thankfully Karak and Wesley both left it at that.

      It didn’t take long to find the small camp the orcs had set up. They were settled in a clearing with a few stretched canvas and hide tents and a handful of bedrolls to mark the space. One cart and a couple of horses seemed to be their only means of transportation beyond walking, though with the small number of orcs present, it made sense.

      “Dwela,” Karak called out to one of them, separating from her.

      The woman named Dwela was smaller than Karak, despite seeming to be a full-blooded orc. Her tusks protruded from her bottom lip, her skin was a darker green, and her ears were more elongated than his. The ridge of her brow was also more pronounced, and the overall shape of her body was one of bulk. But she seemed to be an older woman, her hair graying just as a human’s would, streaks of it threading through thinning black strands. She was hunched slightly, and she hobbled a bit as she walked toward him.

      “You were able to speak to the Dark Lady, then.” She looked past Karak, giving Rhia a smile.

      “I was. She’s agreed to help us; give us a place to stay so we can get back on our feet.”

      “Not a moment too soon,” Dwela said. “Razza’s illness has taken a turn for the worst.”

      She saw Karak pale at that, his eyes widening as he looked toward one of the few tents. “Is he resting?”

      “Fitfully, but yes. I was able to find some herbs to help,” she said, nodding toward Wesley. “I see you met up with your fellow guardian.”

      “Good to see you again,” Wesley said. “I know you were in a hurry earlier. I was just hoping I could watch you work, learn how you’re using those herbs. I’m… assuming you’re a healer?”

      “Just because I was gathering herbs, you assume I’m a healer?” she scoffed. “You humans have these notions in your head, so eager to believe we’re all so primitive.”

      “I’m sure he doesn’t mean—” Rhia tried to interject, unsure why she was defending Wesley but for her own assumptions being the same.

      “Don’t mind her,” Karak said before she could finish. “She’s having a bit of fun at his expense.”

      The old woman grinned, displaying two rows of teeth that were in surprisingly good condition for her age, including the pristine tusks. “At my age, I think I’ve earned it. Come on, then. Though Your Ladyship, if you have a weak stomach, you may not want to watch this.”

      “I was learning to use my magic for healing before…” she hesitated, unsure what she should even say about her old life, if anything. “Before. I’ve seen my fair share of illness and injury.”

      “Suit yourself,” Dwela said with a shrug, pinning open the tent flap.

      It wasn’t large enough for the four of them to go inside—not by any stretch. So she stayed back with Karak while Wesley moved in to observe and assist. With how crowded it was, she barely glimpsed the young man, but she could tell he was deathly ill. His skin was pale and slick with sweat, he moaned in obvious pain even when he wasn’t being touched, and the entire tent reeked of death.

      “Hold him down,” she instructed Wesley, who did so after some hesitation.

      It was only then that Rhia caught sight of the raised, angry red flesh on his arms that had a brighter sheen to it than his normal skin. She drew in a breath, unable to find the words at first to ask the obvious question. “Was he…?”

      “In one of the tents when the humans set them on fire, yes,” Karak answered solemnly.

      Bile rose in her throat. They’d practically burned a child to death. And she’d been inclined to side with them, just because their opponents were orcs.

      Not even a full week ago, she wouldn’t have imagined being in the middle of an orc camp—even a small one such as this. It would have terrified her at best and emboldened her to “defend” herself at worst. Most likely, she never would have ended up in the middle of the camp in the first place. She would have used her magic from afar. Were she with the guild, she would have helped support the fighters as they slaughtered every orc in sight.

      It was a chilling thought, and one Rhia had to banish from her mind by force.

      “I might be able to make him more comfortable,” she said, ducking into the tent despite the cramped space. “Though the last time I used my magic to heal there were… side effects I didn’t intend.”

      Her stomach churned as she remembered the empty husks of guards scattered around her when she’d healed Desmond.

      “Life-drain,” Wesley murmured. “Some of my magic works the same. If you can find plants or animals, you can channel it that way. It’s not ideal, but it works.”

      Her brow furrowed. She didn’t like the idea of sucking life from… anything, really. While she felt more at ease doing it to plants, they needed those to survive. This very clan would need them in the coming weeks, since Rhia didn’t have anything substantial to feed them.

      “Isn’t there any other way?” she asked, watching as Dwela smoothed a poultice onto the squirming boy, his howls of agony piercing her soul.

      “You could take it from yourself, but—”

      Before Wesley even finished the sentence, Rhia was determined to try. She knelt beside the boy, looking to Dwela for permission first. When the old woman stepped back, she held her hand just above Razza’s body.

      “This might hurt,” she told him softly. “I’m sorry if it does.”

      “Rhia, what are you—”

      She ignored him and concentrated on healing the boy. Soothing the burned flesh, replacing it with healthy skin instead. Taking away his pain, taking it upon herself if she must.

      Rhia focused all of it inward, drawing from herself as though drawing water from a well. Instantly she felt a building pressure at her consciousness, something that grew and grew in intensity until it became pain, slicing through her, sudden and deep.

      She kept going, though, drawing deeper and deeper until she felt there was nothing left to give. Until every part of her was exhausted, her organs, her muscles, her very skin screaming in protest.

      Looking down, she saw Razza had stilled, his breathing soft and rhythmic. She scanned his body, searching for burned flesh, but there was none. Everything looked clean, undamaged, and whole.

      Rhia tried to stand, but a wave of dizziness slammed into her, and darkness swiftly followed. The last thing she experienced was the sensation of falling, and someone catching her.
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      Finding a reputable merchant in these parts was proving more difficult than Liam ever imagined.

      He’d known the prices would be ridiculous. This far from any of the major cities, merchants had no competition. They could charge whatever they wished. But he’d hoped one or two of them might be reasonable. Apparently there was still a bit of naivete in his heart that he hadn’t quashed, and this time it led him to resort to intimidation to get his way.

      Most of the merchants this far south weren’t human, which meant they almost certainly knew of the Dark Lady’s importance and either feared or revered her—usually both. He leaned into that with a shifty gnoll merchant in particular and it had gotten him enough food to last through the week. Nothing of quality, mind. Stale bread. Hard cheese. Rations that looked as though they’d been scavenged off of an army that had fallen. But the small quantity of fresh fruits and vegetables was better than what they’d been eating, and Liam considered it a success as he brought his haul back to Ebonhold.

      He was even in a decent mood… before he caught sight of Wesley and Karak hurrying toward the keep, with Rhia unconscious in Wesley’s arms.

      Liam abandoned his horse and cart immediately, dismounting in one swift move as he rushed to reach them before they made it into the outer bailey. “What happened?” he growled, his agitation raised to a level that didn’t sit right with him.

      But why shouldn’t he be agitated? He’d been gone half a day, and his fellow guardians had already managed to fail so completely at their jobs. Rhia was pale, a thin sheen of sweat over her skin, her breathing ragged. She looked as if she’d decided to confront Death himself and had very nearly lost.

      “She overexerted herself. Drew from her own self to fuel her magic,” Wesley explained.

      Liam’s jaw clenched as he looked down at the woman. As much as he felt an unshakable urge to protect her and to be at her side no matter what, something within him thrashed in open rebellion at that. She’d exhausted herself reaching for too much power. Of course she had. Someone with access to dark magic couldn’t help but do so. He expected it from Wesley, and he supposed he expected it from Rhia, too.

      It was just deeply… unsettling to actually witness it. Some small part of him had hoped she meant what she said—that she was perhaps beyond corruption. But he was wrong. She craved power, just like all the others.

      “Bring her inside,” he said, his voice strained as he tried to get ahold of his emotion.

      “What do you think we were doing?” Wesley snapped.

      “She will be all right,” Karak said, his voice far calmer. “She needs rest. Dwela will be here soon. She can make something to help her recover.”

      “Dwela?” Liam asked, following close as Wesley took Rhia inside.

      He hated feeling useless, but there was little he could do here aside from bark out orders. And as Wesley said, they already knew what they needed to do. They’d just neglected their primary duty as guardians, something he would be sure to point out as soon as Rhia was recovering.

      “A healer from my clan.”

      The explanation was a hasty one, the half-orc’s attention obviously on Rhia, not him. As they made their way through the sprawling corridors, Liam wondered what she was doing with Karak’s clan. She’d been quick to cast the orcs as the villains in her little narrative of what happened with the village. Had she changed her mind so soon?

      That seemed unlikely. Far more likely was the idea that she was just accepting her role as Dark Lady, and part of that meant building up her armies with whoever wished to serve. She probably wouldn’t mind orcs dying on her behalf, so of course she’d meet with Karak’s people.

      As they made it into Rhia’s chambers, though, Karak was more forthcoming with information. “She was there at my request. She agreed to house my people, but I wanted her to meet them. She was trying to heal a young boy who was badly burned in a counterattack the humans made.”

      “And decided to take the life force she needed from herself despite never trying it before,” Wesley grated out, gently laying her down in bed.

      Liam stood in the doorway, too stunned to even enter completely. She’d healed an orc boy, seemingly without being prompted to do so. And not only that, but she’d put herself in harm’s way to do it? It was foolish. Reckless. Naive. So many things Liam could and likely would criticize. But it was also… unexpected. Not at all the power-hungry behavior he’d imagined; the behavior he’d wondered how he was going to justify serving, when everything he’d done up to this point was to fight against it.

      She claimed she wanted to help people, and perhaps she actually did. Perhaps she wouldn’t be drawn in by the lure of power or the appreciation of adoring subjects she could bend to her will. Perhaps she was better than that. A flawed person, but a good one trying to do what she believed was right. Some part of Liam—the heart he’d ignored for so long now, most likely—desperately wanted it to be true.

      But was he just seeing what he wanted to see? If he fell into the same trap as last time, gave his devotion fully to someone who was going to abuse it in the end…

      “Why don’t you make yourself useful and fetch some water?” Wesley said, his tone only matching the one Liam had used earlier. “She’s running a fever.”

      For once, there was no quip, no immediate argument. Liam needed the space to process, and so he made his way to the well at the center of the courtyard and pumped out enough water, turning Karak’s words over in his mind. There was no chance the half-orc was lying—he wasn’t the deceptive kind, for better or worse. But he could have possibly misread Rhia’s intent. There was probably some ulterior motive. Maybe she just wanted to use her power without paying the typical cost. Maybe—

      Maybe she’s just not like Telaniel at all.

      The thought sobered Liam, and he brought the water in silence. He wasn’t so tamed that he didn’t fight Wesley on using it, though. He refused to just stand around and watch, and instead held his hand out for the cloth Wesley brandished and dunked it into the water himself, wringing it out before he used it to gently wipe the sweat from Rhia’s flushed face.

      With both Wesley and Karak also at her bedside, it was a tight fit, but one he supposed would only continue as one of three guardians. That didn’t mean he had to be happy about it, though.

      “What were you thinking, letting her do this to herself?” he asked Wesley, a growl in his voice that sounded more animal than human. “It’s your job to protect her. Both of you.”

      “I didn’t let her do anything,” Wesley said through gritted teeth. “She wanted to heal that boy without killing anything else in the process. I… probably shouldn’t have told her how to do it, but—”

      “No, you shouldn’t have.”

      “—she would have figured it out on her own, regardless. And I tried to stop her!”

      “Oh, yes,” Liam said, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “I can tell you tried very hard.”

      “Will you both shut up?”

      Karak’s voice was booming, a deep, commanding tone he’d yet to hear from the relatively soft-spoken half-orc. It caused some part of Liam to snap to attention as though he were still serving a holy order. And it did, in fact, shut him up. Shame washed over him and he looked away from Wesley, focusing on Rhia.

      Outside of the redness in her face, she was so pale. So weak and fragile in this moment. It made Liam’s heart ache, made him want to find everyone responsible for this and rip them apart limb from limb. But Rhia was the one responsible for it. Not Wesley. Not Karak. Rhia. She’d made the decision, and he’d already seen that she was stubborn enough that neither of them could have stopped her.

      Had Liam been there, he wouldn’t have been able to stop her, either. Stubborn, foolish girl. She knew nothing about the world and all of the ways it could break a person. Even growing up as she had, there were things she just couldn’t understand. Things Liam hoped she never understood.

      He reached out a hand, three fingers brushing a damp strand of hair from her face. Her skin blazed beneath his fingertips and he was about to voice his concern about her fever when the healer came into the room, a mug of foul-smelling liquid in hand.

      Liam gave the woman room to work as Karak helped her prop Rhia up. The concoction mostly went down with no issue, save for some of it dribbling down her front. But she retained most of it, and the sheen on her skin grew more pronounced as her fever started to break immediately.

      “Thank you, Dwela,” Karak said, dipping his head in deference.

      “I’ll brew up another batch to have ready in case the fever comes back,” the old woman said. “You’ll have to make sure she gets it quickly, but since all three of you seem likely to sit around her bed and stare at her until she finally wakes up, I don’t think that’ll be a problem.”

      There was humor in her voice, and Liam tamped down the defensive part of himself. They were her guardians. Even if it wasn’t by choice, this was their role now. All three of them were compelled to do it. That was all it was, and there was no need to suggest they were waiting around like besotted idiots just hoping to gain her favor.

      He voiced none of that, though, and kept vigil. First with Karak and Wesley both, then by himself as they traded off to get some sleep. It was well into the night, the day having passed in a blur of worry as Rhia lapsed in and out of the fever, tossing and turning so fiercely that at one point Liam was sure he was going to have to move her back to the center of the bed and pin her there.

      Since taking up his solo watch, he’d left only for a few moments to fetch some parchment and a stick of charcoal. Sitting in a chair that was close to the bed, Liam rendered the woman who slept peacefully before him, every stroke of the charcoal a caress he could not indulge in otherwise. The curve of her breasts, the flare of her hips, the thickness of her thighs, all marked in striking black, tracing the path his fingers had yearned to take.

      He was in the middle of shading with the flat of the stick when he heard her rouse. Liam looked up immediately, setting the drawing aside as he got to his feet. Her color was much better, the sweat having dried from her brow, and when she opened her eyes they were clear and vibrant as ever.

      “Welcome back to the land of the living, princess,” he murmured.

      “What happened?” she asked with a groan, trying to sit up.

      Liam watched her, searching for any signs that she was too weak to do it, but she managed just fine. He began to tell her what happened, that she’d used her powers to heal an orc boy and had paid the price for it, but that worry and panic inside of him curled into something angry and bitter. It writhed like a snake, poised to strike at any moment.

      And so it did.

      “You’re lucky you aren’t dead. What were you thinking, drawing that power from inside yourself?”

      Rhia’s nostrils flared and she immediately went on the defensive. “I was thinking I didn’t want to drain the life from anything around me.”

      “Just from yourself.”

      “Yes, Liam, just from myself,” she ground out from between clenched teeth. “I thought I’d be able to handle it.”

      “Clearly you were wrong,” he said, feeling that familiar spark of self-loathing even as the words left his mouth.

      “Why are you here? Did you really sit here and wait for me to wake up just so you could make me feel like the most incompetent person in the world?” Her voice broke at the end, and Liam felt as though his heart had been punctured by the tip of a blade.

      He turned away from her, gave himself some distance, his hand dragging over his face. Some part of him wanted to be gentle. Soft. But being so had cost him dearly before, and if acting like an ass prevented it, then he was always going to give in to that instinct.

      “Is one orc’s life worth it? You’re the Dark Lady now, Rhia. You have a certain importance in this world. Things you need to do, tasks you want to accomplish—by your own admission.”

      “Helping people. That’s what I told you I wanted to do. What are—” Her tone was incredulous, and when she looked at him it was with a disbelieving pity that scratched away at something inside of Liam. “How did you become this? You were a paladin!”

      She was right, of course. There was a time when he wouldn’t have hesitated in answering that yes, one orc’s life was worth his own. He was a servant of Belisan once, humble and eager to help the less fortunate. He’d devoted his life to that cause, of his own free will, unlike the paladins who’d joined the monastery because they had no choice in the matter.

      But things had changed. He’d seen the vile depths of the human soul, had witnessed firsthand what it could do to the meek and faithful, and he’d wanted no part in it. He very nearly considered telling her that, was almost compelled to do so, but he clenched his jaw and kept the words in by force.

      “This is the plan, then?” he asked, his voice barely above a whisper. “There are a great many people in need, princess. All across the southern lands, people are living in squalor, in pain, in abject misery. Are you going to fix all of it? Put your own life on the line each time?”

      He turned to face her fully, his eyes blazing as they met hers. But Rhia didn’t back down. She didn’t shrink away from him or even avert her gaze. Her jaw was held firm, chin lifted just so, as if she’d been trained as royalty from birth.

      “Do you really think I’m that naive?” She scoffed, waving the question off. “No. I already know the answer to that, so you can spare me.”

      Liam’s heart ached. The noble young paladin that was still buried down deep wanted to tell her this wasn’t who he was at all. It was just who he’d been forced to become. But again he kept his mouth shut.

      “I’ll do whatever I can to help as many people as is reasonable. I’ll learn how to better control my magic and draw from my own energy. And I’ll be more careful in the future, now that I know the limitations.”

      It was a sound plan, but there was one thing Liam absolutely detested about it: His presence was nowhere to be found.

      “Then I guess I’ll be accompanying you,” he said, his words verging on callous. He couldn’t dare make them sound like desperation, so instead he grabbed his drawing and charcoal and started toward the door. “I’ll fetch the other two. I’m sure they’ll be eager to see you awake and well.”

      He’d almost made it to the door, had almost gotten himself free of her without incident when she spoke again.

      “I don’t know what happened to you, Liam, but I’m not your enemy, and if you keep treating me like I am, I’ll be happy to send you back to wherever you came from.”

      He nearly flinched at that, stifling the response on the tip of his tongue. “Noted,” was all he said, the word forced through his strained throat before he left the room entirely.
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      Rhia was still completely exhausted.

      For as much as she tried to defend herself against Liam’s heartless onslaught, he was right. She’d overexerted herself in a way that was… well, incredibly stupid. Judging from the looks on Karak’s and Wesley’s faces when they’d seen her again, her condition hadn’t inspired much confidence.

      The worst part of it was that she’d felt herself growing too weak even when she was in the middle of using her magic. But she’d wanted to make sure the job was done and that the boy would be healed, so she’d pushed and pushed until she had nothing left to give.

      Now she was paying the price.

      Thankfully, the boy was well. Karak brought him in to visit briefly. He was weak still, having to walk with Karak’s direct support, but he seemed genuinely grateful to her in a way that made Rhia tear up. And when Wesley visited, she spoke to him about finding some way to draw from her own self without it being so taxing. He’d agreed to look into it, to scour the library they’d just restored as his first big research project.

      She would get better at it. Liam could just go to hell with his self-righteous, I would never succumb to such foolishness derision.

      It was a thought she held on to as she drifted in and out of consciousness that evening. Karak made sure she at least ate a bit of broth—something he’d procured from his clan. She’d had enough water, and all she really needed now was sleep.

      Sleep and her own self-righteous anger, apparently. Was she really any better than Liam if she couldn’t let it go? If she continued to stew in it, to the point where she very nearly summoned him so she could yell at him?

      At least I don’t do it to other people.

      That indignation simmered, keeping her awake for a time until she finally fell asleep for the night, curled up in bed, cushioned amongst the pillows, her blanket cocooned around her.

      But it seemed like no time at all before she was awake again. Awake and giving into that impulse, sending one of Wesley’s imps—of all things—to fetch Liam. Reality cut in and out, as one moment she was sitting on the edge of her bed, fuming, and the next he was there before her.

      Shirtless, with only his tight breeches covering his muscular body. Even as she realized this must be a dream, Rhia could feel her throat grow dry as if she were actually experiencing it. A hot bolt of lust shot through her as she looked him up and down, her gaze greedily roving over his body. He was an ass, but he was nice to look at. He might be even nicer to touch, so long as she could shut him up.

      Rhia suspected she never would have been so bold in the waking world, but there were no consequences in a dream. She rose from the bed, reveling in the way his eyes followed her, the hunger in his expression as he gave her the same once-over she’d given him.

      “You needed me for something, princess?” he asked, his voice a deep rumble that scorched her from the inside out.

      “No, you don’t get to talk. I don’t want to hear any more of your wit—or what you seem to think passes for wit.”

      She stepped so close to him she could feel the heat coming off of his body. Close enough that the smirk on his lips faded and he drew in a sharp breath through his nose, his chest expanding with it. She lifted a hand, her finger hovering just above his lips as if she meant to physically silence him. Predictably, Liam didn’t just obey in a respectful fashion. His tongue curled out, drawing the digit into his mouth as he sucked on it noisily, his eyes never leaving hers.

      Rhia couldn’t catch her breath, her heart hammering in her chest as she watched him. The heat in his eyes threatened to burn out of control, and the way he used his tongue made her long to know what else he could do with it. She felt a sudden need to taste and touch and experience everything she’d always wanted but never allowed herself to have before.

      No need to hold back here. This was her dream. She could do whatever the hell she wanted.

      Her hand pressed against the firm muscle of Liam’s chest, sliding up to his shoulder and then his neck. Her nails raked over the nape and he shivered, so close but not yet sealing the deal she was eager to make. She didn’t know why she wanted him to take this—take her—but she lingered a breath away, casting a challenging gaze up to him.

      “With all of your bluster, I thought for sure you’d be eager to put me in my place. What’s stopping you, Liam?” she taunted, a boldness shrouding the fact that she was shaking inside.

      He responded with a swiftness and intensity that took her breath away. His mouth crashed to hers, taking, claiming as his hands gripped her hips, pulling her flush against him. She gasped into his mouth when she felt the hard ridge of his erection, and couldn’t help the wanton moan that escaped her as he plunged his talented tongue into her mouth, seeking out hers in a dance she stumbled through, but somehow knew the steps to.

      It was strange and exhilarating. Her experience, such as it was, was confined to just a handful of clumsy, feverish kisses with a boy she’d run the streets with before meeting Desmond. Her fantasies had always been vivid, and learning to read had given her a wonderful outlet in all of the bawdy stories she found, but that couldn’t compare to real experience, confidence, and the maturity to know what she was doing and what she wanted. Maybe it was the dream. Maybe it was just Liam, because he seemed so incredibly in tune with her desires as they shifted and burned ever brighter.

      When she wished for his hands to move, to rove over her body, their callused roughness caressing her through her robe, he did it. His hands were like fire, moving from her hips to her back, gripping her ass, following her sides and dipping inward to caress her breasts. It wasn’t enough to satisfy the craving that grew and grew inside of her, and so she demanded more from his mouth. He licked and sucked and nipped at her lips, drew her tongue into his own mouth, and then moved down to her neck, giving it the same treatment. He bit down at the junction between her shoulder and neck and Rhia let out a deep moan that seemed to shake the very walls of whatever inhibition she still had as her fingers curled tightly into his flame-red hair.

      Still it felt as though it wasn’t enough, and she had no idea why but for the fact that she was still fully clothed, and Liam was still wearing his breeches. Reaching down, she undid the sash that held her robe closed and let the fabric fall open to the side, then pressed herself against him, feeling his hot skin against hers as though this wasn’t a dream at all. That helped to soothe the ache deep inside, and even more so when she began to grind her lower body against his, eliciting a deep groan from him.

      “So needy,” he chastised, taking the lobe of her ear between his teeth. “I’m not sure I can handle you all on my own.”

      “Liar,” she breathed, arching against him once more, one leg hooking over his hip.

      Liam gripped her hip, holding her in place. “True,” he said with a devilish grin. “But that doesn’t mean I intend to be selfish and keep you all to myself. That’s not how this works.”

      If she hadn’t known it was a dream before, she certainly would now. She almost snorted at how unlike Liam those words sounded. While he might not be the most selfish person she’d met, he didn’t play well with others. That much was clear. And if he ever had her, Rhia got the distinct sense that he’d want to keep her.

      Dream Liam, however, broke away from her just enough to beckon someone closer. The edges of the dream were hazy, not even permitting her to see the corners of the room until it was suddenly filled in by the presence of Karak and Wesley. The former was shirtless, like usual, and the latter had his overcoat open with nothing beneath, another pair of tight breeches hiding the rest of him from her view.

      Her imagination apparently didn’t have a wealth of clothing ideas to draw from, but she didn’t mind. Not when she could see the distinct outline of his cock straining against the material. The same was true of Karak, and the thick length she glimpsed there made something inside of her ache, her muscles clenching as if anticipating an experience she’d never had.

      Were they here to watch? Karak palmed himself through the fabric of his pants and Wesley’s attention was rapt on both of them. She never thought she would have been the type to enjoy exhibition, but her blood ran so hot right now, her nerves wound so tightly that anything could have made her break.

      That didn’t seem to be what Liam had in mind, though. He beckoned them closer again, holding Rhia against him as Karak moved behind her, pressing his hard body up against hers. She whimpered, arching back against him, feeling the searing length of his cock through his breeches. Karak’s rough hand so tenderly gripped her face, turning her just so to meet him as he claimed her mouth in a kiss that was slow, deep, sensual.

      Liam was still touching her, his hands roving over her body. She could feel his fingers so clearly through her robe, feel the rough pads of his thumbs as they rubbed over her hardened nipples. She gasped, moaning into Karak’s mouth, reveling in the contrast between his soft, thoughtful caresses and Liam’s feverish ones.

      It was almost too much, and yet it wasn’t enough. She didn’t feel truly satisfied until Wesley’s hands were on her as well, his lips pressing kisses to the shoulder he bared, pulling back the cloth of her robe. Where Karak was gentle and searching, and Liam demanded her flesh respond to his every touch, Wesley seemed to tap into some secret part of her, knowing precisely what she wanted and how to best give it to her. He made a place for himself next to Liam, kneeling down before her as if he intended to worship her. His hands moved up her leg, slipping beneath the hem of her robe and continuing upward with one goal in mind. His fingers delved between her slick folds, rubbing along her slit until he reached that needy little nub she’d only discovered herself by accident. There was nothing accidental about Wesley’s touches, though. His attention was direct, giving her what she needed as his fingers circled and rubbed, picking up a rhythm that seemed to meld perfectly with Karak’s kisses and the way Liam touched her.

      Continuing what Wesley had started, Liam slipped the robe further off of her until one of her breasts was exposed completely. Then he lowered his head and latched onto her nipple, closing his mouth around it, his tongue pressing against the sensitive peak. She moaned so loud she would have been afraid someone might have heard her, but everyone close enough was already here.

      Here, and focused entirely on her. It was on the verge of overwhelming, and all Rhia could do was react to them, arching her body against them in turn, moaning and whimpering and begging as skilled hands and mouths worked their magic.

      Despite it all, a distant sound drew her attention. She couldn’t even tell what it was, didn’t want to know, but her subconscious mind seemed to think it was important. So important the details of her dream began to fade, the sensations dulling until suddenly it was gone, and all she saw was the darkness behind her eyelids. All she felt was an intense frustration, her clit throbbing with need. She was so disoriented that it felt all too natural to clench her thighs together, slide her hand beneath the blankets and—

      “Well, someone certainly had a pleasant dream.”

      Rhia’s blood ran cold, her ardor banked immediately. She didn’t recognize that voice. It was smooth, slightly accented, teasing in a way that didn’t quite match the other men. Her eyes flew open and she saw a figure silhouetted by the scant amount of moonlight coming in through the window. A figure she definitely didn’t recognize. It was more than enough reason to act.

      Her hand shot forward and dark magic was thrust forth, slamming into the man and pinning him against the nearest wall. The magic wound down his arms and legs, wrapping tight around his hands and wrists to hold him in place, spread open so he was less dangerous to her, and easier for her to disarm should he be carrying any weapons.

      “I like a woman who cuts to the chase and goes immediately for bondage,” he said, a flash of white signaling his broad grin.

      “Who are you and what are you doing in my room?” she demanded, pushing herself up from the bed on shaky limbs.

      “Well, I was going to introduce myself properly, but you seemed to be having such a fun go of it I didn’t want to interrupt.”

      She came up to him, concealing as much of her fear as she could. Her nerves were on edge, her limbs shaky as she forcefully searched him for weapons. Two daggers sheathed at the waist. A throwing knife strapped to his arm, beneath his shirt sleeve. Another pair of daggers, one strapped to each leg.

      “Bondage and rough handling? You spoil me,” he teased, a note in his voice that told Rhia he wasn’t feigning the interest.

      “Answer my questions, or don’t speak at all,” she bit out, brandishing one of his daggers as if she had any clue how to use it beyond impaling him with the pointy end.

      Her eyes had finally adjusted, the moonlight hitting just enough to give her a decent picture of who this man was. It played over smooth, dark skin, his face made of sharp angles, right down to the way his facial hair was trimmed to frame his jaw and mouth, a black goatee lending him a suitably roguish look. Honey brown eyes looked back at her with a playful sort of intensity, seemingly unconcerned with his current state. His hair was on the long side, but gathered into a braid that was tied off with beads and baubles. He seemed to like his trinkets, jewelry adorning much of him from two gold loops in the lobes of his ears and a few smaller ones along the arch, a piercing above his right eyebrow, one just below his lower lip, and several rings on his fingers. He wore a loose linen shirt that hung open a generous amount, revealing more dusky skin and wiry black hair that covered his chest. Leather breeches met high boots, several little pouches and chains affixed to his belt.

      Whoever he was, his entire presence seemed designed to make a statement.

      “I’ll ask you again: Who are you, and what are you doing in my room?”

      “My name is Tanris, and I dropped by because I heard there was a new Dark Lady in residence. I wanted to see for myself, start a dialogue, forge a relationship. All the fun things you do when there’s someone to impress.”

      His voice had a light, carefree cadence to it, his words woven before her as though he’d plucked them from the air and arranged them with just enough whimsy to catch her off guard. It should have felt harmless. He wasn’t confrontational like Liam, after all, nor did he seem to have the intensity of Wesley or Karak. But there was something too charming about the way he presented himself, as if his whole persona was designed to knock her and others like her off-kilter.

      Given his arsenal and his wide assortment of jewelry, it didn’t seem much of a stretch to believe that was by design.

      “And you couldn’t have done that in the morning? By coming through the front entrance?” she asked, her whole body tense, expecting him to somehow break free.

      “That would hardly be as memorable,” he said, his lips quirking into a grin. “This way, you won’t forget me any time soon. Especially after such a lovely dream.” His eyes flashed, that brown darkening just so. “You moan a bit in your sleep, by the way.”

      Rhia’s cheeks flamed and she fought the urge to look away from him. No, she wouldn’t be ashamed. She wouldn’t let him use her own interest—subconscious or otherwise—against her. She opened her mouth to speak, to tell him it was absolutely none of his business, when the door to her chambers was thrown open so hard it slammed against the stone wall.

      “Get away from her,” Karak growled savagely, brandishing his axe.

      Liam pushed past him, sword drawn as he lunged, holding it at the man’s throat. “You’re going to regret setting foot in this place.”

      It wasn’t until several painful moments later that both men even began to realize she’d taken care of the problem and had neutralized the threat. Karak lowered his axe, looking from Tanris to her. Liam still held his sword in place, but it wasn’t pressed as firmly into the man’s neck any longer, and he hadn’t taken further action yet.

      “You’ll have to introduce me to your pets. It’s always a bit unfair how Dark Ladies just seem to be gifted a glut of very handsome, very fuckable men,” Tanris said with a sigh, looking up at Liam.

      Her cheeks flamed once more, the dream returning to her. It’d felt so real, and she’d had absolutely no reservations about all three of them paying her such attention. Pushing the thought from her mind, she cut a glare toward the man.

      “You’re not helping yourself. I could let them kill you right now just because you’re a pest,” she threatened, knowing it was baseless.

      Tanris seemed to know it too. “If you wanted to kill me, you would’ve done it already.”

      Rhia sighed, her nerves still wound so tightly she thought she might snap at any moment. She needed to think rationally about this, and she couldn’t do that in her bedroom with one man restrained and two others baring their teeth, making a show of strength to defend her.

      At least they’re wearing shirts…

      Quickly banishing that thought, she managed a strained, “Stand down. If he was able to get into this place without anyone noticing, it either means our security is lacking, or he’s very good at what he does.”

      “I assure you I’m very good at everything I do,” he said suggestively. “Though your security is lacking.”

      “I’d like to hear him out, see what he has to offer,” Rhia said. “Liam, go wake Wesley and meet us in the war room.”

      The oathbreaker’s features tightened and he looked as if he was about to argue with her. Slowly he drew back, sheathing his sword.

      “Keep an eye on him,” she heard Liam murmur to Karak as he left.

      “I neutralized the threat before either of you even showed up,” she called after him, “but thanks so much for your concern.”

      Dream Liam might have had talented hands and a devilish tongue, but the real Liam was still just as much of an ass as ever. Rhia sighed and shook her head, dispelling the magic that bound the intruder.

      This was going to be a long night.
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      Out of all of the places he’d broken into, this was certainly the most entertaining.

      Tanris watched as the Dark Lady commanded her pets, the ginger raising a silent fuss, snorting and stamping about like an agitated bull. He had a soldier’s body, but he evidently wasn’t used to taking orders. Either that or he’d eventually grown tired of it, because any other guardian would have jumped to do their Lady’s bidding.

      Like the half-orc who seemed to have the best of both lines of parentage. The broad form of an orc with the more refined, chiseled features of a human. That immediate, oh-so-responsive loyalty he had to his Lady likely came from the orc side, as well, and Tanris could easily concoct scenarios in his mind where that would come in handy beyond the obvious.

      She really was spoiled for choice. While he had no idea who this Wesley was or what he looked like, if he had any similarities to the other two, this Dark Lady had clearly gotten the pick of the litter from Aeredus. The Dark God must have taken a particular shine to her.

      It was all the same to Tanris, though.

      As a Dark Lady, she had certain powers and influence over these lands. She would have connections Tanris could never gain on his own. And, most importantly, she would soon be flush with gold. It always happened that way. Dark Ladies acquired wealth and hoarded it like gluttonous dragons. Then they were inevitably killed, and all of that wealth had to go somewhere.

      Why not into the pockets of someone who could put it to use?

      Unfortunately, he’d been too late to endear himself to the last Dark Lady, and she hadn’t seemed the type to appreciate his particular skillset or… brand of humor. This one was on the younger side and new to the position, so he’d decided to come to Ebonhold at once, before anyone else could offer what he intended.

      Everything else—the fact that she was strikingly beautiful, competent, and decisive even in the face of her fear—was just a bonus. Just like the three men she had at her beck and call, the third of which Tanris finally did get a chance to see once he was escorted to the war room, the half-orc at his back every step of the way.

      “Don’t threaten me with a good time,” he quipped as the edge of Karak’s axe nudged against his back.

      The half-orc grunted, a sound that didn’t exactly diminish Tanris’ interest. But he allowed himself to be prodded into the room proper, where the growling fox-haired one was standing alongside another man. Leaner than the two who’d come running, but hardly a slouch in the looks department. There was an intellect behind his green eyes and he looked at Tanris as though he were a puzzle that needed to be solved.

      Truth be told, he wouldn’t have minded being “solved” by everyone in this room. Perhaps all of them at the same time. But business needed to come before pleasure.

      “All right,” the Dark Lady said, drawing in a breath. “You came here to offer me your services, so offer them. And no tangents. We all have better things to do.”

      “Like sleep,” the slender one complained.

      “Or dream,” Tanris supplied, earning a piercing glare from the Lady. He dipped his head, his smile shameless as he continued. “I offer a variety of services, as every well-equipped man does. But I do have my specialties. Would you mind?”

      He gestured to the canvas map that was stretched across the table in the otherwise sparse room. The Lady nodded and Tanris approached, placing his finger directly atop Ebonhold on the map.

      “Your fortress is located in a fairly central point as far as inland trade routes are concerned, but it’s inaccessible by the sea. The closest port is several days’ travel on horseback, and with a cart lumbering along, it would take at least a week to get the supplies you need.”

      “And you can expedite that?” Wesley asked, perking up a bit.

      “I don’t prefer to rush most things, but when it comes to getting people what they need? That I can do quickly.” He flashed the man a broad grin and gave him a wink.

      To his surprise, the man looked away, a bit of a flush in his cheeks. Not immune to such charms, then. Good to know.

      “How?” the half-orc asked. “What connections do you have that we cannot make on our own?”

      “Likely none,” he admitted, “but I’ve made these connections over a lifetime, and you don’t have that luxury. If you’re going to support an army, you’ll need supplies sooner rather than later.”

      “We’re not supporting an army, nor do we have any plans to,” the Dark Lady corrected, earning a brow arch from Tanris. “Answer his question. What are these connections? Why should I work with you instead of someone else?”

      “Clearly I’ll be the most interesting candidate,” he said, though quickly followed it up with something more substantial. “I also have unfettered access thanks to my complete lack of scruples.”

      “Clearly,” the red-haired one, Liam, said under his breath. “I suppose you’ll be breaking into warehouses and storage facilities? Commandeering merchant ships? Holding wealthy bureaucrats hostage with your inanity?”

      Tanris tsked at that, his tongue clicking against the roof of his mouth. “Such limiting thoughts! It’s not just breaking in or stealing. I’ll have you know I’ve charmed my way into the beds and vaults of several prominent officials.”

      “This sounds like the exact opposite of what we need,” the Dark Lady said, waving him off as though he were of no consequence. “I don’t want to bring everyone’s attention to this place or to the people who want to help me accomplish my goals.”

      “And what are those goals, Lady…?”

      “Rhia,” she said, eyeing him warily, “and I’m not telling you anything until you tell me why I should even trust you. So far all you’ve done is break into my bedroom, taunt me and my guardians, and blow a lot of hot air around without much substance.”

      That nicked at his pride a bit, though Tanris wore the same grin he always wore. It was armor, welded in place by sheer force of habit and many years’ experience. He kept it firmly held between himself and Rhia, even canting his head just so. His words were far less irreverent than his actions, though. “You have good instincts. I wouldn’t have expected so much discretion, considering it’s… what? Not even your second week on the job?”

      “This is a waste of time,” Liam said, his hand resting on the pommel of his blade. “Tossing him out would be a mercy. For us and for him.”

      “I appreciate eagerness, but I’m going to need you to slow down just a bit,” he said, his gaze lingering on the sword. “You want the facts. The clear assertion of exactly what I can do for you, how I can do it, and who I am to offer?”

      “That’s what we’ve been asking for this entire time,” Karak said.

      “Well, I’m afraid I don’t know any of you well enough to give you all of that.” Liam opened his mouth to speak, likely to suggest Tanris be thrown out the nearest window, but he cut him off. “What I can say is that I have unlimited access to a lesser known port that’s not two days’ ride from here. I have a merchant vessel and the connections to obtain goods at well below market value in far less time than it would take you to order them from a traditional merchant. I’m in contact with men who will make frequent trips to ensure you’re supplied with whatever you need—army or not.”

      “Why should we believe you?” Wesley asked, finally managing to meet Tanris’ gaze again. “Everything I’m seeing and hearing tells me you’re just a common thief who happened to fuck his way into better connections than most.”

      Well, that was a pleasant surprise. Tanris’ eyebrows lifted and he smiled at the man. “You’re not far off, and truly? You shouldn’t trust me. Not for nothing. That’s why I brought a gift.”

      He slipped a hand into his shirt, ignoring the sudden tension in the room as everyone watched him. His fingers touched a folded letter and he pulled it free from a hidden pocket, presenting it to Rhia. “For you. Regardless of the choice you make tonight.”

      “What is this?” she asked, turning the letter over in her hands. “Wait, I recognize this stamp. This is from the port authority.”

      She read it over, surely getting the gist, but Tanris expanded on it for the others’ sake. “That writ will grant you access to the Port Vredon regardless of the hour. Not a gift that’s given lightly.”

      “Then why give it at all?” Rhia asked, her eyes narrowing in suspicion. “What do you get out of this relationship?”

      So she wasn’t quite as fresh-faced as she looked. That was a good thing, in Tanris’ mind. She would acquire more power and wealth before meeting her inevitable end. And she’d be a lot more fun to be around. The dumb ones were always such a bore. Completely open to whatever suggestion he made, never offering any fight whatsoever.

      And while he was a thief, Tanris enjoyed working for what he obtained, even if the result was the same.

      “The pleasure of your company, of course,” he said with a purr. “And that of your strong and noble guardians. But aside from that?” The glare he caught from Rhia was reason enough to continue. And, coincidentally, reason enough to draw it out. “Dark Ladies have connections I can’t ever hope to make, just by being who they are. Not to mention the potential to acquire more wealth than even the most successful thief sees in his lifetime.”

      “Money and notoriety, then. I’m surprised your desires are so mundane,” Liam said, meeting Tanris’ gaze.

      Tanris’ lips quirked and he didn’t shy away from that intense, mildly threatening look. A thrill wound through him as he imagined being scrutinized by that look under far less professional circumstances.

      Lucky Lady, he thought, a spark of jealousy alighting in him.

      “Oh, I assure you, there’s nothing mundane about my desires,” he said with a wink.

      Unlike the other one, Liam didn’t look away. He did seem as though he might growl like a wolf who’d just been challenged for prime access to a kill, though.

      “I’d recommend a probationary period, Lady,” Karak said, his gaze solely focused on Rhia, like a little lost puppy looking for a pat on the head. It was adorable, really. “Have him perform some task and if he doesn’t cross us, we can make use of him.”

      Other men might have gotten defensive about being referred to as untrustworthy, common criminals—and spoken about as though they weren’t in the room. For Tanris, those things were a nice bonus. As outrageous as he could be, as noticeable as he liked to make himself, there was as much benefit in skirting the edges of a conversation and leaving people guessing as to his intentions.

      Besides, he’d come prepared for this.

      “There are four of you I need to convince, so why not four tasks? I can access goods and gossip from here to Esrinas. What’s your poison?”

      “Can you really access Esrinas?” Rhia asked, her expression brightening considerably, interest sparking in her dark blue eyes.

      “Naturally. I was there not a month past, arranging a shipment for a merchant friend of mine.”

      Friend was a strong word for anyone Tanris associated with, but they didn’t need to know that.

      “Could you… locate someone? Get me word on them?”

      There was a cautious hopefulness in her words that intrigued Tanris. He canted his head to one side, observing her for a moment before he asked, “Some long-lost rival you want to get a read on before they become a problem?”

      “An old friend,” she said softly. “His name’s Desmond. He’s about Liam’s height, with a leaner build. Long blond hair. Blue eyes. He was working in the city guard last I… heard from him.”

      Interesting. That would certainly be a story to uncover.

      “He sounds like a veritable dreamboat,” Tanris teased, giving Rhia a knowing smirk when she fixed him with a baleful stare. “I’m sure I can find him easily enough. Do you want him to know you’re asking?”

      “No!” The speed with which she replied was another curious thing to add to the list. “No. I’d rather he not know anyone’s asking at all.”

      “Ah, that’s my specialty.”

      Wesley moved a bit closer to the Dark Lady, whispering but not bothering to shield his lips. Tanris read them with ease.

      Is this the one you saved…?

      She glanced at Tanris out of the corner of her eye and he smiled back, not bothering to hide his interest. Rhia just nodded in answer. Interesting. More of a story, and perhaps one he could uncover the other side to. A rare treat.

      “And the rest of you? Sourpuss?” he asked, looking at Liam before his gaze moved to Karak. “Puppy dog?” And then to Wesley. “Schoolboy?”

      “I’m sorry, are these meant to be nicknames?” Liam asked, arms folded over his chest.

      “A work in progress,” Tanris said with a grin and a flourish.

      “Still better than ‘princess,’” Rhia shot Liam a look and he scoffed.

      There might have been some bickering, some way for the lads to waste their time—as Tanris had all the time in the world, presently—but for Schoolboy’s interest. It shone in his green eyes, making Tanris rethink the nickname already. If he was a schoolboy, he was the one who snuck into the restricted section of the library. Mild, as far as crimes went, but still noteworthy.

      “Can you get to Platsia?”

      Tanris smiled. “You mean Platsia, the city that cradles the king’s ballsack? That city?”

      “That’s the one,” Schoolboy said, the barest quirk of a smile. “Among other names.”

      Oh, he knew the other names. But there was a lady present. “I can. Not with as much ease as Esrinas, but it won’t pose much of a problem. What do you need, Schoolboy?”

      “Wesley,” he corrected, and Tanris just smiled. “I need you to find someone for me. A girl. She’d be seventeen now. Long, chestnut brown hair, blue eyes. She was a ward of Baron Tremont for a while,” he said the name with such disgust that Tanris’ brow arched. My, these were interesting people, “but she’s been on her own for about six months now.”

      He didn’t ask the obvious question because the answer itself was rather obvious. Brown hair, blue eyes, seventeen. Tanris would eat his left foot if the girl wasn’t related to Wesley in some way. A younger sister, likely.

      “Adding it to the list. And you?” he turned to Karak, who’d thus far been the hardest to annoy.

      Likely because he only seemed to have eyes for Rhia. Pity. The things Tanris could do with a strapping half-orc…

      “My clan has been looking for an adventurer by the name of Ezekiel Orcsbane. He’s a member of the guild based out of Helas. He’s responsible for a raid on our people, wherein he killed most of our women and children.”

      “Would you like me to kill him?” Tanris asked casually, buffing his nails on his jerkin. “I can certainly do that. For a fee.”

      “No.” Karak’s countenance turned dark, those amber eyes glowing. “When he’s brought to justice, I want him to know exactly what crimes he’s answering for.”

      “Fair enough. Word of his whereabouts and future plans, then,” Tanris said. “Got it.”

      He turned to Sourpuss, but before he could even ask, Liam was demanding. Of course he was.

      “I need information on the paladin order in Riverrest,” he said, his jaw held tight. “Specifically on the movements of the Knight-Commander and any lieutenants she’s taken into her confidence.”

      “A paladin order? Tricky indeed. You ask a great deal of a ‘common thief.’”

      “Can you do it or not?” Those green eyes bore into him, making Tanris shiver.

      “I can. I am, in fact, that good.” He grinned at Liam, but got no response other than the hardened look of a man who had a great many secrets.

      What a curious group. It certainly wouldn’t be a boring few months until the lot of them were killed by some adventurer or another.

      That was fit to be the end of it, and Tanris was prepared to make his leave while he was decently regarded. But just as he was about to speak, Liam cut him off once again.

      “Do you know the southern lands as well as those to the north?” he asked.

      “Not quite as well, but well enough to fulfill any requests, if you’d like to change yours.”

      “No.” He looked over at Rhia before meeting Tanris’ gaze again. “Our Lady has it in her mind to help those who’ve been displaced and otherwise harmed by… anyone, really.” Rhia nodded. “But mostly the guild.”

      “I never said—”

      “Oh, he’s right,” Tanris supplied. “It is mostly the guild.”

      “In your vast experience, is there anywhere more affected than other places? Anywhere that needs to be on our list?”

      He could have come up with any number of places. The various orc clans scattered throughout the valley. The gnolls who’d once lived in the mountains. The Arachni who’d kept entire political systems in check for centuries before guild interference.

      But only one place came to mind. Rosari. A seaside city teeming with randy sailors who somehow acted less entitled than the adventurers who found their way there, chasing after tales of the kingdom’s most notorious brothel and the women who worked within it.

      One woman in particular. Bronze skin. Sleek black hair. Tattoos all over her body. Exotic, the men called her. But Tanris had always known the truth of the many bruises those tattoos covered up.

      Pain flared within him, deep and vibrant, an anger following swiftly in its wake. But he tamped all of it down, realizing all eyes were upon him. He flashed another one of his trademark grins.

      “I assure you, no place is worse than any other. They’re all equally terrible, and suffering equally. I’m sure you’ll make the rounds,” he said in a mock soothing tone of voice. “For now, I have a few tasks to take care of. If you’ll all excuse me.”

      Without further word, Tanris left much the way he’d come in. With an unnecessary flourish. And through a window.
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      Even an hour after Tanris left, Rhia still wasn’t sure what to make of him.

      He was the very definition of a rogue. There was every chance he was lying to them and trying to get information or something more sinister. She didn’t trust his intentions as far as she could throw him, and neither did her guardians. Liam especially seemed keen to analyze every possible motive he could have.

      But like her, each one of them also had something to gain if Tanris was telling the truth. She wanted to know how Desmond was doing. Wanted it more than she’d even realized until the option opened up to her. And while she didn’t have insight into the things the others wanted—beyond Karak, and only to a small extent—she felt for them. It was becoming increasingly clear to her that they had lives before their pact with Aeredus.

      Which… of course they did. She was ashamed to think that they didn’t. That they’d just been born “evil” and that was all there was to it. They’d lived evil lives, had done exclusively evil things, and the only people who cared for them must also be evil by default.

      It was obvious they were just like anyone else, with their own share of goals and secrets. Each request to Tanris had made her more and more curious, but Wesley’s was the one that stuck out most. The open disdain when he’d spoken of Baron Tremont, the description of the young woman… something about it made her take notice.

      So when the four of them prepared to turn in for what was left of the night, she asked him to stay behind. As another human who also had dark powers he’d presumably obtained from pacting with Aeredus, she felt a strange kinship with the man. She was curious about his opinion and if it would change when they were alone.

      And she really wanted to know who this girl was to him and why he was looking for her.

      “What do you think of all of this?” she asked once the others had left the room.

      She’d long since sat at the war table, a cooling cup of tea in front of her. Wesley sat on the other end, quiet and even more reserved than usual. Another thing that made her want to check on him. She was… concerned, she realized.

      “I think he’s an arrogant peacock who’s puffed himself up far beyond his worth,” Wesley said without hesitation, “but I do think there’s some truth to his claims.” His voice grew quieter, more distant as he added, “or maybe I just need to think that.”

      “Need to?”

      He just nodded, lifting his cup to his lips. Rhia suppressed a shudder, imagining how cold and flavorless the tea within must be by now. Wesley’s grimace told her he hadn’t been thinking when he’d done it.

      “Belisan’s tits,” he sputtered, turning his head to cough. “Ugh. It was bad enough when it was still hot.”

      Rhia laughed, a grin tugging at her lips, a glint in her eyes as she spoke. “Liam has really terrible taste in tea leaves.”

      “You’d think they forbade decent tea in his paladin order,” Wesley muttered, wiping his mouth with his sleeve.

      When he stopped coughing, a tension hung between them, the question left unasked and unanswered. He looked up at her, blue eyes meeting hers. A different shade than Desmond’s, but no less lovely. They were dark. Mysterious. The kind of depths Rhia could easily lose herself in if she wasn’t careful.

      “I think it’s worth pursuing,” he said again. “At worse, he’s just a liar and a cheat and we can deal with him if he tries to get one over on us.”

      “I’d say at worse, he’s a spy for the guild,” Rhia pointed out.

      Wesley’s face pinched, his brow furrowing. “I hadn’t even thought of that. Liam would be over the moon at you coming up with that theory.”

      She snorted. “I’m not convinced Liam would be ‘over the moon’ about anything I do. But it is something to consider.”

      “A risky move, even by the guild’s standards,” Wesley mused. “And I don’t think we’ve made enough waves yet for them to organize that kind of mission. Besides… he had access to you. He could have killed you with none of us the wiser, and I assume that would be a much easier goal than tricking us.”

      There was an edge to his words when he mentioned that none of them would have known. She’d seen it in Karak’s and Liam’s faces. They considered it a failure that they hadn’t somehow known a man who was obviously very stealthy was in Ebonhold. Rhia still didn’t know if she should be soothing their egos, or just leaving it be. She opted for the latter.

      “Do you feel the same way about the guild?” she asked, cautiously approaching another subject that had been on her mind.

      She’d assumed the person who’d attacked Karak’s clan had been one bad apple. Of course there were people who joined the guild for the wrong reasons. People who just wanted to eradicate everyone who was different from them. But what about people like Meliva? What about the other members of Esrinas’ guild who’d just enjoyed sharing tall tales over some mead?

      They were boastful, yes, but they weren’t… evil.

      “You mean do I think the guild abuses its notoriety and never looks into the matters they’re asked to handle before they go on genocidal rampages?” Wesley asked, eyeing her carefully.

      Well. She had her answer, then. Rhia pushed out her chair and stood, turning away from him. She moved to the window, arms wrapping around herself as she looked out to the courtyard that was empty save for a hare who was poking its nose through the clover that sprang up from the barren ground.

      Even in a place like this, life just existed. That hare would likely have come here with or without her presence.

      “I wanted to join them,” she found herself admitting. “I wanted it more than anything in the world.”

      “Why?” Wesley asked, the question not filled with the condescension she would have expected from Liam.

      She turned back to him, saw genuine concern and curiosity in his features, and decided to be honest.

      “I grew up a nobody. Less than that, honestly. I was just property to most other people, with no real value beyond what I could do for them. I had no agency, no choice in anything that happened to me. No ability to go anywhere or do anything at all.”

      Her arms hugged more tightly around herself. She hadn’t realized it, but living so far from Esrinas now, there weren’t memories lurking around every corner. She could have let herself forget the horrific things she’d endured. She wished she had.

      “But here were these people who could go where they pleased, do what they wished. Everyone respected them, celebrated them, loved them. They were skilled at what they did and made a living I could only dream of. It was so far from my reality that it felt like a complete fantasy some days, but one I desperately wanted to be real.”

      Before Desmond, it was the only thing that pulled her through the hardest times. She honestly might never have even bonded with him if not for the mutual adoration of the guild.

      “I understand that,” Wesley said softly. “It was the same for me with the Grand Magi. I wanted so badly to be one because I thought it would change everything for my family.”

      “Then you understand why I’m having trouble believing that the guild as a whole is… evil?”

      He gave her a sad smile and stepped closer. She could smell a familiar, almost comforting scent on him, and realized that he didn’t trigger her instinct to curl up and hide the way most men did. None of her guardians triggered that instinct. Not even Karak.

      “Rhia.” He spoke her name so softly, with such a desperate edge to it that she couldn’t breathe. “You can’t look at things as strictly good or evil. The world just… doesn’t work that way. I know you know this.”

      “I know it’s more complicated than that,” she admitted.

      He stepped even closer, his presence not bearing down on her, but almost seeming to wrap around her consciousness. “Do you think I’m evil? I made a pact with a Dark God to receive powers beyond what I would have ever learned as a magus. I used those powers to hurt people.”

      Darkness cast over his expression, making his eyes hard to read.

      “I believe whatever the reason, you didn’t have a choice. I believe the people you hurt deserved whatever they got,” she said firmly, not backing down from his intense regard.

      Some part of her balked at that. She didn’t know this man. She didn’t even know why he’d made his pact, and his cagey nature told her she wasn’t going to find out anytime soon. But she felt he was a good man with a good heart. Maybe it was naive. Maybe it would come back to bite her and immediately prove her wrong. But she didn’t think so.

      “Some of them,” Wesley agreed after a moment, “but not all.”

      She thought of her own powers and how they’d first manifested. Had those guards not been dead, she would have killed them. Unknowingly, yes, but she would have only been focused on keeping Desmond alive. And even if she had known…

      She wouldn’t have done anything different. She would have saved Desmond. Every time, no matter the cost. She should have felt shame over that fact. Disgust. But she didn’t. She couldn’t. Looking up at Wesley—so close now that she had to crane her neck to do so—she saw a kinship there. That stark certainty that they’d both done what needed to be done.

      “Who did you make your pact for?” she asked in a near-whisper.

      He hesitated, and she almost didn’t expect an answer. But he finally gave one. “My sister.”

      That was who he wanted Tanris to find, then. She supposed she could have guessed as much.

      “And do you regret it?” She held her breath for the fraction of a second it took him to respond.

      “Not for a second. Do you?”

      There was something almost ruthless in his tone. It called to her in a way Rhia hadn’t expected. Drew her in like a moth to the flame. If this was power, this utter shamelessness in the face of question, this resolve that never faltered… then yes, she could see why people would be seduced by it. She was being seduced by it right now.

      And if she searched her heart, she found only one answer to give.

      “Not for a second.”

      Some deep understanding passed between the two of them. She knew nothing about Wesley beyond this one fact. He’d used dark magic, had tied himself to a Dark God for the sake of someone he loved. He’d done it knowingly, willingly, and without remorse. And in that way, they were bound together more tightly than she’d ever been bound to Desmond. She might not know Wesley’s pain, but she understood it. She felt it, and she felt the power he’d taken back for himself, too.

      It washed over her, called out to her own, beckoned her to come closer and partake. Like one of Aeredus’ illusions, it was so tempting that Rhia couldn’t help but respond. Only this wasn’t an illusion. Wesley was here. Solid. Standing so close to her, his breath warm against her face, the heat of his body reaching hers.

      Looking up into his eyes, she remembered her dream. Remembered exactly how his lips felt on her skin, how his hands had traced a fevered caress. Even in a dream world, she’d longed to feel his mouth on hers. To taste him and get a sense of the strength and power within him. It wasn’t openly displayed like Liam and Karak’s power, but it was there. She would feel it brimming beneath the surface, threatening to spill over.

      Reaching out a hand, she rested her palm against his chest. Even through the cloth of his linen shirt, she could feel the twitch of muscle as his body—held rigid in anticipation—responded to her. There was hunger in his eyes, their blue as dark as the night sky now. He looked at her in a way no man ever had before. Not in a lecherous, leering manner that prized only her physical form, but as someone who wanted a part in everything she had to offer.

      It should have scared her. There was only one man she’d ever been willing to offer that to, and yet… she wanted Wesley, too. And he very clearly wanted her. So why shouldn’t she indulge? Why shouldn’t she enjoy this one thing?

      Her fingers curled against the fabric of his shirt and she pulled him closer. He bent to her, waited with a patience she didn’t see in his eyes as she still had to lift on tiptoes to reach him. But the moment she brushed her lips against his, he acted with such abandon that Rhia was swept up in it immediately. His arms came around her, pulling her tight against him. He leaned down to make it easier on her and kissed her with a pent-up longing that made it seem like he’d been pining after her for months, even though they’d only known each other for a week.

      And she responded in kind, her fingers gripping even harder, her other hand winding around his neck, fingers curling into the soft hair at the nape. His stubble scratched against her face as he kissed her with intent, though the sensation wasn’t unpleasant. Not at all, in fact, and she found herself savoring that contrast. The roughness of his beard and the softness of his lips. Despite the warmth of the kiss, the way their mouths melded together, it wasn’t gentle. There was a desperation there, both of them clinging to something neither had truly identified.

      Rhia didn’t care what it was, she just wanted more. Her whole body lit up when his tongue traced over her bottom lip. She moaned against his mouth, opening for him, and shivered with need when his tongue slipped inside. Her legs were going weak, but Wesley held her to him, the curves of her body fitting so neatly against the hard planes of his. Need seared through her, burning low in her belly, and she felt an ache between her thighs that rivaled what she’d been feeling when she first woke.

      Under normal circumstances, she never thought she could be so wanton. But something in her yearned for this; yearned to be as connected to him as possible. Her body seemed to know it, and she craved more of that intimacy he was establishing as his tongue stroked hers. Her hips rolled of their own accord, her nails digging into the back of his neck as she felt the hard line of his cock press against her insistently.

      For all that she’d dreamed of this so vividly, she’d never experienced it in quite this way. There were the lewd, lecherous men she wanted nothing to do with who always spoke of their cocks as though they were some treat she’d beg them for, but she’d never found the appeal. Until now, when she could feel him hot and hard through the thin fabric of his breeches. He’d gotten that way because of her. Because he wanted her so badly that his body responded in kind—and quickly, too.

      She rolled her hips against him again and he let out a groan that stoked a fire inside her core. Yes. Goddess, yes. She wanted to hear that sound again. Deeper. Throatier. She wanted to be the one to draw that sound from him again and again. Just one taste of it made her ache with need.

      “Rhia,” he breathed against her lips, finally breaking the kiss. His voice was strained, husky, and full of desire. “If we don’t stop soon…”

      Rhia swallowed his protest with another forceful kiss, earning a moan for her trouble. She wanted to be closer to him, and outside of shedding her clothes, the only way she could think to do that was to step into him, as much as she could. She lifted her leg, hooking it over his hip, and his hand moved instinctively to grip her thigh. The other hand gripped her ass, making her gasp against his mouth. He lifted her, so Rhia wrapped both legs around him and let him walk her toward the war table. He set her upon it, but she didn’t let go of him. Her thighs flexed against him and she drew him closer, loving the way he felt against her.

      His lips seared a trail of fire down her neck and she arched backward, giving him better access to her throat. To her surprise and delight, he used his tongue and teeth, awakening nerves she didn’t even know she had, shooting sparks of pleasure along her spine as he continued downward. The robe she wore dipped open a bit and he took full advantage, his stubble scraping against her skin as he traced along her collarbone and kissed a path between her breasts.

      “Don’t stop,” she pleaded, breathless.

      She didn’t know what to expect from this. She’d seen people fucking, of course. You couldn’t live in an overpopulated city and not catch people in the alleys or through their windows, shameless and needy and completely uncaring about who saw them. But those had seemed like quick, almost animalistic trysts that consisted of a half-minute’s worth of grunting and rutting, then nothing. What Wesley was doing to her certainly didn’t fall in that category, and she couldn’t wait to experience more of it.

      He did stop, though. His head lifted enough to look at her and she met his eyes, so dark now they were nearly obsidian. “Pact with me, Rhia,” he said, making a plea of his own.

      “What…?” Even in her hazy, lust-filled state, that wasn’t something she’d expected to hear.

      “I’ll give you everything. All of myself for as long as you’ll have me, I swear it.” His words were so fervent, filled with such intensity. And they were lovely. Hearing them sent a thrill through her. But she knew there was more to come. “Just pact with me. Please.”

      That was the beginning of the end, ice water beginning to flood Rhia’s veins. She pushed him away, and he didn’t try to overpower her or hold her down. A good thing, too. Her ire was rising, embarrassment taking over her conscious mind. She would have sent him flying backward with dark magic if he’d tried to keep her there.

      “Is that what this is about? You just want me to pact with you?” she spat, defying the tears that stung at the corners of her eyes.

      She thought he’d wanted her. Her. But all he’d wanted was what the pact would give him.

      “No!” he exclaimed, quickly gaining control of himself.

      Rhia sprung up from the table and tied her sash so tightly she couldn’t breathe for a moment. She stalked toward the door, feeling like the biggest fool in the world. Of course he didn’t want her. All he wanted was power.

      “Rhia, wait,” he pleaded, reaching out to grab her sleeve.

      She yanked away from him, fixing him with a venomous glare. Her jaw tightened as she tried to keep it from trembling. “You know, Wesley, I don’t think you can pact with me,” she said icily. “Because then you’d have to divulge every one of those secrets you hold so dear.”

      He gaped helplessly at her, but Rhia didn’t give him a chance to come up with words. Turning on her heel, she left the war room and headed for her quarters, not allowing herself to cry until she was safely in her bed, several doors between her and Wesley.
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      The next day, she barely spoke to Wesley.

      She maintained whatever “professional courtesy” she could muster, but she avoided looking at him when she could help it, and he seemed eager to do the same. He was back to acting like a somewhat nervous apprentice instead of the power-hungry warlock she knew him to be, but she wasn’t going to be drawn in by it this time.

      She’d let herself be vulnerable. Let herself get carried away by a ridiculous fantasy. Her only saving grace—and it was a fragile, mostly useless one at this moment—was that she’d never engaged in that kind of foolishness with Desmond. But Desmond wasn’t one of her guardians. She didn’t have to work with him on a daily basis.

      Thankfully, she was bound for the outer reaches of the southern lands with Liam. Being alone in his company wasn’t something she would’ve ever found herself grateful for in the past, but at least there was no danger of Liam making that kind of a fool of her. He didn’t want her. He didn’t even like her. And, most importantly, he didn’t want to pact with her.

      With intel from Karak’s clan, they’d learned of more orc clans that were struggling, humans attacking them en masse, sending out contracts for their extermination. An entire lineage had been wiped out when a poison gas bomb was thrown into the middle of a camp, Karak said.

      It was more than just orcs, though. During his talks with nearby merchants, Liam had heard about several of the gnoll tribes acting aggressively lately, coming down from the mountains and attacking travelers on the road. It sounded cut and dried to Rhia, but Karak explained that gnolls were mostly scavengers who rarely—if ever—attacked anyone outright. The fact that they were doing so now meant they were desperate, and there had to be some kind of story there.

      So Rhia packed provisions, loading down the mare they’d procured for her with as much as it could reasonably carry. On Liam’s suggestion, she also brought a cart, hitching it up to the stronger gelding he was going to ride.

      “Here,” he said as they loaded up, unceremoniously handing her a long dagger with a handle that was nearly the same size as the blade.

      “What am I meant to do with this?” she asked, feeling the weight of it in her hands.

      “Well, you see this end here?” He put a finger to the tip of the blade and some twisted part of Rhia was tempted to jab him with it. She didn’t. “You stick that end into flesh and you push.”

      “Oh, is that how it works?” she rolled her eyes. “Ass. I meant why are you giving me this when I can use magic?”

      “You won’t always have magic to fall back on,” came a voice she’d hoped not to hear.

      Wesley.

      He was dressed in simple clothing with a hat and a long duster that looked tailor-made for traveling. And he carried saddlebags over one shoulder.

      “He’s right,” Liam said. “That mark will tell people exactly what you are, and they’ll know to shut down your magic if they can. Wards, sigils, spells—there’s a lot that can shut down a sorceress.”

      She ignored the fact that Liam had called her a what and focused her attention on Wesley. “What are you doing?”

      “Coming with you,” he said simply, setting the saddlebags down as he went to retrieve tack for his horse.

      “Liam and I have it covered,” she said, trying not to sound terse. Judging from the look Liam gave her, she didn’t quite manage. “But thank you.”

      “I’m one of your guardians, Rhia.” His gaze lifted to hers in an “I hate this as much as you” look. “It’s better for everyone if we’re all with you.”

      “Karak isn’t—”

      No sooner had she opened her mouth than she saw Karak leading his own gelding around to the front, already saddled and ready to go. “You need someone who knows these lands beyond the human settlements,” he said pragmatically.

      That was true, and she had much less of a problem with Karak coming. But the thought of spending days or even weeks on the road with Wesley made her uncomfortable. Not just because of how angry she still was at him, and how hurt she’d been by his desire to coerce her into pacting with him. But because if they were left alone, she was afraid her own body might betray her again.

      “And what am I to do about Ebonhold? Your people live here now, Karak. We can’t leave them alone.”

      “They’re more than capable of defending themselves and the keep,” he said.

      “And you can cast a concealment spell,” Wesley said. “If someone comes upon this place, even if they know it’s here, they won’t be able to get in without strong magic suppression to break through the spell.”

      She had wondered how Dark Ladies weren’t just killed outright when they first began. She disliked that the answer had come from Wesley—and that he raised very valid points. She should have her guardians with her. Liam was capable, she had no doubt of that. But he was also… Liam. He had his own priorities and focuses.

      If something happened, she would rather have all three of them there with her. They’d be better able to look out for her from all angles. And for that reason, she needed to suck it up and act like an adult. She’d done plenty she didn’t want to do, most of it against her will. She did at least have a choice in this, it was just in her best interest to allow Wesley to come along.

      “All right. Show me what I need to do to cast this spell,” she said, stroking a hand along the mare’s neck before she stepped away.

      Wesley stood with her just feet from the other two, still in earshot, and yet it felt too private for Rhia’s liking. And perhaps not private enough. Some part of her did want to continue where they’d left off, but she couldn’t forget the pain of knowing the only reason he wanted her was for his own power.

      To his credit, Wesley didn’t try and engage with her. He explained the theory behind the spell and Rhia improvised it with her own magic. She felt an invisible shroud settle around the fortress, and when Wesley probed for it, he gave her a nod of approval. That was it. Not another word was spoken, and the two of them made for their horses.
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* * *

      Their first stop was an orc encampment just past the river. A group had settled there—uncommon for orcs, Karak explained—because they were having trouble keeping babies alive without a stable place to call home. Constant movement and long stretches of time without any food to eat made for sporadic births and high rates of mortality in infants.

      Now, they had an entirely different problem. Every time their juveniles went off on their own for a hunt—a rite Karak said was a staple of many orc societies—they were killed. Not by the creature they were hunting or even by a rival clan, but by members of the guild who were cutting their teeth in their own initiation. The orcs were little more than a means to an end for them. A source of points to get them through their full induction into the guild. They took a trophy, and that was it. They left the bodies to rot in the sun; to be picked apart in a way that defied the orcs’ sacred traditions.

      A righteous sort of anger blossomed in Rhia as she listened to parents grieving their children and a clan that would die out soon if all its younger members were killed. Outside of facing the guild’s initiates in turn, though—something she wasn’t willing to do, lest it bring the whole organization down on her head—there was little Rhia could do to help. It was a hard lesson to learn first thing, and though she offered to let them live at Ebonhold, they politely declined.

      “These lands are sacred to us, Lady,” the chieftain explained, dipping his head in a bow. “We cannot leave them. And even if we could, I would hate to let the humans run us out of our own homes.”

      She could certainly understand that. Back when Esrinas had been at war with Varstadt, she and Desmond had opted to stay despite the chance to escape in the chaos. For better or worse, Esrinas was their home. There was too much tied up in their existence there to simply abandon it because someone had decided to make a mess of things.

      Of course she would likely never see Esrinas again, but she tried not to think of that.

      “Is there anything I can do?” she asked.

      “Send a message to the guild,” he said, his jaw firming, tusks protruding further than usual.

      Considering the murderous look in his eyes, she had no doubt as to what kind of message he meant. It was the same in other camps, too. Even the more mobile orc clans were experiencing losses because of the guild, though they weren’t as bad off as the goblins. Hearing the adventurers boast of their conquests in the tavern, goblins barely even signified. They spoke of cutting down hundreds at a time without breaking a sweat. It had seemed harmless once, like a barn cat let loose to control an overpopulation of mice. But goblins weren’t mice. They were sentient, sapient creatures much like the orcs she’d met. They had families. Children. Plans for the future that certainly didn’t include providing points and equipment for new adventurers.

      Even the gnolls were out for blood, and as Karak explained to her, that was rarely the case. Most people—Rhia included—saw gnolls as filthy beasts who feasted on the corpses of humans and animals alike, but the ones she spoke to were articulate and well-educated. A shamanistic society, they strongly believed that in consuming the fallen, they took part in their spirit and helped to honor them.

      But the guild had defiled one of their totems, and the shamans believed they’d cursed the mountains, soaking them with the blood of the innocents.

      “The people who lived there, clansmen I’ve known since they were pups… they’ve gone feral,” he explained, his muzzle pulled into a grimace.

      “How so?” Rhia asked, afraid she already knew the answer.

      “We do not harm the living. It is a core part of who we are as people. There is nothing to be gained in murder; no honor in it, even if it is in self-defense. My brothers and sisters do not kill in self-defense. They attack travelers and merchants with abandon. Feast on them while they yet live. They are little more than animals now, and they will never be embraced by the Mother.”

      “Is there anything I can do?” she asked for what felt like the hundredth time in only a handful of days.

      As usual, the answer wasn’t one she liked. “The guild must be stopped. Their senseless killing is poisoning these lands, Lady.” He signed something before his face as if creating a sigil of protection. “As for my brethren, if you should be unfortunate enough to come across them… please, put them out of their misery. Grant them the mercy of a quick death.”

      “I will,” she promised to the second point, taking his large paws in her hands and giving them a squeeze. “I know you’ll likely refuse, but there’s space for you and your people at Ebonhold, if you wish it.”

      “Would you permit me to bless the lands surrounding your keep?” he asked, his head canting as a dog’s might.

      “Why don’t you come to Ebonhold and tell me more about what that entails,” she said with a smile. “I’ll tentatively say yes, though. I can’t imagine it would hurt.”

      Liam had done some grumbling about that, but she’d ignored him. Normally she would have thought to turn to Wesley for information on all things magical, but he was closed up as tightly as a clam’s shell. She could feel him watching her, always observing, but he rarely spoke. A fair trade-off, she supposed, since Liam didn’t seem inclined to keep his opinion to himself.

      It was something she got another earful of as they made camp that night. “Inviting superstition into Ebonhold is a terrible idea,” he said, providing no context whatsoever.

      It took Rhia a moment to remember he’d been cross since she’d agreed to invite the gnoll shaman to the keep to bless the lands surrounding it. “I don’t see the harm. Worst case, it does absolutely nothing. Best case, we get some benefit out of it.”

      “Worst case it makes him and his people believe they’re protected by some supernatural force when they certainly aren’t,” Liam groused. “They’ll die uselessly clutching their talismans.”

      “How does a paladin even come to believe such things?” It was the first thing Wesley had said in hours. Unfortunately it was something Rhia agreed with.

      “Don’t bother asking him,” she muttered, poking at the embers of the fire. “I already tried.”

      “The world isn’t built on spirits and fairy tales, warlock. Not even the most devout paladin orders believe in leaving our fate to the goddess. We—they,” he corrected through gritted teeth, “teach initiates to fight with a blade so that they may rely on themselves and not some mystical entity who barely knows they’re alive.”

      She didn’t miss the fact that he identified himself as part of the order. It was obvious there was no love lost there, but perhaps some loyalty still? Not that she’d ever be able to ask. He held his secrets close.

      “That’s a very cynical view to take,” Karak said, feeding the fire a few more sticks.

      There was some argument about faith that Rhia mostly stayed out of. She’d been raised to believe in and worship Belisan, but she wouldn’t exactly call herself a devout follower. And now… now she’d met the avatar of a Dark God and was one of his servants. Closing her hand around the stick she was using to skewer a piece of rabbit, Rhia forced her thoughts away from that reality.

      She might have been given power and purpose by Aeredus’ hands, but she was trying to do good with it.

      And where has that gotten you? All of these people want the guild eradicated, which is exactly what he wants you to do.

      It was a thought that plagued her even as she lay down to sleep, and one that couldn’t stop playing through her mind as she closed her eyes. There had to be a way to help these people without giving Aeredus what he wanted. Corruption in the guild that she could root out, perhaps. It couldn’t be the entire organization. They were Belisan’s foot soldiers, as much as the priests and paladins. Maybe even more so.

      Considering all she’d seen, though, it was a cold comfort, and it did little to set her at ease as sleep finally took hold.
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* * *

      They’d headed east from Ebonhold, passing through the Fertile Lands and the Denrest Mountains en route to the coast. With as land-locked as Esrinas was, Rhia had never even seen the ocean, and she was eager to do so now. As they rode closer to a village of peixos, the bipedal fish folk, it was like nothing she could ever imagine.

      The sky seemed to kiss the water, the two meeting as lovers at the distant horizon. The ocean itself was a clear, bright blue, the tide lapping lazily against pure white sand. There wasn’t a single cloud in the sky and the sun shone brightly, reflecting off the rolling waves. In the distance, she saw something leap out of the water. Too large to be a simple fish, too small to be a whale. A dolphin, maybe? She’d never seen one before, not even a stuffed one.

      “Nice, isn’t it?” Karak asked, standing beside her.

      He breathed in deeply, his chest expanding, and Rhia did the same. The air was tinged with salt, the moisture of it misting against her skin. There was a hint of seaweed, a taste of something briny, but it wasn’t unpleasant.

      “It is,” she said with a smile. Some girlish part of her wanted to wade into the water, swish her skirts about her legs and just splash around. “Have you seen it before?”

      Karak nodded. “My father was a fisherman. He took me on his boat with him when I was young. I think I would have stayed at sea if he hadn’t died.”

      She frowned, looking over at the man. His expression openly showed his grief, and Rhia felt it deep in her heart. “I’m sorry, Karak,” she said, resting a hand against his back.

      He turned to smile at her, his tiny tusks protruding beneath his lower lip. “It was a long time ago. And besides, I was an awful sailor. I got seasick nearly every trip.”

      She laughed at that and shook her head, then just enjoyed the rhythmic motion of the tide as it approached the shore. A sea bird called, swooping down from the cliffs and snagging a fish from the water. Even with that front row display of the natural cycle, the whole scene was peaceful.

      Until it was interrupted by Liam.

      He’d gone further down the beach to speak to the peixos, as Karak had no experience with them and for some reason Liam understood their language. Another mystery she wasn’t going to unravel any time soon.

      “The high priest wants to speak with you,” he said, nodding toward a tiny island that Rhia could just barely see in the distance.

      There was a temple built upon it, white coral stone gleaming in the sunlight, three spires stretched to the sky like the prongs of a trident.

      “Can we walk there, or will we have to take a boat?” she asked, trying to get a better look at the distance.

      “There’s a sandbank that stretches out to it. It’s partially underwater, but no need to take a boat,” Liam explained. “Just don’t let yourself be bothered by getting your skirts wet, princess.”

      While Liam had been somewhat subdued thanks to having a purpose on this trip, she still felt the urge to hold his head under the tide for a while. Just long enough to make a point.

      “I can cast a spell if you prefer to stay dry,” Wesley offered.

      “It’s fine.”

      Her ire was mostly directed at Liam, and she hiked up her skirts a bit as she walked toward the sandbank, following the line of it toward the island and the temple that awaited.

      It was absolutely gorgeous inside, in a way Rhia hadn’t expected. Some enchantment was keeping water in the walls of the coral, allowing fish and other sea creatures to swim through the porous surface. It was strangely soothing, casting a blue-green, wavy glow over a floor that was made of gleaming marble.

      The high priest waited within the main chamber, with several other peixos flanking the room on either side. They all wore long robes that skirted the ground, the fabric seeming as if it was woven from seaweed and the reeds that grew a bit distant from the shore. There were shells affixed to the belts and shiny little trinkets and baubles that had perhaps washed up when the tide rolled in.

      The peixos themselves were also not what she’d expected. They were far more humanoid than she would have guessed, despite having sleek, fish-like scales, prominent gills on their necks, fins where their ears might be, and a coloring that covered all the blues and greens of the ocean.

      The high priest—marked as such by a more decorated, intricate robe, and a crown of shell and bone atop his head—had the face of a wizened old man, the fins that grew out from the sides of his heads long and two-toned. His gills opened and closed as he breathed, and when he spoke, his jowls moved in an animated fashion.

      “Lady, you honor us with your presence.”

      His voice was—for lack of a better word—bubbly. Not upbeat, but as if he spoke with a mouth full of air and water. There was something strangely endearing about it.

      “Thank you for agreeing to see me. My guardians and I have been traveling east from Ebonhold to better understand the conditions our people are living in.”

      It still felt strange to say that. Our people. But she supposed they were her people now. No one else was looking out for them, clearly.

      “Terrible things happening inland,” the high priest said, “terrible things. I’ve heard the gnolls have gone feral? I spoke to one of their shaman not two moons ago. He was a very kind, spiritual fellow.”

      “He is,” Rhia agreed. “It’s not under their control. He believes their land is being poisoned and driving them mad.”

      She left out the guild’s involvement, and to her surprise, none of her guardians tried to correct her. Not even Liam.

      “Well, we are at ease here, I’m pleased to say. Our greatest trouble at present is the fact that the moon is not strong enough to pull the tide as far ashore as we need for our traps to function, but I doubt that is something you can fix.”

      There was a gleam in his eye as he looked at her and Rhia smiled. “It might be. I could certainly try, but no promises.”

      He laughed and that bubbling sound continued, forcing Rhia to bite her lip to suppress laughter of her own. Somehow she didn’t think he’d appreciate being found adorable.

      “There’s nothing we can do, though? Nothing you need? Trade agreements you’d like opened up? Other groups you’re having issues with?”

      “Well, we—”

      The sound of a horn cut him off. It bugled low and loud, deep enough to rattle Rhia’s bones and fill her with a creeping sense of dread. She had no idea what was amiss, but a horn like that wouldn’t be used for anything good. It was a warning.

      Liam was quick to move, brandishing his sword as he took up position by the entryway. Karak took the opposite side, and Wesley used the steps built into the coral to get a higher vantage point through a window, his hands glowing with purple-black energy.

      “We’ve got company,” Liam said, a hard, cold edge to his voice. “From the guild.”

      “That’s impossible,” the high priest said as the others sprang into action. “We are protected here. Well out of the way from the guild’s usual trail of destruction.”

      “It’s possible there was a bounty taken out on your people,” Karak said, pain flaring in his voice.

      “But why?”

      Rhia wanted to know the same thing. Looking to Wesley, she took up the window on the opposite side of the temple. She couldn’t prime her magic without knowing what she was up against, and surely there must be some other way than this coming to blows.

      They were doing their jobs. Acting off of bad information, likely. Someone who’d posted a bounty because they feared the peixos. A fisherman, maybe, who wanted his competition cut down. She could talk to the guild, tell them they weren’t hurting anyone.

      As she watched, though, she didn’t see people who were interested in reason. It was a small group, just five adventurers that she could see. Their equipment looked fairly sparse, so they likely hadn’t risen very high in the ranks. Even still, the peixos were no match.

      Guards rushed to meet the adventurers, spears and harpoons at the ready, but they were cut down like wet paper. Swords and axes cleaved through flesh, killing them where they stood. The men and women doing it seemed to pay little mind to who they were attacking, moving from person to person without a second thought.

      And to a certain extent, she could sympathize with them. They’d been paid to do a job and had found armed peixos here. They didn’t know these people were peaceful. How could they? Humans were never taught about the creatures they considered to be monsters. Rhia had learned more about orcs and gnolls and peixos in the last week than she’d learned in her entire lifetime.

      She would have had sympathy for them. But the adventurers didn’t stop with the armed ones.

      There were homes along the beach, raised on stilts to ward against the tide. She could only guess that the most vulnerable members of the peixos were kept inside. They posed absolutely no threat to anyone, yet she watched in horror as they were dragged out of their homes and killed, their worldly possessions looted on the spot.

      “Search everything,” came a voice from further down the beach. “It has to be here somewhere.”

      She couldn’t see the person speaking, but she’d know that voice anywhere. Deep and rich, it’d been such a comfort to her once. She rushed to the other side of the temple, past the priests who were beginning to cast some kind of protection spell. Standing beside Wesley, she forced her way in to get a better look, to confirm what she knew in her heart.

      There, sitting atop a pristine white warhorse, his golden armor gleaming in the sunlight, was Desmond.
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      She almost couldn’t believe her eyes. For a long moment, Rhia thought Aeredus might be playing some kind of trick on her, because the man who sat atop that destrier certainly looked like Desmond, but there was something… off about him.

      His hair was cropped close, shaved at the sides in the military style. His armor was finer than any he would have ever been able to afford as a guard. His face was clean-shaven, every grim line etched perfectly. There was no teasing humor, no wide-eyed wonder. Just a hard man who was apparently commanding the guild’s adventurers to search for… something.

      As he dismounted and walked further into Rhia’s line of sight, though, she realized there was no one else it could be. He held himself the way always Desmond had. Tall, proud, dutiful. He walked with purpose, and when he crouched to examine something in the sand, she saw that same pensive look on his face she’d observed so many times.

      “Des,” she whispered, barely conscious of the fact that she’d said anything aloud until she felt Wesley’s regard on her.

      She looked up at him, some possessive part of her wanting to keep this to herself, but there was no point. “He’s the one I saved. The one I made the pact for.”

      Wesley looked out the window, his profile showing her exactly what he thought of her friend. Well, he could hang for all she cared. She had to go talk to Desmond, get him to stop this. He’d understand.

      Jumping down from the window, she started toward the door. Wesley was right there, not a step behind her. He reached out and grabbed her, pulling her to face him.

      “What are you doing?” he hissed. “That man will kill you as soon as look at you.”

      “He won’t,” she insisted. “If I can just talk to him—”

      “Rhia, does he look like he wants to talk to anyone? The people who follow him are murdering everything in sight. Executing women and children. Look at him.”

      She lifted her chin stubbornly, wanting to refuse him. But he’d drawn the attention of Karak and Liam, and now both were fixed on her. There was no way out of it unless she wanted to be insanely petulant, so Rhia looked again. At first, she saw exactly what she’d seen before. Desmond in all his golden splendor. He didn’t have the lion’s mane anymore, but he still looked just as regal.

      Yet as she watched, he drew his blade from its scabbard. It gleamed a bright, pristine silver, and he thrust it downward—into the chest of a peixos who hadn’t been fighting him. One who’d been defenseless.

      She sucked in a breath, a cold realization settling over her. She didn’t want to believe it. Didn’t want to see him as this indiscriminate murderer. There had to be a reason, but… what if Wesley was right?

      “How did he react, once he saw what you’d become?” he asked. “How do you think he’ll react to you now?”

      She couldn’t breathe. Her throat felt tight and her pulse was hammering in her ears. She would never forget the way Desmond had looked at her, like she was some evil thing he wanted only to destroy. He’d thought her a demon, some creature who’d taken over her body. He’d likely think the same now.

      And if he didn’t? If she made him believe it was her? He’d still see her as a monster.

      Yet to just leave him to his devices was to allow innocent people to die. To confront him was signing away her own life, and the lives of her guardians. She needed to speak to him, but how could she get close enough?

      “Can you change my appearance?” she asked Wesley, her tone, her gaze, everything about her urgent.

      “What? What are you—”

      “Can you do it or not?”

      Wesley’s mouth opened, the words faltering. Finally, he nodded.

      “Then do it. And quickly.” When he hesitated, she looked him right in the eyes. “Please.”

      “Do you have a preference—”

      “Just change her,” Liam snapped out, cutting him off.

      She felt a shudder course through her, as if she’d been doused with water. It ran down her body, starting with her face and ending at her feet. Putting her hand out before her, she saw bronze skin free of any corrupting magic. Rhia nodded her thanks to Wesley, then directed her attention toward all three of them as the peixos continued their ritual.

      “I want you to subdue the adventurers. Not kill. Just subdue. Knock them out, bind them, chase them off. Get them to stop attacking the peixos in whatever way you can.”

      “Without killing them,” Liam repeated dryly.

      “Those are my orders, guardian. If you don’t like them, then leave.”

      She squared off with him, stood tall despite Liam’s menacing bulk. He said nothing, but eventually gave the slightest nod.

      “What about the paladin?” Wesley asked.

      He was a paladin now, she realized. She hadn’t recognized the armor at first, but it was standard issue for higher ranking knights. How had he risen through the ranks in so short a time?

      “I’ll handle him.”

      “Rhia…” Liam said, a warning in his tone.

      “She’ll call us if she needs us,” Karak said, jerking his head toward the door. “Come on. We have work to do.”

      After some hesitation, Liam left with Karak. Wesley stayed behind for several moments longer, meeting her gaze. There was empathy there, she realized. So much that it made her heart ache.

      “You don’t have to do this,” he told her, still whispering as if anyone else would hear them.

      “I do.” She gave him a sad smile, then headed out onto the sandbar.

      The wind had picked up, and despite the fact that the form Wesley had chosen for her wore a shirt and trousers, she could feel her skirts blowing against her legs. Karak and Liam were wading through the water, running toward the last row of huts to intercept the adventurers. Wesley was taking the other side, the water bubbling near him, dark tentacles writhing beneath its surface.

      She had to trust them to follow her orders and not kill anyone, because if she lost sight of her goals here, she would quickly be overwhelmed.

      “Paladin!” her voice rang out clear but accented, sounding nothing like her own. “Tell your men to stand down. You’ll find no threat here.”

      Sky blue eyes set upon her, harder and colder than she’d ever seen before. She strode closer, unafraid of him, even now. Desmond would see reason. He’d never been one to attack first and ask questions later.

      “If you’re hoping to distract me long enough to hex me, it won’t work,” he said, walking toward her. “I’m immune.”

      “I don’t want to hex you. I just want to talk.”

      The tip of his sword was pointed toward the sand, but she had no doubt he could turn his wrist just so and thrust the blade into her chest if he wanted. She’d seen him do it to training dummies. As much as she wanted to go to him, touch him and see him up close, Rhia kept a respectful distance.

      “Then talk, witch. And don’t think I can’t see your brutes chasing down my men.”

      She glanced out of her periphery, catching Karak slamming the butt of his axe against one of the adventurers, dropping him cold. It wasn’t the direction she would have preferred, but he wasn’t dead.

      “They’ve been instructed not to kill them,” she said, trying to keep herself from looking directly into Desmond’s eyes, afraid of the answers she might find there.

      Especially when his lips twisted in a crude estimation of a smile, nothing like the dazzling smiles he’d given her before. “That’ll make my job easier.”

      “And what is your job? Why are you here? These people haven’t hurt anyone.”

      “They’re peixos. They drag fishermen into the sea and drown them. The poison from their bite can kill a man in less than an hour. They’re ruthless savages.”

      “Old wives’ tales,” Rhia scoffed, knowing she would have believed the very same thing before speaking to them. “I’ve talked to the high priest myself. They haven’t bothered anyone. At worst they might be competing with fishermen for food.”

      “I would expect a sea hag to side with them,” he said, giving her a look of such disdain and derision, as if she were some lowly insect he could crush under his boot.

      It cut deep, but Rhia steeled herself against it. He was just doing what he believed was right. Following the righteous path laid out by Belisan. If that path was wrong, it wasn’t Desmond’s fault. He just needed to be made aware.

      “Look at these people. They couldn’t even hold their own against untested adventurers,” she pointed out, gesturing to the carnage on the beach. “How could they possibly be a threat to anyone?”

      “These grunts are meaningless. Just a distraction to keep us from getting to the real threat. Your high priest and his kin stole powerful artifacts from the guild. Were you aware of that? What do you suppose they wanted to do with them? Enchant their fires to boil tea a little faster?” He scoffed, dismissing her in one simple gesture as though she were some naive girl. “Call off your dogs and stand aside. I’ll let you leave this place with your life—for now.”

      He started to walk past her, his stride determined, gaze fixed on the temple. On reflex, she reached for him and called his name, desperate. “Des, please.”

      Desmond whirled on her, his eyes wide and lost for a moment before his expression hardened, his lip pulling back in a near snarl. “I gave you fair warning, witch. I won’t be playing your games.”

      The sun glinted off of his blade as he raised it in such a way that the downward arc would surely cleave her head from her neck. There was no time for Rhia to think about what she was doing. She visualized him being sent sprawling away from her, and suddenly Desmond connected with an invisible barrier that shot him backwards into the sand and surf, his sword skidding some distance away.

      Before she could even blink, her old friend was being wrapped in thick, inky-black tentacles. They caged him to the ground, binding his arms and legs. Even still, Rhia cried out.

      “Don’t hurt him!”

      “He tried to kill you,” came Wesley’s desperate reply.

      But the tentacles didn’t tighten any further, even when Desmond struggled against them. He was secure, unable to hurt himself or anyone else. Unable to bear looking at him and seeing the hatred in his eyes, she scanned the beach. Liam and Karak were both rushing toward her.

      “I’m fine,” she managed. “Are all the adventurers down?”

      “The ones who weren’t interested in running, yes,” Liam said, sheathing his blade. “I expect they’ll all have nasty headaches in the morning, but they won’t be dead, so I suppose the world is better for that.”

      She wasn’t in the mood for his sarcasm right now, but she didn’t fight him on it. He’d done as she asked, as had Karak and Wesley.

      “Sit him up,” she instructed the warlock, “and then… change me back.”

      Some part of her knew it wasn’t going to make a difference, but there was some tiny, foolish shred of hope left that believed he’d see who she was and listen to her. Understand everything she’d been through and all she’d done for him. Something truly naive in her thought they could part this beach with a better sense of one another, maybe as friends again.

      “Absolutely not,” Liam growled, cutting through her flimsy reasoning.

      “I agree, it’s too dangerous, Lady.”

      “And yet it’s what I wish to do,” she said, her tone leaving no room for argument.

      She looked to Wesley, expecting that he absolutely would argue. He met her gaze, dark blue eyes housing the depths of the sea. There was an understanding there, a strange kinship, as if he recognized the position she was in.

      He gave her a single nod, and that feeling of water washing over her form took hold again, the spell shimmering across the surface of her skin. She held her breath, looking down at Desmond who was staring right at her.

      She heard him gasp, saw the way his eyes widened and his mouth went slack. Genuine surprise adorned his features, and she waited with bated breath to see what he would do now that she stood before him as herself.

      His golden brows drew together and he stumbled to find his own voice before two scratchy syllables left his throat. “Rhia…?” He tugged against the tentacles that bound him, but he couldn’t budge. “It can’t be. This has to be another trick. Rhia died in Esrinas. She’s dead, do you hear me?”

      The insistent pain in his voice broke Rhia’s heart. She stepped closer, feeling the tension in the men around her ratchet up dramatically. Crouching before him, she resisted the urge to reach out and touch his cheek.

      “No, Des. I’m not.”

      There was a slight sheen to his eyes as he looked up at her, and Rhia felt her heart clench in her chest. She waited, unable to breathe, hoping against hope that he would see it was really her. When recognition finally sparked in his clear blue eyes, she let out a shuddering breath.

      “Rhia… it… it really is you…”

      He moved his shoulder, trying once more to break out of his bindings. Rhia looked to Wesley and nodded. She saw him draw in a breath, his gaze piercing through her, but the tentacle let up enough to release one of Desmond’s arms.

      Her best friend lifted his hand so hesitantly, with such caution and disbelief that Rhia was sure he was going to be spooked again. Find something in her that told him she was possessed; taken over by some darkness he needed to cleanse. But finally his fingers brushed her cheek, then his palm rested fully against her skin.

      She choked on a sob, her eyes closing as she leaned into his touch. As kind as her guardians had been, as much as they’d helped acclimate her to this world, it was this familiar gesture, this small comfort that proved just how starved Rhia had been for some semblance of normalcy.

      Sudden fatigue washed over her, and she wanted nothing more than to collapse, her emotions taking a toll. But Desmond wasn’t content to just exist in the moment. She knew he wouldn’t be. He needed answers. Some logic and reason to pin to these strange circumstances.

      “I don’t understand,” he said, his voice wavering slightly. “I was sure they’d gotten to you. Used you as a puppet to try and sway me to their side. I saw a vision of you casting some kind of horrible spell on me…”

      A sudden, stabbing pain lanced through her heart, realization settling in with bone-chilling clarity. He did still believe she’d been taken over by Aeredus and his forces. And now she had to explain that his assumption wasn’t completely untrue.

      “Rhia…” Liam’s voice came out in a low rumble, his fingers flexing around the pommel of his blade.

      “Who are these men?” Desmond asked, looking around at her guardians. “Why are you… why are you working with an orc, Rhia? And a warlock? Goddess…”

      “They saved me,” she said softly, not relishing the conversation she knew she needed to have with him. “They’re my guardians, Des.”

      “Guardians? I don’t…”

      His face was contorted in confusion, his brows drawn close together, his eyes searching hers for answers. Rhia knew he wouldn’t like the ones she had to give.

      “I’m… the new Dark Lady,” she explained, her heart breaking at the look of horror that crossed his features. “It was the price Aeredus demanded for saving you. I wouldn’t have been able to do it otherwise, and I couldn’t let you die, Des.” Her voice became so quiet, so feeble, wracked by tears, choked by emotion. “I couldn’t.”

      “Rhia…”

      It wasn’t the quiet, compassionate understanding she’d hoped for. There was something in his eyes that told her exactly what was coming. But she wanted so badly to believe that he just needed time to process. He just needed to come to terms with it, see that she was the same old Rhia. She hadn’t changed, and she didn’t intend to fulfill Aeredus’ designs.

      That distant, foolish hope blinded her so much that she was too slow to react to Desmond’s movements as he flung himself toward his blade, his freed hand reaching out to grab it.

      Karak was there in an instant, tackling her to the ground. He grunted in pain and she felt his muscles seize against her as Desmond’s blade connected. Wesley and Liam were just as quick to act, with the former binding Desmond again and the latter pointing his sword right at the paladin’s neck.

      “Say the word,” Liam growled through gritted teeth.

      “No,” she pleaded, trying to get ahold of herself even as her lip quivered.

      It’d hurt to be rejected by him once. She’d always assumed if she ever felt that kind of pain, it would be because he didn’t feel the same way about her as she did about him. But in that brief, shining moment when he’d recognized her, she’d known he had. Some part of Desmond loved her as she loved him. And that made his reaction so much harder to bear.

      It only became worse when Desmond began to speak.

      “What did he seduce you with, Rhia? Was it the power? The ability to change your circumstances with just a thought? Or maybe it was having three men at your beck and call, willing to do anything you tell them to do?” There was something cruel in his words, but not unexpected. He was like a wounded animal, lashing out because he was in pain. She could see it in his eyes. “I should have known. I should have seen this coming. You were so eager to get into the academy. I foolishly believed you had earnest, noble intentions. I even thought…”

      The way he was looking at her was ripping her apart. She knew what he wasn’t saying, a memory of their last good moment together surfacing in her mind. Before the Dark Lady had attacked. Before her life had been torn from her by Aeredus and his minions. Tears blurred her vision, her jaw clenched so hard to keep from sobbing that her whole face hurt.

      “It’s clear to me I didn’t know you at all, if this is what you’ve become,” he said, the words slicing through her like shards of ice.

      “Clearly you don’t, if this is what you think of her,” Wesley said, his tone low and dangerous.

      All three of her guardians were on edge, just waiting for her to give the order. Logically she knew there was no talking to Desmond. Not here. Not now. The best she could hope for was that he might one day understand, but it seemed just as likely that he’d hunt her down and kill her before that happened. Even still, she couldn’t hurt him. And she wouldn’t force him.

      “Let him go,” she said, willing her voice not to shake.

      “What?”

      “Are you insane?!”

      “He’ll kill you!”

      The chorus of incredulous responses was met with a hard stare from Rhia. She looked at each of them in turn, not flinching away from even Liam’s scrutiny. She’d given her order, and she wasn’t backing down from it.

      Liam crouched beside Desmond, his words coming out in a growl. “I suggest you run as far and fast as you can. If I catch you anywhere near her again, I’ll end you.”

      “As will I,” Karak promised.

      Rhia looked to Wesley, who reluctantly withdrew the spell, releasing Liam. The paladin went to reach for his sword again, but Liam kicked it away. Glaring at the four of them, Desmond seemed to seriously consider taking them on unarmed. There was a tick in his jaw, something she knew was him being insanely, irrationally stubborn. But he finally relented, and Rhia was able to breathe again.

      “Next time I see you, Rhiannon… I’ll do what I must.”

      His tone was resigned and so very cold that it shook through her, battering the last of the resolve that kept her standing. Rhia just barely managed to hold on by a thin margin… until he turned around and walked away. As she stared at his retreating form, at the back of the man who’d once been her best friend—the man who now saw her as little more than a monster—Rhia sank to her knees and sobbed anew.
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      Rhia had entered a state of numbness Wesley knew all too well.

      It happened sometime during the second day, after her tears had dried and she had no more emotion left to give. He, Karak, and even Liam had tried to comfort her as best they could, but she was distant, not wanting to engage in conversation about Desmond or anything that had happened. Even when Karak tried to remind her that they’d done good.

      They’d saved the high priest and his council. Rhia had even managed to heal a few of the peixos who were clinging to life. The village would have been completely decimated if not for her intervention, and she’d done it without killing the adventurers and earning the guild’s ire—something Wesley wasn’t sure he wanted to laud, but a clear choice to stick to her own moral compass. He could respect that, and so he’d kept his mouth shut about it, unlike Liam.

      As they rode back to Ebonhold, though, she wasn’t even in a state to argue with the oathbreaker. That lack of engagement was palpable, and Liam reined in his own behavior without hesitation, his expression showing genuine concern. When they stopped to make camp that second night and Rhia curled up in her bedroll without a word, it was Liam who approached Wesley and Karak.

      “We need to do something. She’s…” He looked over his shoulder. “I don’t like seeing her like this.”

      “Neither do I, but I’m not sure there’s anything we can do,” Karak said. “It’s obvious she cared for this man. She needs time to process what he’s become and the way he views her.”

      “We should have killed him where he stood,” Liam muttered.

      Wesley, who’d been quiet through much of the exchange, finally spoke. “And what would that have accomplished? She’d hate whoever delivered the deathblow, and she’d never trust any of us again. We’d be cast out, and she’d be killed within a fortnight.”

      As competent as Rhia was, there was nothing a single Dark Lady could do against Belisan’s forces. If they bound her magic—which they would surely do—she would be utterly defenseless. And the fact that Desmond would likely be leading the charge would just be the final nail in the coffin.

      “What have we accomplished in letting him go?” Liam hissed, trying to keep to whispers and nearly failing. “He knows what Rhia is now. He’s going to muster every paladin he can find, every adventurer, and lay siege to Ebonhold.”

      “Then we’ll prepare ourselves as best we can. Fortify the keep, set up traps and sentries. If he’s stupid enough to come to us, he’ll get what he deserves,” Karak said, even his voice taking on a low, murderous quality.

      On some level, Wesley agreed with them. Desmond was a liability. He would be her end if they gave him half the chance. But he was also someone Rhia cared for. Deeply. If Emma found out what he was, if she reacted so poorly… Wesley’s eyes closed as he tried to suppress the thought, but it seeped through to his consciousness anyway.

      He would have let his sister kill him rather than raise a hand against her. He would have died in shame, knowing he’d become something she didn’t recognize anymore. Knowing that, for as much as he didn’t regret his choices, they would never be accepted by the world he’d come from and the people he loved.

      If it was the same for Rhia, then telling her to simply put Desmond out of her mind wasn’t going to help. Neither was the discussion of what they would do when he inevitably showed his face again. She needed the compassionate ear of someone who truly understood, and she wasn’t going to find that with Liam or even Karak.

      Wesley was the only one who knew what it was like to turn to darkness to save a loved one. He was the only one who knew the pain of that loved one’s rejection, who feared the inevitable confrontation every day. So as the other two guardians spoke of fortifying Ebonhold and keeping the Dark Lady safe, Wesley focused on what he could do specifically, and just what he would say when he finally spoke to her.

      [image: ]
* * *

      He got his chance once they returned to Ebonhold. With Rhia’s permission, the other two guardians began working on their plan to build up the keep’s defenses. Through their travels, they’d gained tribute from orcs, gnolls, and even the peixos, giving them enough funds to put serious work into improving Ebonhold as a fortress. And while Wesley would have to focus on shrouding and warding spells, they weren’t on his mind currently.

      All he truly wanted at the moment was to offer his experience in the hopes that it might soothe some of the pain he knew she was going through. He felt compelled to lessen it, if not take it away completely, and it wasn’t just the calling. Something drew him to Rhia specifically. Her resilience. Her wit. Her ability to see beyond her own interests and understand the needs of others.

      Being attracted to her was no surprise at all, and when he’d kissed her in the war room—when she’d been so close to him, her lithe body wrapped around his—Wesley hadn’t mistaken it as anything but what it was. Genuine attraction, a pull toward someone who would have gained his interest regardless of her status as Dark Lady.

      The fact that he’d ruined it by opening his mouth was just his sheer, desperate idiocy at work. He’d felt a sudden, possessive flare when she’d been with him, and he’d wanted the pact to deepen the bond between them. He wanted to be the one she gave herself to, even though he knew Dark Ladies didn’t tend to play favorites with their guardians. Either they were merely her protectors and nothing more, or she took all of them to her bed and treated them as equals.

      Wesley wasn’t bothered by the idea of Karak and Liam touching her, yet he still wanted her lust and adoration fixed on him. It was a selfish thought, and one he needed to abolish. Also one he needed to apologize for, but that could come once he’d opened the steel door she’d slammed on her own emotions.

      Wesley found her in her chambers, his little imps alerting him to her presence there. He rapped the brass knocker against the heavy wooden door and waited. When there was no response, he called out.

      “Rhia? It’s Wesley.” Still nothing. Not even the sound of footsteps. “I just want to talk.”

      He listened again, holding his breath to better hear on the other side. While he wasn’t above asking his little minions to check on her whereabouts, he wouldn’t send them in to invade her privacy. If she wouldn’t open the door to him, he’d just speak through it and hope she was listening.

      “All right. I’m going to talk. If you want me to stop, just say the word.”

      As there was still no response, Wesley pressed on. He’d rehearsed what he wanted to say to her, but he’d assumed they would be face to face when he did it. Not being able to see her violet eyes was more of a hindrance than he expected, and he faltered several times.

      It was nerve-wracking, for some reason. Wesley set himself to pacing and dragged a hand over his face, frustrated with himself. Before he could even manage the words, he heard Rhia’s voice, muffled through the door.

      “If you’ve come here to tell me it’ll all be okay and I’m better off without him, you can save your breath.”

      She’d forced the emotion from her voice, but still Wesley could hear hints of it creeping in. It helped center him, and as he looked at the door, he imagined her on the other side. He even placed his hand against the wood, feeling more centered when he did so.

      “That’s not what I’ve come here to say, Rhia,” he assured her. “Actually, I think I’m the only person who will tell you the exact opposite.”

      There was no response, so Wesley continued.

      “Well, maybe not the exact opposite. I do think you’re better off, but there’s more to it than that. The others… they won’t see the nuance in it. How it’s possible to need that validation from someone you care about, even if you know you’re not likely to get it.”

      He turned more fully toward the door, his hand moving over it in a caress, as though in doing so he could touch her, too.

      “I know you care for him, Rhia. I’m not here to say you shouldn’t, even if I think you deserve better. I’m here to say I understand. Better than most. I know what it’s like to make that choice, that sacrifice for another. To have them look at you with fear and revulsion. To know they’ll never understand, never approve of what you did, but to crave their approval nonetheless.”

      Every word he spoke carved deeper into his heart. He’d done so much to bury these feelings over the past few years, because what good were they? They didn’t help him keep Emma safe. They certainly didn’t help him keep himself safe.

      As he was composing his thoughts, clearing his throat to try and chase the roughness away, he heard footsteps within Rhia’s chamber. When she reached for the door, he could almost feel it, and the sound of the latches being undone and the hinges relenting as she opened it were far more validating than they had any right to be. Seeing her, though…

      She hadn’t cried any further on the trip back to Ebonhold. She’d been stoic and mostly unresponsive beyond doing whatever needed to be done. Now, though, her eyes were red and puffy, her cheeks had tear tracks running down them, and she looked as if she’d spent the entire time locked in here sobbing her eyes out, with none of them the wiser. He should have come to her sooner, should have offered whatever comfort he could. He was tempted to do so now, to pull her into an embrace and let her cry against him, but he didn’t want to force her.

      If she wanted to lean on him, she would. Until then, he would do whatever he could to help. Including answering her questions as honestly as possible.

      “Your sister?” she asked, her voice scratchy despite the fact that she cleared her throat.

      Wesley nodded, standing somewhat awkwardly in the entryway as Rhia walked away, toward the bedroom. The door was open and he could see her sit down on the edge of the bed. When she rested a hand on the space beside her and looked up at him, the relief he felt was immeasurable. He wanted to be close to her. To touch her, if she would allow it. Just take her hand, stroke her cheek, wipe away her tears. He wanted to feel her warmth even if he wasn’t holding her.

      In that moment, he thought he even needed it, and not just for her sake.

      Shedding his coat and folding it over the back of a chair, Wesley came to sit beside her. Without prompting, Rhia leaned against him, the side of her head resting against his shoulder. Wesley put an arm around her and rubbed her arm through the long sleeve of a simple frock. Possibly even a dressing gown, given how light the fabric was.

      “What happened?” she asked after several moments. “You don’t have to tell me, but I—”

      “I’ll tell you,” Wesley said softly.

      He was quiet for some time, though, his fingers tracing soothing, rhythmic circles over her arm. It was as much to comfort himself as it was to comfort her, and it seemed to work. Just being near her was enough to calm that aching void inside, making it easier for Wesley to open up.

      “Emma and I were very close. She’s nearly ten years younger than I am, but we were all each other had for most of our lives. Mother died giving birth to her and Father was always working, trying to keep a roof over our heads. At first, anyway.”

      Already he could feel bitterness creeping in, but he pushed it back. He’d get to that part of the story in due time.

      “She was such a bright girl. I had to study for everything I learned, but all she needed was the barest explanation and she understood it. I was always a little jealous of her,” he said with a small smile, “but proud, too. She would have put me to shame at the academy, and I would’ve been glad for it.”

      Rhia snuggled a little closer to him, reaching out with her own hand to touch him in the same way he was touching her, caressing soothing circles into his waistcoat, her hand lingering right above his heart. “What happened?” she asked after a moment, sympathy evident in her tone.

      “Our father was… well, he had some idiotic ideas about how to improve our lives. He was always into one scheme or another, but most of the time it didn’t matter, because he was working and so was I, when I wasn’t at the academy.” He left out the fact that he’d worked himself to the bone while his father did the bare minimum, choosing to devote as much time as possible to his grand ideas. “He fancied himself an inventor for a while. Then he was convinced he had dicing knowledge that no other man in Platsia possessed. Once he invested nearly all of our money into a stud horse, certain he’d recoup the cost the next foaling season, but he knew nothing of horses, and the groom who sold him the beast was well aware. The stallion went lame before the season ever started.”

      “People always seem to act against their better sense when they’re desperate,” Rhia said, her compassion shining through even as Wesley was deep in his own bitterness.

      “I understand desperation. I understand it all too well. Desperation was having to beg for food without my father knowing about it because it would have hurt his pride.”

      He knew his words were clipped, but Rhia didn’t pull away from him. She put both arms around him and rested her chin on his shoulder for a moment, looking up at him with a kindness he wasn’t sure he deserved.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I only had to look out for myself when I was doing that, but I wouldn’t wish even that on anyone.”

      Guilt crept into Wesley’s consciousness. He’d come here to soothe her, to help her realize it was okay to not be able to move past this immediately. Yet here he was leaning on her for support, basking in the empathy she showed him. He soldiered on, though, knowing self-loathing certainly wasn’t going to help matters any.

      “Because he had a new scheme every week, and because that was taking up so much of his time and energy, my father lost his job at the mill. I was prepared to leave the academy, work as many jobs as it took until Emma was grown, but he said he’d take care of it. He was adamant about it. I’d never seen my father cry before then, but he did that night. He told me he’d failed us as a father and a man, and promised he’d make it right. And… he did, I suppose.”

      Wesley drew in a breath, knowing the worst was yet to come.

      “Within a week, he came home with more gold than any of us had ever seen before. More than enough to pay for my tuition and eventually Emma’s. Enough to repair the house that was falling apart by that point. Enough to actually have meat on the table, and not just the occasional scraps in a stew. He told us he’d found work as a gardener for a baron, and we believed him. I believed him, even if every sign pointed to it being a lie.”

      “He’s your father,” Rhia said, her voice quiet and soothing, her touch even more so. “Of course you’d want to believe he could change for the better.”

      Wesley rested his hand atop hers, grateful for her words, though still annoyed with himself for needing to hear them.

      “Some months later, two men came to the door in the dead of night. They were armed with blackjacks and crossbows, and they didn’t hesitate to pull them on my father. Threatened to beat him bloody in front of his children if he didn’t pay up. He said he didn’t have it, wailed and pleaded with them to give him more time, so they did exactly what they’d promised. Beat him so badly I had to drag him to the temple for healing.”

      Rhia turned her hand in his, giving it a squeeze. He shifted a bit so that she could settle more comfortably against him, his arms slipping around her in turn. It felt not only comforting, but natural in a way few things had for him in years. Uncomplicated, and without some ulterior motive or cost associated. It was simple affection, given and taken in kind, and he craved it.

      “Once he was healed, Father explained that he’d never worked for Baron Tremont. He’d solicited a loan from him, with the intention of paying it back with yet another scheme. But he spent the money in a hurry, never coming up with a way to make it back, and the baron sent his thugs to collect. By that point, I was almost finished with my schooling at the academy and I thought I could appeal to the baron—offer to be his personal sorcerer to work off my father’s debt. But I never got the chance.”

      Wesley’s lips curled into a snarl, the memory surging forward in his mind with brutal clarity. He’d been filled with hope, resolved to do the right thing and save his family with what he’d learned at the academy. He’d dressed up, prepared to appeal to the baron in person. Yet when he’d opened the door, the baron’s carriage was there, sitting in such stark contrast against the backdrop of the slums.

      “Baron Tremont showed up at our home, dressed in all his finery. He demanded recompense on the spot, and—with two city guards behind him—threatened to have both my father and I thrown into jail if he didn’t pay. I tried to tell him I would work for free, do whatever he wished, but then he…” Wesley drew in a shuddering breath, his body growing suddenly tense. “Then he saw Emma.”

      He could still remember the look in the man’s eyes. Lecherous. Sinister. It made his skin crawl back then, and it made him ill to think on it now.

      “He said he would take her as his ward. She was fifteen at the time, still just a girl. She was to be there three years, during which he said he would provide for her, educate her, and have her taught the social standards of a lady meant to keep her husband’s home.” Bile rose in Wesley’s throat and he had to fight it down. “A blind man could have seen what he intended. The way he looked at her…”

      “Goddess,” Rhia breathed. “Please tell me your father resisted?”

      “No. Whether he truly believed the baron or was just desperate enough to sell his only daughter to a monster, I don’t know. But he did it. Emma was taken away then and there, and when I tried to follow, tried to demand he take me with her, bring me in as a sorcerer like I’d planned, he had me thrown in the jail for the night.” Wesley drew in a few steadying breaths. He’d almost reached the point he’d hoped to make, but it was a long and perilous road. “I didn’t see her again until a year later. She was in the market with a lady’s maid, and it took an effort just to speak with her alone. She was wearing this shroud and shawl so I couldn’t see her face at first, but then I saw the bruises.”

      He swallowed hard, and Rhia hugged him tighter.

      “I didn’t have to hear the extent of what he’d done to her. I could see it in her eyes. She was broken, and I hadn’t been able to stop it. Her lady’s maid ushered her away before I could come up with a plan, of course, but I sought out anyone and everyone I thought could help. The guard captain, my professors at the academy, the guild. Everyone told me they couldn’t do anything. That Tremont was too powerful, his influence too great, and just to speak of him in such a slanderous way was liable to get my head on the chopping block.”

      Even then, he’d held out hope. With every person he spoke to, every person who cowered behind propriety and told him to never speak of it again, Wesley was sure there was someone out there who had the courage and conscience to stand up to him. But he’d never found that person. Not even the hint of them.

      “By that point, my father spent his days drinking himself into a stupor, so he was no help. And I refused to let Emma suffer, so… I did what I had to do. I looked into the things they’d forbidden us from studying at the academy. The dark magic I’d been fascinated by, but unwilling to use until then. I called upon Aeredus, begged him to give me the power to rectify the situation, and he did. He became the patron of my study, giving me access to powers I never would have dreamed of possessing before. I can still remember how it felt, being able to conjure magic with my mind, shaping it to my needs instead of reading it directly from a spellbook.”

      “What did you do?” Rhia asked, looking up at him. “Did you convince the others to bring justice against Tremont?”

      Wesley’s heart clenched uncomfortably in his chest and he looked away. He wanted to be honest with her, but if he told her the truth of this, she might cast him out. At best she would likely never be this close to him again.

      “Wesley.” She was waiting for him to respond, and so he looked down at her, meeting her eyes. They shimmered with unshed tears, shining with a kindness he was certain he didn’t deserve. “Whatever it is, you can tell me. I’ll understand.”

      He let out a helpless little chuckle. “I came here hoping to make you feel more at ease, not to rest all of my burdens upon your shoulders.”

      “What, you don’t think I can take it?” She pulled back from him just enough to arch her eyebrow playfully. “I’ll have you know these shoulders have held up the weight of the world.”

      A warm smile overcame Wesley despite himself. “I don’t doubt that at all.” He sighed, knowing he’d resigned himself to whatever fate would befall him the second he’d entered this room. “I did use my powers to seek justice, but… on my own terms. I went to Baron Tremont’s estate myself. I made sure I could get through without harming anyone but him. Avoided his guards and servants, made my way to his chambers directly. He was in bed with one of his whores, so I waited until she left and he was fast asleep. Then I conjured the beasts from the shadows, the ones I’d only read about in forbidden tomes. I woke him up, terrorized him until he was begging for mercy. Then I gave him none.”

      He felt Rhia’s sharp intake of breath, and while a certain amount of shame swept over him, it wasn’t for what he’d done.

      “Don’t ask me to regret it, Rhia. Because I—”

      “I’m not,” she said firmly. “I’d never ask that of you. Not when I would have done the same thing in your shoes.”

      Relief flooded him, so swift and sudden that Wesley let out a long breath, unable to speak for some time. He looked at Rhia, searched her eyes for any sign she was just being gentle with him for some reason. But he could see the same certainty there, that familiar touch of shame mixed with an unabashed conviction.

      “I would never hurt the innocent,” he said in a whisper. “I made sure none of his men were caught up in all of it. But Emma…” He could feel his throat closing, a thick lump keeping him from speaking for several moments. “He kept her in the room next to his. She heard him screaming even though I dampened the sound. She saw me standing over him, those creatures behind me. And she was… the way she looked at me…”

      “That’s why you came here,” Rhia said softly, realization making itself apparent in her voice. “To tell me you know what it feels like to have someone you love look at you as if you’re…”

      “A monster? Yes,” he answered, his breath rushing out in a defeated gust.

      “But you had no real options. There’s every chance any other path you took would’ve led to the same result, or worse.”

      “Just like your choice with Desmond. You couldn’t let him die, so you did what you had to do.”

      “I suppose you’re going to say that makes up for it? The knowledge that at least they’re alive and safe?” There was a plea in her voice, a quivering note that made it clear that was what she wanted to hear.

      But Wesley couldn’t tell her that. It would be the greatest lie he could ever tell her.

      “I think you know it doesn’t,” he answered softly. “It doesn’t make it hurt any less. Doesn’t make it any harder to go to sleep at night without the memory of their face, of what they saw when they looked at you. It hurts. It cuts so deeply it’s impossible to even breathe sometimes. But you will, Rhia. Do you understand?”

      He turned his upper body so he could face her, both of his hands coming up to cup her face.

      “You’re strong, but that strength doesn’t mean ignoring how much it hurts. It means continuing on, doing what you know is right. You’ve done that, against all odds, and I know you’ll keep doing it.”

      “But I don’t know what’s right,” she said, eyes shining. “I thought I did. Before Esrinas was sacked, before I made that deal with Aeredus, I had a clear picture of what was right and what was wrong. Good and evil. And now everything’s…”

      “Muddled?” he asked with a small smile. When she nodded, he continued. “They taught us the same at the academy. I think all humans are taught that non-humans are evil and dark magic is bad and that’s just the way things are, but it’s even more pervasive in the academies.”

      “But you avoided being pulled under by it. You’ve seen the benefit in using such magic.”

      “I have,” Wesley admitted, “but I’m not sure I would call myself a good person, Rhia.”

      It wasn’t so much a self-deprecating remark as it was the truth. He’d opened his mind to the possibilities of otherworldly, shadow-born magic because he’d wanted enough power to improve his situation. He liked the way it made him feel. It was addicting, for someone who’d grown up never having enough.

      “You traded your life away for your sister, even knowing she might hate you for it,” Rhia said softly. “If that’s not good, then the bar is truly set too high for the rest of us.”

      Wesley let out a strained laugh, the sound catching in his throat when she lifted a hand to his face in turn, the pads of her fingers brushing over his stubble. “Why do you want so badly to pact with me?”

      The question caught him off guard, and some part of him was prepared to shore up; shut down and refuse to answer. But he’d been honest with her thus far, and she knew enough now that it wouldn’t make much of a difference either way.

      “After I killed Baron Tremont, I lost track of Emma. I’ve been trying to find her for years, but as it stands now, my magic isn’t strong enough to do it. Pacting with a Dark Lady shares magic between her and her guardian. You are given some of our abilities to amplify your own, and the same is true in reverse.”

      “So you think if I pacted with you, you’d be able to find your sister.”

      He nodded, his gaze leaving hers for a moment before he looked into her eyes again. “Yes. But I don’t know it for sure, and I didn’t intend… I’d hoped it would happen organically, as you came to trust me. When I asked you last time, I was desperate. I don’t know what I was thinking. I just wanted… everything. All at once.”

      A flush rose in his cheeks, the likes of which he hadn’t experienced since he was a boy.

      “I’m not sure either of us were thinking all that clearly,” she said, her lips quirking in a playful way.

      Again Wesley’s laugh was strained. “No, I suppose not.”

      “Is that… how the pact is achieved, then?” She drew in a breath, and he swore he could hear her heart hammering away. Or perhaps that was just his own. “Do we have to…?”

      Wesley’s blush deepened, but he forced himself to hold her gaze. “No. Most Dark Ladies do indulge, and it forms a bond between them and their guardians. But there’s… a ritual. A way for trust to be given between both parties. Though I suppose, ah.” He faltered for a moment, unable to look at her. “I suppose there’s a great deal of trust involved either way.”

      She looked at him for a long moment, and Wesley swore he could see an eternity burning in her dark blue eyes. It called to him in a way that had nothing to do with Aeredus’ machinations. So potent, so powerful that he couldn’t look away even if he wanted to.

      And he absolutely didn’t want to.

      “I trust you, Wesley,” she said in no more than a whisper.

      For several seconds—or several hours, he wasn’t sure—Wesley couldn’t breathe. His mouth was held agape, his eyes wide as he looked at her, certain she meant something other than what his heart and body insisted she meant. But there was no mistaking it when her hand slid from his face to the back of his neck and she drew him in for a kiss.
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      Her lips were soft and warm and everything Wesley needed in that moment. They welcomed him, beckoned him, and he responded eagerly, pressing his own more fully against hers. Rhia’s arms wrapped around his neck, tightening there, the hint of her nails against the nape, and he let out a soft groan against her mouth. He hadn’t intended to spur things onward, but her response to that—the way she situated herself so that she could press more firmly against him with her body as much as her mouth—made Wesley lose any good sense he might have had.

      He kissed her hard, his tongue begging entrance to her mouth. She readily gave it, opening to him so eagerly that he couldn’t mistake her interest in the least. Wesley turned his own body, his hands moving down to her back, pulling her into him. Needing her closer, skin to skin. He wanted it so desperately, but there was still one nagging reservation in the back of his mind.

      Was she truly doing this because she wanted him, or was it something else? Dark Ladies weren’t forced to be intimate with their guardians, but most were. Wesley had no doubt there was a pull there that heightened the attraction, just as it’d done for him. In Rhia’s case, though, she was relenting to help ease his pain. And she was hurting, cut deeply by someone she cared for. There was every possibility he was a replacement for Desmond, and her desperation was making her do this.

      But he wasn’t sure he cared, because this went beyond the pact for him. He wanted her. Needed her. That softness, the warmth, the compassion, all of it reminded him of the humanity he thought he’d discarded long ago. She told him he was worth something, and he needed to believe it. Needed to find solace in her arms, to feel wanted as someone who was worthy of desire, at least, if not love.

      So he didn’t feel any shame in kissing her with such abandon, his tongue plunging into her mouth, stroking hers, his hands gliding down her back and then coming around front to fuss with the ties of her dressing gown. And Rhia certainly didn’t seem to have any reservations. She straddled his thighs, resting atop him as he sat at the edge of the bed, his cock responding to the feeling of her body pressed against his.

      “Rhia,” he breathed against her mouth.

      “Don’t stop,” she pleaded, the words confirming what he’d suspected.

      She needed this, but so did he. And if there was one benefit to embracing morals that were far more gray than anything else, it was the fact that he wasn’t beholden to the rules of a gentleman. He didn’t have to refuse her to spare her honor. Not when he’d much rather honor her wishes and give her what they both wanted.

      His fingers glided over the silk of the sash as he slipped it free, then slid his hand between the two sides of the gown. Smooth skin met his fingers, warm and begging to be touched. The muscles of her abdomen jumped slightly, then relaxed, and he trailed his fingers upward, expecting to brush against soft fabric. But there was nothing binding her breasts, and Wesley let out a sound of muffled surprise as he instead swept across the curve of her breast.

      She pressed more firmly against him, a gasp meeting his lips, and Wesley was hardly going to deny her at that point. His hand moved with purpose, an eager caress over her breast, the supple flesh yielding to his touch. She wasn’t especially well-endowed, but she didn’t need to be. Especially when every brush of his fingers seemed to register with her, making her gasp and whimper against him. The effect was even more pronounced when his thumb brushed over one taut nipple. She moaned, a sound Wesley relished, the notes of it seeming to spread through his consciousness, heating his blood and taking a direct route to his cock.

      He stroked his thumb over her nipple, took it between two fingers and rolled it gently, even gave the slightest pinch to test the waters. Rhia responded to it all, squirming against him, moaning even as she tried to keep up with the kiss, to press back harder and more insistently. Wesley raised the stakes again, bringing his other hand up to attend to the other breast as his lips skimmed down her jaw to her throat, marking a clear path downward. Her chest was rising and falling so rapidly by the time he got there that he couldn’t imagine her response when he did what he was planning to do.

      He was eager for it, and while he wanted to be the type of man who took his time with things, he’d always wanted swift gratification. Sudden and powerful and satisfying in its own right, giving in to the moment when it was at its peak. He followed that line of thinking now, dropping his head to her breast. She sucked in a breath when his stubbled cheek scraped against sensitive flesh, but held it entirely when his lips closed around one tightened nipple. When she finally seemed to regain the ability to react, it was with a high, keening moan that made Wesley’s body burn with need. She arched against him, encouraging him to be exactly where she wanted him, and wound her slender fingers through his hair, gripping tight.

      Wesley obliged, of course, his tongue swirling around her nipple before he applied the slightest pressure of his lips, strengthening it over time. He licked and sucked with abandon, lost in her reactions as her body shuddered above him, her hips rocking unbidden. A groan was muffled against her skin when she managed to grind against his cock in such a way that he couldn’t avoid reacting.

      Rather than act like some innocent who was completely unaware of what she was doing, Rhia’s eyes opened and she looked down at him with a slow smile that would have left him weak in the knees were he standing. There was something seductive about it, so devastatingly alluring that he lost himself for a moment. Then she very slowly, very purposefully rocked against him and Wesley’s eyes closed, a moan falling from his lips as he was pulled away from his task. She did it again, until she was grinding against him in a deliberate way, her face flushed, lips parted as she discovered her own pleasure in doing so.

      “God, you’re beautiful,” Wesley murmured, looking up at her in wonder. “I’d love to see you do that while neither of us are wearing a stitch of clothing.”

      “That can be arranged,” she breathed, her eyes darkening with desire.

      Her hands moved to the ties of his waistcoat, and Wesley pushed the fabric of the dressing gown off her shoulders, kissing the skin that was revealed. Silk pooled around her waist, baring her to him nearly completely, save for her smallclothes. She, meanwhile, had a long way to go to undress him, and Wesley chuckled.

      “Don’t laugh at me,” she said, amusement underpinning the need in her voice. “You have so many damned ties and fastenings on this thing.”

      “I could start wearing robes like a proper warlock,” he teased.

      “You could. Then you’d only need to undo one strip of fabric to fuck me.”

      Her words were so surprisingly direct that he lost the ability to speak or even think for several moments. He’d never been one for robes. Those were the domain of graying wizards and their ilk. He was a serious scholar and a serious user of magic, so of course he dressed the part. But he was rethinking that position now, visions of ease flitting through his mind. Encountering her in a darkened corridor and being able to pin her against the wall, tug at a few fastenings, and bury his cock inside of her before either of them had a chance to grow impatient.

      He was certainly growing impatient now, having to bite down on a groan. His hands went to the ties of his own clothing and he helped her undo them, shrugging out of his waistcoat then letting her push his shirt off his shoulders. The breeches might be more of a problem, but Rhia seemed inclined only to undo his belt, then unbutton the fastenings beneath. As she tugged at the pants where they clung to his hips, he lifted up to oblige, grateful they seemed to be of one mind when it came to getting what they both needed.

      His pants were down far enough—if not all the way off—that he was left only in his smalls, just as Rhia. She moved to rid herself of her dressing gown completely, and Wesley looked up at her in appreciation. Light skin contrasted so sharply by the loose curls of her raven black hair. Dark blue eyes that were filled with heat and desire, all of it for him. Small but pert breasts that he lifted his hands to cup, loving the way she arched to meet him as she settled atop his lap once more.

      Her fingers buried in his hair, she brought her mouth crashing down to his and moved her hips to find the right angle that would satisfy them both. He could feel the heat of her through the thin cloth, and his own smalls certainly left nothing to the imagination. His cock strained against the one remaining fastening, and it took Wesley the briefest moment to slip his hand down and undo it, letting his arousal spring free. Rhia rubbed herself against him, moaning at the friction she helped create, and pleasure rippled through Wesley so keenly that he might have been close to spilling like some untested youth if he didn’t get ahold of himself.

      He focused on kissing her, devouring her mouth as she did to him, the hunger in it building to heights he’d never experienced before. His hand still between them, he turned his wrist so that he could press against her mound, his thumb rubbing over her clothed slit, feeling the wetness there that was soaked through the fabric. She gasped against his mouth, having to break the kiss as a moan overtook her.

      Panting, Wesley moved his hand so that it pressed against her thigh. He slid it upward, beneath her smallclothes, and touched her properly.

      “You’re so wet,” he murmured, his head dropping down to her neck. “Has anyone ever touched you like this?”

      He moved his hand inward as she clung to him, her whole body tensing while his fingers ran over her silky folds. Once again, he wasn’t subtle or especially nuanced. He sought out her clit, found it was swollen and firm, begging for his attention. Rhia’s voice broke in a cry and she bucked against him. He spread his legs so that when she did so, her lovely pussy slid over the shaft of his cock, her lips parting around him. Wesley groaned, having to stop himself from lifting his hips.

      Even with her smallclothes still on, it wouldn’t take much to pull them aside and thrust into her. There was no denying that was what she wanted, not when she was panting above him and grinding against his hand, begging him for more. But he wanted her to be good and ready. So wet that he could slide into her with ease. So just this once, he did delay that particular gratification they both sought and rubbed two fingers against her clit in a consistent, hard, swift rhythm only knocked off course when the rocking of her hips became too much for him to anticipate her movements.

      “That’s it,” he managed, looking up at her, marveling in how devastatingly gorgeous she looked with her face flushed, hair tousled, lips parted on a moan. “Surrender to it.”

      She broke against his hand, her whole body going taut, her breath catching for a long moment before a low moan left her throat, washing over Wesley with an intensity that ratcheted up his own desire tenfold. His cock throbbed insistently, painfully, everything in him demanding that he bury himself inside of her so he could feel the walls of her pussy squeezing around his cock.

      But he also wanted to watch her, to indulge in this moment and the male pride he felt in bringing her to this ecstasy. Her fingers dug into her shoulders as she clutched at him, her head lowered as she tried to regain control of her breathing. And when she did look at him again, her expression wasn’t dampened by having reached climax. If anything, he could see even more need in her eyes, a torrent of lust there that had his hands going to her hips.

      “Rhia,” he said, his voice strained.

      His whole body burned for her. Everything in him wanted this, and when she lifted up and off of him, he felt such a strong sense of loss that it almost left him reeling. But she simply stood before him, lowering her smallclothes. Wesley took in the sight of her, his hand moving to his cock, desperate to relieve some of the tension. He stroked slowly, squeezed hard to ease that buildup of desire, and felt a deep satisfaction as she watched him, her gaze hungry as it lingered.

      His own gaze moved down her body, the curve of her hips, the breadth of her thighs, the soft thatch of dark hair between them. Her pussy glistened such an inviting pink, her lips swollen, and he bit back a groan, his fingers squeezing hard around his cock again. She bent, her hair obscuring her breasts from view as she tugged his breeches the rest of the way off, having to work his boots off at the same time.

      Once he was free of the garment, Wesley scooted back on the bed, wanting to give them both more room. She began to climb over him once more, prowling toward him like some sleek jungle cat. Good God, she was everything. Mesmerizing. Enrapturing. He wanted nothing more than to bask in that look she was giving him, to be the sole object of her desire for as long as she would have him.

      He was so caught up in it that he didn’t hear the creak of the door until it was too late, some instinct cluing him in to the presence of another. As Rhia lifted herself over him, so close to what they both needed, he saw someone standing in the doorway, still as stone. The tall, broad figure of Karak. His gaze was firmly on Rhia, on the lovely form she must have cut from behind, and Wesley felt something thrum inside of him, deep and needy.

      He’d wanted her all to himself. Or at least… he thought that’s what he wanted. But seeing Karak there, seeing the way the handsome warrior was admiring this enticing, unbelievable woman they both protected, it made him want to see more. To see how the half-orc would worship her as she deserved to be worship. Glimpse his body as the clothing was peeled away, see just how hard his cock was for the promise of being with this woman.

      Wesley very nearly vocalized that desire. You should join us. The words were there, on the tip of his tongue. Words he was sure he’d never say. But he never got the chance. Karak seemed to snap out of his daze, clearly having more self-control than Wesley. He cleared his throat, and Rhia stiffened atop Wesley, letting out a yelp.

      Her head whipped around, her voice breaking as she yelled. “Karak! What are you… get out of here!”

      Rhia’s whole body flushed, though Wesley imagined it was from embarrassment, and not the confusing desire he felt to have Karak remain exactly where he was—or to come to the bed, slip out of his leather pants, and join them.

      “Sorry, Lady,” Karak stammered, looking away. “The shaman from the gnoll tribe is here. When you didn’t answer, I thought—”

      To Wesley’s great disappointment, she climbed off of him, rolling to the side and covering herself in the blanket. He lay there, still aching with need, a torrent of emotions running through his mind.

      They were calmed, though, when she rested a hand on his chest and whispered, “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be,” came his reply, his voice hoarse.

      When he looked up, Karak was gone, the sound of a door closing nearby. Rhia slid off the bed and searched for her gown. Turning to look at him again, her gaze roved over his body, still as hungry as ever, even if a blush stole across her cheeks.

      “I have to…”

      “I know,” he said with a reassuring smile. It edged into a smirk as he added. “Do you mind if I stay here for a bit? I need to do something about this before I leave this room, or it’s going to be a problem.”

      He was vindicated by her sharp intake of breath. She bit her lip, started toward him, and for a moment, Wesley’s own breath caught with the thought that she might return. But she just nodded to him.

      “By all means,” she managed, turning away once more, “but we’ll finish this later.”
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      Rhia tried in vain to compose herself before she met with Karak and—presumably—the gnoll shaman.

      A difficult task, when her whole body still hummed from her recent orgasm. She’d experienced them on her own, of course. She’d been curious about her body as a teenager, and she’d explored many times, her thoughts tending toward fantasies as she touched herself. Ineffectually at first, until she learned what felt the best and what could push her over the edge.

      Wesley hadn’t needed those months of experimentation. He’d known from the start, and his touch was like fire. The press of his nimble fingers, insistent and demanding. The warm wetness of his mouth closed around her nipple. The feel of his… Goddess, of his cock sliding between the lips of her pussy.

      A blush stole across her features anew. She’d never imagined herself so brazen, so wanton. Even now, she was tempted to turn around and—at the very least—offer to help him finish himself off, if not climb atop him and sink down on his cock until he filled her completely.

      The need she felt for him was so deep, so resonant that she couldn’t think straight. She’d never experienced such a thing before, and she couldn’t help thinking it was part of her position as Dark Lady. The guardians hadn’t exactly been shy about admitting that Dark Ladies were normally intimate with their guardians, and she wasn’t oblivious to the looks they sometimes gave her.

      It was the only way she could explain how quickly things had escalated with Wesley. Though even as she thought that, she realized it wasn’t fair. She felt a kinship with him. They’d gone through remarkably similar experiences and dealt with similar consequences because of it. He was the only one who truly understood her heartbreak over Desmond.

      And yes, she’d wanted to soothe that pain, in herself and in him. But it wasn’t only that. If it was, things might have ended with a kiss, and Rhia pulling Wesley into her fantasies in the privacy of her bedchamber. Instead she’d straddled him, ground against him like a cat in heat, and had very nearly given herself to him in the most intimate way she could think to do.

      As she dressed in more presentable clothing, though, she realized she wasn’t ashamed. She didn’t regret it. But perhaps the strangest realization was that she hadn’t been that bothered by having Karak’s eyes on them. His presence surprised her, and she felt the same stab of embarrassment anyone might have felt at being seen in such a compromising position.

      But that feeling had receded, replaced by a burning need that she didn’t fully understand. She wanted him to watch. Wanted to see the bulge in his pants as she sank down on Wesley’s cock. She wanted him to be so overcome with lust that he loosed the laces and took himself in hand right there, while Wesley fucked her.

      And once he was good and hard, she wanted him to join them in bed.

      Her cheeks flamed at that realization and she had to press her thighs together to stem the sudden ache. Goddess, what was wrong with her? It must have been Aeredus’ magic. She would never consider such things otherwise, and Wesley would likely be disgusted to know it. He’d think she was just looking for as many men to fuck her as possible, and that wasn’t it at all.

      Raking her hands through her hair, trying to make something of the tangled mess, Rhia did her best to push the thoughts from her mind and compose herself. She needed to get a grip. There were things to be done here and she’d wallowed in her self-pity long enough. She couldn’t afford to get caught up in… whatever this was.

      Leaving the chamber—where she knew Wesley was taking care of his needs in the next room—did much to clear her head. She walked with purpose, and slowly the blush in her cheeks faded. She saw Karak waiting in the hall, head lowered. Rhia looked him in the eyes, refusing to feel any shame whatsoever over the way she’d behaved.

      But what she saw in his amber eyes caught her off guard. It wasn’t embarrassment, as she’d expected. A heat burned there, threatening to combust into a raging inferno. When he blinked, it was gone, but Rhia was still left staring at him, her resolve buckling.

      “I had him wait in the war room, Lady. I wasn’t sure where you’d want to receive visitors.”

      “That’s fine,” she managed with some effort. “Though we should probably designate a room for doing so in the future.”

      “I’ll make note of it.”

      For his part, Karak’s voice was even, not wavering like hers. But it had a deeper, husky note to it that pulsed through her, only exacerbating the needs she was trying to ignore.

      Or perhaps she was truly losing control and imagining it. All of it. She couldn’t be sure, but she redoubled her efforts to ignore it as she followed Karak to the war room.

      The shaman Ghar was there, looking at the map that was stretched across the table. When they entered, he said, “I didn’t know the Divide was so vast. We’ve really gotten the short end of the stick, haven’t we?”

      It was enough to get Rhia to focus, and she walked closer to the map to see what he meant. She’d never given it much thought before, but the Southlands were much smaller than the lands occupied by followers of Belisan. She hadn’t remembered that being the case when she’d first learned of the split.

      “More than enough to live off of,” Karak put in, and Ghar nodded.

      “I agree with that, so long as we make good use of it. That’s what I came here to speak to you about.”

      “Blessing the land,” Rhia said. “I remember.”

      Over the next half hour, the gnoll shaman explained what he intended, and the importance of it. He planned to use old magic, the likes of which Rhia hadn’t heard of before. Magic that he claimed was gifted by the Mother, the Goddess of Fertile Ground. It would make the soil rich and make everything that grew there blessed in turn, lending strength to those who consumed it. The spirits of the land would grow more restful, calming from the agitated state he claimed they were in now.

      “And if I allow you to bless the land, will you bring your people here? Or do you prefer to return to the mountains?”

      They’d ended up beyond the stone walls of Ebonhold, walking the gardens that had begun to grow a variety of herbs and other crops, thanks to Karak’s clan.

      “The mountains are no place for us anymore,” the shaman said, a touch of sadness in his voice. “I think we would be far more at ease here, so long as Mother’s bounties surround us.”

      “And you’d be willing to help us? Bless these lands for our benefit as well? Defend them when they come under attack?” Karak asked.

      “Of course. We will always protect our land, young warrior, and everything on it. As you would be giving us this land, it’s only right to protect you, as well.”

      The nature of that protection was discussed in detail as they continued to walk down the footpath into the dense forest. Ghar explained that he and the other shamans had control over the elements, so long as said elements were well-tended and in the mood to assist.

      At one time, Rhia would have considered such old beliefs to be little more than superstition, but she was willing to believe nearly anything now. Especially when autumn leaves began to dance around the gnoll as he spoke, seemingly of their own accord.

      “The spirits here are a playful sort,” he said with a smile that stretched across his muzzle. Reaching out, he plucked a leaf from the air. “They like that you’re here, and if they like you, then it would be in my people’s best interest to do everything we can to protect you.”

      She certainly wasn’t going to argue with that.

      “We’d be happy to have you, Ghar. How much land would your people need, and do you require other resources? Food, lodging, weapons to defend yourselves?”

      He scoffed at this, waving her off. “A gnoll who cannot provide for himself is no gnoll at all. If you allow us use of the land, we’ll take care of the rest.” He gave her a fanged grin that might have been frightening were he anyone else. “As for how much, there aren’t many in my clan. I can take a walk through this land and let you know the space that would be best for us.”

      Rhia agreed, walking with the old gnoll as he marked boundaries, leaving feather-adorned stakes along the edges.

      All told, she would guess what he’d portioned off was a little over five acres. Barely anything at all, considering how vast the forest seemed to be.

      “You’re welcome to it,” she told him as they made their way back to the keep. “And I know you’ve said you don’t need anything, but if your people would like help getting here with everything intact.”

      “I won’t hear of it!” Ghar yelped, making Rhia jump a little. “We’ll make our own way, Lady, or no way at all.”

      “Apologies, shaman,” Karak said, amusement tugging at the edges of his voice. “It’s human courtesy to offer.”

      Ghar snorted, sticking his snout up in the air. “Then human courtesy is no courtesy at all, and I’ll thank you to leave my people out of it.”

      “I won’t offer you anything again,” Rhia said, having to bite her lip to keep from laughing.

      Once Ghar was gone, though, heading down the path and away from Ebonhold, she couldn’t help herself. She placed a hand over her mouth to stifle it, but still the laughter came.

      “I’m sure this is very human of me, but he’s a strange little fellow.”

      “He is,” Karak said with a grin. “I don’t actually think all gnolls are like that, you just happened to end up with one of the more eccentric ones.” His grin softened into a smile as he looked at her. “You did well. I thought you might need some help with diplomacy, but you handled yourself with grace.”

      “Did you doubt it?” she asked, a playful edge to her voice.

      “Doubt you personally? Never,” he said with such firmness that Rhia couldn’t help but be warmed by it. “Doubt the humans who raised you to believe all Southlanders are monsters? Somewhat, yes.”

      Rhia’s pride deflated in an instant. He was right, of course. Everything she’d ever been taught told her that orcs, gnolls, and everything else were evil, loathsome creatures not to be trusted.

      “Does it bother you?” she asked carefully. “I know your people have served Dark Ladies in the past, but they seem like they’ve had some… experience with the Southlands before, or were at the least devoid of the same prejudices.”

      “They have prejudices plenty,” Karak said with a snort, starting back toward the keep. “The last Dark Lady who took in my clan would never have looked twice at a gnoll. She would’ve preferred they all be skinned and hung up to decorate her chambers.”

      “That’s… gruesome.”

      “She wasn’t a pleasant person,” Karak said with a grimace. “But we all have our biases. I think it’s inescapable. It just comes down to what we do about them.”

      Had she done enough to make up for her own biases? The question played through her mind, meeting the resistance all uncomfortable questions met.

      Throughout her life, Rhia had gotten very good at escaping into her mind and avoiding reality. She’d needed it early on, or she was sure she wouldn’t have survived. Now, though, she knew she needed to face the question, even if she didn’t have a solid answer. She felt like she was keeping an open mind, listening to people and not letting her assumptions rule her. Considering how new all of this was to her, she was certainly doing her best.

      Not without help, though. Her guardians might not be acting as lieutenants to command her armies, but they each had their areas of expertise. Karak was her ambassador to the non-human world, having experienced both societies. Liam, for all his bluster and for as much as he got under her skin, had his uses as a tactician and planner, as well as somehow being the most approachable person for tradesmen to sell to. Tanris might even prove useful as a go-between and someone who could get her information, though he wasn’t a guardian. Just someone who’d shown up to make hay while the sun was still shining. Part of her expected to never see him again, but perhaps he would prove more honorable than he seemed.

      And then there was Wesley. He’d been the most personally helpful, having walked in her shoes before. He seemed to have knowledge of Dark Ladies past as well as various schools of magic. And he was… well. She wasn’t entirely sure what to call him, after earlier. Was he her lover? Was she the type of Lady to take lovers? Given her wanton desires and the dreams she was having, it seemed some part of her wanted that. But she needed to ensure it wasn’t going to be a problem. The last thing she wanted was for petty squabbles and in-fighting to put them all in danger.

      “Do you have anything pressing to get to?” she asked, not wanting to keep him if he had something planned.

      “I promised some of the younger warriors in my clan a sparring session, but that’s not until later this afternoon. I’m at your service until then, Lady.”

      There was a glint in his eyes that made Rhia falter. Did he already know what she wanted to talk about? Was he thinking about it, too? The way he’d watched them, that wasn’t the look of someone who was going to fly into some kind of jealous rage or shout about biases and unfair treatment among their ranks. It was the look of someone who’d been interested, who very much liked what he saw, and again Rhia recalled her desire to have him join in.

      Outside of that moment, having had a chance to cool off, she hoped such ideas would be… less frequent in her mind. Or at least less appealing. When she thought of it now, she still felt that same strong pull of lust that she’d felt back then. It was disorienting, and Rhia had to force herself to focus on the matter at hand.

      Especially when it seemed very likely she was just projecting.

      “Walk with me, then,” she said, managing to find her voice after a struggle.

      She walked the perimeter of Ebonhold with him, passing the training yard he’d built and furnished with targets for sparring in melee and with a bow or spells. There were a pair of orcs there now, well before the time Karak said he’d set aside for them, but they looked to be older and more experienced. He greeted them and so did Rhia, earning a salute from both as their fists pounded over their hearts.

      They cleared view of the orcs, reaching some of the old counter-siege equipment Liam had managed to find in the bowels of the keep. They’d brought it topside and were in the process of repairing it, but there was no one working on the devices right now. She stopped near one of the ballista, fiddling idly with the faulty mechanism, her back to Karak.

      “I… wanted to talk to you about earlier,” she said, feeling heat suffuse her cheeks once more.

      “I thought you might.” His tone was steady, but otherwise unreadable. She wasn’t quite ready to look back at him, so she kept busy. “I apologize. I didn’t intend to infringe upon your privacy. I did knock, but the only answer I received was… ah, well, one I interpreted—as muffled as it was through the door—as a sound of distress. And it certainly wasn’t that.”

      She did turn to him now, cheeks still flaming, to find him grinning at her. His tusks were on full display, that glint in his amber eyes a mix of amusement and lingering heat.

      “What? Am I not allowed to tease you?”

      “No, you can tease,” she said, feeling more breathless than she liked. “It’s a situation that’s worthy of teasing. Quite hilarious, when not in the midst of it.” A smile pulled at her lips. Despite her mild sense of embarrassment from talking about her private life at all, Karak had a way of putting her at ease. “I guess I’m just a little surprised that you’re taking it so well.”

      “How did you expect me to take it?” he asked, walking a bit closer to her. Close enough that she began to smell that scent of spice and smoke that clung to his leathers.

      “I’m not sure. It’s very… sudden, isn’t it? I’ve never done such a thing before, and I barely know any of you.” She frowned at that, uncertainty setting in. “I felt a connection with Wesley, but perhaps… I don’t know.”

      She didn’t want to admit that this had come after days of her wallowing because of Desmond’s very firm rejection of who she was and what she’d become—for him. She didn’t want to think that she was just using Wesley to make herself feel better, as some sort of consolation prize. She didn’t feel like that was the case, but perhaps he did. Perhaps he’d resigned himself to it and now expected that from her.

      Perhaps Karak saw all of it as desperation, too. Meant to be scoffed at, or perhaps just pitied.

      “I don’t think it’s sudden at all. Our hearts—or at the very least, our bodies—often know what we want, well before the rest of us catches up. It’s not wrong of you to simply own up to your desires, Rhia.”

      His voice was a deep, smooth rumble that fell over her in a soothing wave. He stepped closer yet again and she could feel the warmth of his body. It was so tempting to press against him, let herself be folded into his arms, but what would he think of her? What would Wesley think of her, if she allowed herself that comfort after being with him?

      This wasn’t how it was supposed to work. Things had been clear when it was only Desmond she wanted. Now, they were muddled and impossible for her to decipher.

      “It’s also not uncommon among Dark Ladies and their guardians. In such situations, a bond often forms. Deep and impossible to resist. Their destinies are twined together, and so it’s only natural that they would share more than just fate.”

      Every word, every syllable he spoke was resonant in her mind and her body. They pulsed through her, making her all too aware of the fact that he was still coming closer, bit by bit. And she wasn’t backing away from him, nor did she have any desire to do so.

      “I suppose that makes sense,” she said, trying to hide the fine tremor in her voice as she looked up at him and into those bright amber eyes that were fixed on her like a predator might be fixed on its prey. He looked as if he might devour her whole at any moment, and Rhia wasn’t sure she minded. “A Dark Lady growing close to one of her guardians. …Just one, right?”

      It was a safer way to wade into her true question, to test the waters and determine if she was some kind of degenerate for feeling as she did. He would tell her that yes, of course, it was only one guardian, and she would force herself to get a grip on these forbidden desires. But he wasn’t looking at her like someone who thought she had… alternative tastes. A slow smile spread across his lips, drawing Rhia’s focus to them.

      “That’s probably true of some Dark Ladies, but not the ones I’ve come across.” He stepped so close that he was nearly touching her, and Rhia had to stop herself from reaching out. Especially when his hand came up, making the promise of a touch that never came when he grabbed the cross-brace of the ballista behind her instead, giving her a view of the thick, corded muscles that made up his forearm. “A Dark Lady can’t function with just one guardian. She needs all of them to have her different needs met.”

      Rhia couldn’t catch her breath. In fact, she was fairly certain she forgot how to breathe for several long moments. “Because of her powers and what she needs to accomplish.”

      He didn’t answer. His lips just remained pulled into a subdued, seductive smile, the tip of one tusk peeking out. Immediately she was drawn back to the thoughts she’d had en route to Ebonhold, when she’d wondered what those tusks would feel like if he kissed her. She could find out. If she was reading him right, he wouldn’t be averse to it.

      But what if she was wrong?

      “Rhia.” Her name was a deep, inviting rumble in his throat, and she would have gladly listened to him say it that way again and again. “I’m not bothered by you and Wesley. I am a little jealous, but only because he got to experience you first, when we’ve all ached to do so since the day we met you.”

      She sucked in a breath, holding it there until her lungs burned. She wanted to provide some witty retort, some saucy remark that would help her feel on even-keel with this man, but she couldn’t manage it. He was in complete control of this moment and what happened. It should have frightened her, but she trusted him. Not only to keep her from harm, but to give her what she wanted.

      “I don’t mind sharing,” he said in a near-purr, his breath warm against her lips. “Watching you straddle Wesley, I would’ve given anything to be a part of that. Kissing you. Touching you. Teasing your clit while he fucked you…”

      She let out a whimper that was completely beyond her control. Her body felt like it was on fire and in danger of melting into a useless puddle. She couldn’t help being aroused and utterly transfixed by his words, by the thought of both men being with her, their attentions put toward bringing her to climax again and again.

      “So.” His lips were a breath away from hers, the words practically spoken against her mouth. “I hope you’ll consider me, because I intend to fight for you.”

      She clutched at him, grabbed at the leather strap that was held tight across his chest right as Karak finally closed that agonizingly small distance and kissed her. His mouth was hard against hers, the impression of his tusks pressing against her lips, snagging just like teeth might. A shudder overtook Rhia as she gave herself over to it, to him, his strong tongue plunging into her mouth with no reservation. Large arms came around her, pulling her against his hard body, and she moaned into his mouth as she felt the hard ridge of his erection press insistently against her.

      The longer he kissed her, the more she expected to lose all sense of herself; to be caught up in the frenzy of desire again. But Karak controlled the pace of the kiss, slowing it gradually until it became a sensual exploration of mouths, tongues, and teeth. There was something shockingly intimate about it, every detail present in her mind, given time to be fully savored as she just enjoyed the kiss for what it was.

      So much so that when he pulled back, she didn’t feel as though she’d been left wanting. Oh, she would have gladly taken more, but she could find no fault in that kiss as it stood.

      And she didn’t feel guilty about enjoying it. She felt strangely empowered. Liberated, as if a new world had been unlocked to her.

      “As I said, Lady,” Karak’s voice still held a husky edge, his amber eyes darkened by desire. “I hope you’ll consider me.”

      He turned, leaving her there, her whole body still tingling from the encounter. The smallest smirk tugged at her lips as she reached up to touch them, feeling the slightest hint of bruising from his tusks.

      She knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that there was no chance of her being able to forget that kiss, or the words that accompanied it.
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      Tanris’ information-gathering spree lasted longer than he thought it would.

      He’d known the four of them were sending him to the four corners of the earth—or at least the northern part of it—but he’d hoped to barter for a few more direct rides to get where he needed to be. That or send someone else to find the information and cover more ground than just going in himself. But his associates had proved unreliable and merchants were less and less likely to offer him safe passage. He couldn’t imagine why.

      Fortunately, Tanris never left a job unfinished, and these in particular were too valuable to ignore. There was a price associated with each, a favor he knew he could call in at will. Because he hadn’t just learned requested information and left it at that. Of course not. He’d discovered enough to make each of the Dark Lady’s guardians sweat a bit. That way if they refused to honor their end of the bargain Tanris was so graciously allowing them, he’d have some recourse.

      And even if he’d miscalculated and they weren’t as desperate for information as he assumed, there was still the matter of buying the Dark Lady’s trust. She was a curious sort, to be sure. It hadn’t occurred to her to threaten him and demand he do these things as a show of loyalty. He’d built upon her guardians’ suggestion, and Tanris hoped it would pay off. Quite literally. He needed that money to make sure his mother didn’t have to live the way she’d been living for over thirty years now.

      If there was a bit extra to buy him a fine ship, then so be it.

      Arriving at Ebonhold in the late afternoon, having spent the previous night at the inn near the crossroads some distance away, Tanris immediately noticed the changes in the keep. The lands surrounding it were tended, no longer overgrown with brambles and weeds. The fortress itself was repaired, not guarded by a palisade but a sturdy stone wall, along with a trench that was charred pitch black, embers smoldering away as an overgrown lizard skulked through it. There were people around, too. Orcs and gnolls, which certainly wasn’t an unusual set for a Dark Lady to acquire. As he rode into the outer bailey, though, Tanris noticed that they seemed to be living there, not merely visiting.

      An interesting tactic. It wasn’t unwise to have one’s allies close by, especially if Rhia was planning on building an army. For his part, Tanris took note of the ones that seemed to have the most power. Those who claimed leadership roles often had a certain presence about them, and he identified an older orc woman and a gnoll shaman who seemed to have importance in their clans. Two more people who would owe him favors eventually, if he played his cards right.

      “Couldn’t make it to the window this time, thief?”

      Tanris turned to face the owner of a deep, masculine voice, a smile curving the rogue’s lips. The paladin—former paladin, he’d learned—strode up to him as if he were in charge of the entire affair. He really was a handsome sort, those piercing green eyes making Tanris wonder what it would be like to be pinned by them in a more intimate setting. Perhaps while he was on his knees, with Liam barking orders, tugging him around by the hair, gripping the back of his head to hold him where he wanted him.

      A delicious thought, and Tanris licked his lips, his cock making its interest known. “Thief, is it? I’ll have you know I haven’t stolen anything at all, good paladin. Besides a few hearts, and a few more sets of knickers, if you must know.”

      He winked at the man, amused by the fact that a muscle in his face twitched just so, betraying an interest. It was something to pursue later. For now, there was business to attend to.

      “I didn’t think we’d see you here again,” Liam said, stopping before Tanris’ mottled gelding.

      He dismounted, loosening the straps of the saddlebags and bringing them with him in lieu of a pack. “And yet, here I am. Where is your lovely lady? I have some things I need to discuss with her.”

      “Inside,” the oathbreaker said in what was little more than a grunt of acknowledgment.

      “What a thorough assessment. I’ll definitely be able to find her with such crystal clear instructions.”

      “If you think I’m letting you roam free in the keep, you’re deeply mistaken. Smartass.”

      Tanris gave the man a wolfish grin, turning around as if he were a player strutting about on stage. “And here I didn’t think you’d noticed my ass. It is rather smart, isn’t it?”

      He put a hand back there for emphasis, and to see if he could rattle the former-paladin any further. The sharp intake of breath—subtle, but more than noticeable to Tanris—was enough of a reward, and he behaved himself for the rest of the walk. As tempting as it was to try and taunt the man into action, he could just as easily end up with the wrong kind of sword at his throat.

      So he followed like a good little dog, letting Liam lead him to a clean and spacious library that was currently occupied by the Dark Lady and her warlock associate. As soon as the man saw him, his interest was caught. Blue eyes met Tanris’ brown ones, and he smiled encouragingly at the warlock.

      Oh, I know what you want. You’re not getting it just yet, though.

      “Tanris,” Rhia said, rising from an overstuffed chair. “I have to say, after the first week, I didn’t expect you back.”

      “Thorough information-gathering takes time, Lady. But I’m hurt you didn’t have faith in my abilities,” he said, clutching his chest.

      She dismissed his theatrics with a shake of her head. “You have information for us, then?”

      “I do,” he said simply, Wesley’s rapt interest not escaping his notice.

      “Let’s talk it over in the war room. We can grab Karak on the way there,” she said, smoothing down the skirt of a flowing black gown, as if the fabric needed any help clinging to her luscious figure.

      Oh, to be that silk hanging off her hips right now. It was almost a painful sight to behold, especially when Rhia walked past him, her shapely rump snug against the fabric. He made no move to restrain his gaze as it lingered, watching her ass pull the fabric tight, then slacken it again with every step she took. His hands itched to reach out and touch her, but despite all flirtatious remarks to the contrary, he wasn’t that type of man. When he touched her, it would be because she begged him to do it.

      The same was true for any of them, though in Liam’s case he suspected that might come from being thrown against a wall at any moment. The oathbreaker’s emerald gaze bore into him, hard and furious and possessive all at once. Curious for a guardian to feel as if he had sole rights to a Dark Lady. That wasn’t going to work out especially well for him.

      “Keep your eyes where they belong, thief,” Liam growled, walking close enough so that Tanris could hear without alerting Rhia.

      “And where is that, exactly? Would you prefer I look at you instead?”

      “I’d prefer you look at the inside of a dungeon, and if you keep pressing your luck, I may get my wish.”

      Tanris flashed him a brilliant grin, the quip on the tip of his tongue. He wouldn’t have minded playing with manacles so long as Liam was around to act as dungeon guard. He could tell the man expected him to say something to that effect. He was watching Tanris like a hawk. But the rogue simply smiled, keeping his mouth shut. What was the point of being outrageous if one couldn’t also defy expectations from time to time?

      As they walked, Rhia poked her head out of one of the entryways, calling for Karak who’d been in the training yard. A treat for all involved, as the half-orc jogged to reach them, his naked torso shining with sweat. This place really was entirely too distracting, and even Tanris saw the need to rein his thoughts in as the five of them made their way to the war room.

      That, it seemed, was just as sparse as the last time he’d been. “No renovations on this room?”

      “None needed,” Rhia explained, moving to stand on the opposite side of the table. “We aren’t planning a war.”

      “Fair enough,” Tanris sat with a shrug, dropping uninvited into one of the sparse few chairs around the table.

      A table he lifted his boots onto. No need for war, no need to respect the war table, clearly. He could feel Liam’s and Karak’s eyes on him, narrowing, but Rhia just snorted under her breath.

      “How much of your time are you going to spend posturing like a peacock?” she asked, an amused glint in her eyes. “I’d like to know so I can be sure to ignore you until you say something worthwhile.”

      That earned a genuine grin. Tanris sat up in a more respectful fashion, dipping his head to her. “A Lady’s time is valuable. I would hate to impose. Consider the cockery momentarily suspended.”

      “Somehow I doubt that,” Liam muttered, his arms folding over his chest.

      He winked at the man, but didn’t rise to the obvious bait. Instead he hefted his saddlebags on to the unused war table and began to undo the snaps. “I’m sure you’re all eager to know what I’ve been up to, but I’m afraid it’s only right that the Lady goes first. Sad to say, Rhia, you likely already know what I’m about to tell you.”

      His gaze flickered toward her in time to see the frown, her eyes downcast. “I’m sure I do.”

      “Your Desmond has been inducted into the Noble Order of the Holy Blade. Inducted and fast-tracked to knight, in fact. It seems he brought some valuable information straight to the guild, though I was unable to determine what. They keep their secrets locked up tighter than a cloistered maiden’s virtue.”

      Liam’s gaze narrowed. “It could be anything, knowing the Holy Blade.”

      Tanris tsked. “Wait your turn, oathbreaker. We’ll get to you in just a moment.”

      He pulled out a scroll case and passed it across the table to Rhia. Long, elegant fingers grasped it, breaking the seal that Tanris had thoughtfully reapplied after breaking it himself a week ago.

      “I intercepted this correspondence. It should give you some idea as to the kind of marching orders your handsome friend is under.”

      She scanned the missive and Tanris “read” along in his mind, recalling the words as though he’d just finished looking at the scroll himself. One of the benefits of having such a keen memory when it came to recalling words and images.

      “He’s leading a unit that’s looking for Relics of Belisan. Do you know what those are?” she looked to Tanris first, then when he shook his head, her gaze moved to each guardian in turn.

      “Holy relics,” Liam explained. “They’re prized by paladins, used to cast out evil.”

      Lines creased into the Lady’s forehead, marring her features with worry. She carefully rolled the letter and returned it to the scroll case. “This is helpful, Tanris. Thank you.”

      “Of course,” he said, giving as theatrical a bow as he could manage while seated. “I’m only sorry I couldn’t get the information to you sooner, before you ran into him.”

      “And why is that?” Karak asked. “It’s very strange to me that you were able to intercept this, but could not warn the Lady about it.”

      “If you don’t think couriers departing to the southern lands are shaken down by every official imaginable, you’re mistaken,” Tanris said with a wry smile. “It would’ve never reached you. And yes, I certainly could have brought the information in person, but I’d already moved on by the time I received that missive. To a subject that will interest you, I’m sure.”

      His gaze settled on Karak and he felt a tug of satisfaction as the half-orc’s gruff features betrayed his interest. He didn’t ask for the information directly, but Tanris could guess it was only a matter of time before he made his impatience known. Reaching into his saddlebags once more, he pulled out a signed, authorized slip of paper, but kept it on his side of the table for now.

      “The man who attacked your clan? His name is Venrik. He has a bit of a reputation in the guild. They call him the Butcher, and for good reason. Some say he indulges in… well, best not to make mention of that,” he said dismissively.

      The green of Karak’s skin turned a more sickly shade before taking on a red hue, his amber eyes blazing. “I certainly wouldn’t.”

      “Someone likely tipped him off. He hopped the first ship to Cital.”

      The half-orc swore, and Rhia’s brow arched as she looked at him. “Is that far?”

      “Far and nigh unreachable,” Wesley said, frowning. “You need special papers to even book passage. It’s locked down to all but the wealthiest merchants and artisans.”

      “Or those with the ability to steal from the wealthiest merchants and artisans,” Tanris said, handing over the paper without ceremony.

      Karak took it, looking it over before he turned his surprised gaze to the rogue. “This would get me there?”

      “I doubt it will get you there specifically, but one of your human companions? Absolutely.”

      He nodded, his fingers moving almost reverently over the seal. “It’s a start. Thank you.”

      “As soon as we can spare the trip, we’ll help you track him down, Karak,” Rhia promised, her voice soft and soothing.

      The brutish man seemed to melt under that attention, and Tanris could understand why. If she was inclined to speak to him that way, he might melt, as well. Alas, he had other matters to take care of and couldn’t be curled up at the Dark Lady’s feet when Ebonhold was sieged.

      “Now we come to you,” he said, nodding at Liam. “Your Knight-Commander keeps better hold of her papers than most, I must say. But she may soon find herself in absence of something more valuable.”

      He produced an iron key seemingly from nowhere, and the oathbreaker surprised him by nearly lunging for it. Tanris pulled the item away, and Liam’s momentum had him nearly toppling over the chair. His hand clutched for the table, and he was brought face to face with Tanris for a moment that was far too brief.

      Still the rogue grinned like the cat who’d swallowed the canary. “How very savage you are. Didn’t those paladins teach you manners?”

      “Give me that key,” he growled.

      “Liam,” Rhia scolded him, something which caused Tanris no end of amusement.

      Naturally, he seemed immune to her commanding tone. Perhaps he wasn’t always, but right now, Tanris could see there was nothing that would sway his interest from the key.

      “I’m curious, Liam. What is it that you want with the Knight-Commander? Do you intend to blackmail her? Usurp her position and take your place as leader of the Holy Blade?”

      Liam scoffed, his gaze hardening. “The Holy Blade can hang for all I care. Now give me that key, thief.”

      “What will you give me for it?” he asked, pursing his lips.

      “You didn’t make anyone else pay upfront for what you’ve given so far,” Rhia protested, wisely realizing that just because he hadn’t done it yet, didn’t mean he had no plans to do so.

      “The information I gathered for you and Karak wasn’t that difficult to obtain. A few greased palms, a bit of surveillance. This, however…” He turned the key in his fingers, the light glinting off of it.

      “Name your price,” Liam said through clenched teeth.

      Tanris arched a brow, meeting the oathbreaker’s challenging gaze with one of his own. When Liam didn’t look away, he smiled. “A favor, to be called in at a later time. One that won’t be… insignificant, shall we say, but won’t put your life in danger, or that of your companions.”

      “Liam, you—”

      “Deal,” he said, cutting Rhia off and reaching out to snatch the key from Tanris’ hand.

      He might have thought Liam was a thief of some renown himself for how quickly he was able to pocket the key, making it disappear before everyone’s eyes. Of course Tanris understood why he would want to. One didn’t target the Knight-Commander of a holy order without having some skeletons in their closet.

      “You know, I shouldn’t take you at your word, considering,” Tanris mused. “But I’m feeling generous. Generous, and exhausted. Would you mind if I stayed at your lovely keep overnight?”

      “Are you toying with me?” came Wesley’s predictable question before Rhia could answer his request.

      He lazily turned his attention toward the warlock, finding piercing blue eyes fixed on him. The man looked as though he was imagining casting out dark tendrils of energy, wrapping them around Tanris’ neck, and squeezing until he choked. Something that Tanris’ cock shouldn’t respond to, but alas.

      “Hm?”

      “I sent you to find information, as well. Important information that I need. You’ve given everyone else what they’ve asked for, yet you withhold my request from me.”

      “Don’t play games, Tanris,” Rhia said, her tone almost protective. Interesting. “If you have something to share, share it.”

      “I’m afraid I don’t.” He waited a beat, observing the expected response. “What? It’s really as simple as that. The information I gathered isn’t worth sharing yet.” His lips twitched. “Not to worry. I’ll be making an extra special trip just for you.”

      He would, and sooner than Wesley realized. The crestfallen look on the warlock’s features very nearly made Tanris give up the game, but the man would thank him later. This wasn’t information that needed to be shared in polite company. He hadn’t lied, per se.

      “Before I do that, though, I really need to rest. Are we saying yes to the room, my lady?” he turned his brown eyes on Rhia and batted his long lashes.

      Rhia sighed, running a hand over her mouth. “Yes. Of course you can stay until you’re rested enough to travel. But I expect you to find the information you promised Wesley before we strike any kind of accord.”

      “Of course,” he said, rising to his feet and giving an exaggerated bow. “As soon as I’m rested, it will be done. For now, if you wouldn’t mind showing me to my room?” His eyes glinted in the torchlight. “I’d ask you to join me, but I’m a bit too tired to perform adequately. You understand.”

      Her cheeks flamed, and three pairs of eyes burned a hole straight through Tanris. Possessive all, it seemed. As amusing as it was to taunt them and try to rile them all up, Tanris knew very well he’d have a visitor tonight.

      It just wouldn’t be Rhia.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 23

        

      

    
    
      Some part of Wesley knew he was playing into the rogue’s game. Those meaningful looks, the careful way he’d chosen his words, he was positive there was more to this than Tanris let on. And like a cat toying with a mouse, he’d drawn out the process as much as possible, blocking off all other avenues so Wesley had little choice but to scurry past his waiting claws to get to the cheese.

      At this point, though, he’d take the hit to his pride. Tanris knew something about Emma. He had to. And Wesley would pay any price to find out; to ensure she was safe and somewhere no one could ever hurt her again. If that meant begging, humbling himself before the crass rogue, then he would do it. If it meant sinking to his knees and offering… favors as payment, he would do that, as well.

      A flush stole through Wesley’s body as he considered it. He’d tried to ignore the hungry looks Tanris gave him and the way those glances made him feel, just as he’d tried to ignore the reaction he had to Liam. It’d always been a part of him, and a part he’d even indulged in at the academy. But there were certain boundaries that didn’t need to be crossed here. He was to serve Rhia, first and foremost. If there was to be something between them, he didn’t want to give in to his base desires.

      Even if he’d already imagined Karak joining them. And Liam. And Tanris.

      Should the rogue require that of him, though, he wasn’t going to fight it. He’d enjoy it. He knew he would, and he wasn’t ashamed by that fact. Whatever it took, he would do for Emma’s sake. Any enjoyment he got out of it was secondary.

      So secondary that he forced it out of his mind as he crept down the hall, keeping the shadows pulled around him to dampen his steps. Rhia and the other guardians were asleep, with Karak’s clan now serving as guards to keep watch. It was easy enough for him to walk down the hall to the guest wing where Tanris was staying. Easy to slide a tendril of dark energy into the keyhole, wrapping around to unstick the lock. He stepped into the room under cover of darkness and searched, expecting the rogue might be waiting for him, that same smirk on his lips.

      But he wasn’t lounging on the couch, nor did he have his boots propped up on the table. He wasn’t on the bed, either. It looked as if he’d never been, the bedding untouched. The hairs on the back of Wesley’s neck stood on end, his instinct alerting him to danger, but it was too late.

      He whirled to find Tanris right there, so close their bodies were nearly touching. A wry smile pulled at his lips and this close, Wesley caught the scent of leather and clove oil. His heart pounded, expecting to find a dagger leveled at his throat or perhaps stabbed into his kidney, but Tanris presented neither option.

      “You’re surprisingly sneaky,” he noted, his voice as smooth as warmed honey. “Have you considered a career in thievery?”

      “You wanted my attention,” Wesley said, fighting to keep his voice steady. “You’ve got it. Now what did you find out?”

      Tanris tsked, his lips parted just so, giving Wesley a glimpse of his curled tongue. “So abrupt! Don’t tell me you have no appreciation for foreplay.”

      “Not when it comes to this,” he said carefully.

      Tanris stepped past him and Wesley allowed himself to breathe again, trying to calm the rapid pounding of his heart. The rogue knew exactly what he was doing, and he took his time walking over to the bed, making a show of going through his pack. He retrieved a bottle and two earthenware cups, bringing the lot to the table.

      “Share a drink with me, and I’ll tell you,” he said, starting to pour.

      Wesley kept his eyes on the rogue at all times, looking for any sleight of hand that might occur. But the sense that typically protected him from danger—one of Aeredus’ measures, he assumed—didn’t alert him to anything strange. He took the cup he was offered, sniffed it, then tasted. A fairly expensive wine, judging from the flavor. Strawberry, perhaps. Not common to this area.

      “Sit!” Tanris beckoned, taking a seat at the small table, his legs held in a relaxed pose that would have been rather lewd had he not been wearing trousers.

      Wesley did sit, though there was still a tension in his body. He would do what needed to be done, but he didn’t plan to let himself become trapped here. Or tricked. “What do you want for it?”

      “For what? The pleasure of your company? That is its own reward, don’t you think?”

      His jaw clenched, a muscle twitching as he ground his teeth together. He could endure the flirtatious remarks, the thinly veiled innuendo, but he wasn’t about to waste time with this particular game.

      “You know what I mean, Tanris. What do you want for the information on Emma?”

      “I was hoping for a thank you, to start. You were so eager to hear it in front of your lady and the others, yet I wonder if that’s something you truly want.”

      “She knows the truth of it,” Wesley said, his gaze casting down to the wine. He lifted it to his lips and took a more generous sip. “But I do appreciate the discretion. I… wasn’t thinking.”

      “Discretion is my middle name, of course,” Tanris said, his fingers tapping soundlessly along his own cup. “Now, the information you requested. I’m afraid it isn’t good news.”

      Wesley’s breath hitched and he stared at Tanris, waiting. To his credit, the rogue sat a bit straighter and appeared to give the matter the attention it deserved.

      “It seems she’s been implicated in Lord Tremont’s murder.”

      “What?!” That single word was said louder than anything else Wesley had uttered, his disbelief palpable. “That’s impossible. I made sure the blame wouldn’t fall on her.”

      “Well, something spooked the authorities,” Tanris reflected, swishing his wine in his cup. “Either that or—more likely—someone paid them to look her way. Did Lord Tremont keep other wards?”

      “No, but his wife was never fond of Emma,” he said bitterly.

      “A more direct answer than I would have guessed, but it makes sense. She had the chance to punish the young woman her husband lusted after, so she took it. I’ve seen it a thou—”

      “She wasn’t ‘the young woman’ Lord Tremont lusted after,” Wesley said, a growl tearing from him. “She was practically his slave, taken from her home and forced to do whatever he bade lest his men kill our father.”

      Tanris’ brows lifted just so. “No mention of that when I went searching, though I can see why.”

      “Where is she now? Are they holding her somewhere? Surely they’re going to have a trial.”

      Wesley couldn’t think straight, every notion colliding with the next. He never imagined they could pin the murder on Emma. She wasn’t a sorceress. She didn’t even have the latent talent for it. But of course the wealthy didn’t need facts on their side to accuse those who were less privileged. Just noting that Emma’s brother had studied at the academy would be enough—along with a sizable donation—to turn the heads of the guards. They’d have a harder time forcing it through to execution on that “evidence” alone, but he had no doubt Lady Tremont could expedite the process were she feeling especially spiteful.

      I should have killed her, too.

      It was a thought that chilled him to the core, yet he didn’t regret it. What he regretted was leaving any loose ends. He should have known better. He’d condemned himself in that moment. Honestly, he’d condemned himself the moment he’d taken up with Aeredus. There was no reason to proceed in half-measures.

      “She’s being held for trial by the local paladin order, the Guardians of the Rose. Lady Tremont will testify, of course, and I’m sure grease a number of palms behind the scenes.”

      “If she hasn’t already,” Wesley murmured. “When’s the trial being held?”

      “At week’s end.”

      Tanris gave him a knowing look, not bothering to question Wesley when he suddenly drained his cup and stood. “Whatever you want in exchange for this information, I’ll—”

      “I know you will,” the rogue said.

      But where Wesley might have expected a teasing grin or an innuendo-laden taunt, he received a rather solemn look that caught him off guard. Tanris studied him in the flickering candlelight, and he regarded the man in turn. There was something in his eyes that for just a moment spoke of more than this superficial impression of a person he pretended to be. A pain there that Wesley felt on a visceral level, knowing instantly it was much like his own.

      “What would you like me to tell her?” Tanris asked, that mask firmly in place once more. “When she finds you gone, she’ll look to me for answers.”

      He nearly gaped at the man, trying to recover despite the knowledge that Tanris could read him far better than he liked. Was he that obvious, or was the rogue merely gifted with so much insight? He couldn’t tell, and he didn’t have time to figure it out. He needed to pack and get ready to leave. He’d have to ride through the night to put enough distance between himself and Rhia.

      Because while he knew she would help him if he asked, he wasn’t willing to put her in that kind of danger. Not for something he’d done before even meeting her. It was his mess to clean up, his sister to save, and he would handle it on his own. Tie up some of those loose ends, even if it meant he never returned from Platsia.

      “Tell her I’m sorry,” Wesley said before turning toward the door.

      Tanris made no move to stop him, and so he returned to his room, packed his things, and prepared to leave Ebonhold with no hope of ever returning.
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      Rhia stared up at the vaulted ceiling in her chambers, wrestling with her own emotions.

      Something wasn’t right. She’d been restless all night, unsettled by something she couldn’t name. The only answer she could come up with was that it was something to do with Wesley. He’d been so distraught when Tanris had nothing for him, and understandably so. Every day that passed without word of his sister must be torture for him.

      It’d been torture for her, not knowing what’d become of Desmond. She almost preferred it that way now, but at least she had an answer. Wesley wasn’t given the same kind of closure, and she knew it must be eating away at him.

      But they hadn’t had a chance to speak much since their time together. He’d kept his distance, focusing on his research, and she’d made certain Ebonhold was fit to house those who’d come to live and work there. There was an awkwardness that existed and she wondered if it was because of Karak.

      Of course Wesley would have been embarrassed by the half-orc’s voyeurism. Perhaps he thought he had competition, in which case… he was right, in a sense. She needed to tell him that she’d kissed Karak, needed him to understand that she didn’t regret it, nor did she regret what she’d done with him. But it always seemed like the wrong time. Maybe it was always going to seem like the wrong time. Maybe she needed to suck it up and make time if she truly wanted to set things on a path toward… what, exactly?

      Her past sexual experiences—if they could even be called that—were not of her choosing. Men had thought themselves entitled to her body, touching her in ways she’d never consented to. She’d never fully given herself over to another person. She’d wanted to with Desmond, but Wesley was the first one who’d brought her to climax. The first time she’d come without the assistance of her own hand.

      She would have done more with him. Gladly. He would have been the first to properly fuck her, too, and again she didn’t feel ashamed over it. There was a trust and connection there borne of similar experiences, and she had no reason not to indulge. But did it mean anything more? Was he just someone to warm her bed?

      In her heart, Rhia suspected that wasn’t true, but she didn’t know him well enough to call it anything else. Maybe it could grow into something more. She was willing to give it a chance, so long as he didn’t get testy about her… desires. Even if she never acted on them beyond a kiss and some very lovely dreams, she didn’t want to deal with jealousy from any of them.

      All those thoughts tossed through her head, making it impossible for Rhia to sleep. She rose after the futile attempt, putting on her dressing gown and running a comb through her hair before braiding it in a plait that went halfway down her back. Walking the hall, she found one of the orcs on duty, guarding the wing as she’d asked. He gave her a silent nod and Rhia nodded back, holding her head high as she very clearly stole away to someone else’s room.

      “Wesley?” she whispered, shutting the door behind her. “Are you awake?”

      Her eyes slowly adjusted, telling her what her instincts had already figured out. He wasn’t there. Evidently he’d been there at some point because the bed was a bit rumpled, but he wasn’t there now. Perhaps the library. She knew he liked to spend a great deal of time in there.

      She started toward the door when something caught her attention. Or rather, the lack of something caught her attention. Wesley’s things. He had a pack with scroll cases and components that he almost always brought with him, and a pouch of reagents he normally kept on the table.

      Neither were there.

      He probably just took them with him to the library, she told herself, but the words rang hollow in her mind.

      Closing her eyes, Rhia reached out with her magic to try and detect him. At first, she wasn’t sure what she was even looking for. Footprints weren’t going to help. He’d obviously been all over this room, and there was no telling how long ago he’d stepped out.

      But perhaps she could see something else. Concentrating, she imagined standing in this very spot and watching as Wesley reached for his pack. He appeared there, in the space her mind had created, his figure outlined in hazy purple. Her magic was working.

      Keeping a tight grasp on it, she watched the scene unfold before her. He grabbed clothing from the bureau, stuffed coins into his pouch, packed hastily, with no regard for the mental checklists she suspected he was used to making. As she watched, the image of Wesley slung the pack over one shoulder, tied the pouch at his belt, and moved toward the door.

      He hesitated there, his gaze lingering on the writing desk. A piece of paper sat atop it, a pen resting nearby. Shaking his head, Wesley left the room and didn’t look back.

      The image faded from Rhia’s consciousness, leading her to make her way to the writing desk and search the sheet of paper that was still there. He hadn’t written anything. He’d been poised to, but had decided against it. That couldn’t mean anything good.

      “What have you done, Wesley?” she whispered aloud, cold dread taking root in her.

      “Something very foolish.”

      Rhia nearly jumped out of her skin, her fingers sparking with magic in a way they hadn’t since she’d become the Dark Lady. She whirled on the intruder, finding Tanris lifted high into the air, a shadowy hand wrapped around his neck, holding him aloft.

      “I’m not averse to rough play, Lady,” he croaked out, rasping, “but we haven’t established any boundaries yet.”

      She waved it away, not thinking about the fact that he was several feet off the ground. Tanris had the grace of a cat, though, and he landed with an ease that defied the wild look in his eyes. His fingers touched his throat, a gesture Rhia thought was made involuntarily, before his usual mask dropped back into place.

      “You know where he is?” she asked, breathless. “Tell me.”

      “I’m afraid I can’t do that,” Tanris said with a sad smile. “I don’t break my promises, you see, and I promised only to relay the message he wished to send, which was that he’s sorry. And he did honestly seem so, if it matters.”

      “You told him something.”

      She was prepared to demand the truth from him, her heart hammering in her chest, a strong dose of panic spiking her blood. But after a moment, she knew.

      “His sister. Something’s happened with his sister. There’s no other reason he’d leave.”

      Tanris’ expression—the barest hint of a sad smile—told her everything she needed to know. But naturally, the rogue decided to elaborate.

      “Well, since you already know, what’s the harm in telling you more? His sister’s being held for the murder of Lord Tremont. The paladins are keeping her, with little time left before her farce of a trial and the execution to follow.”

      Rhia drew in a shuddering breath, her stomach lurching, head spinning as she tried to get her bearings. She needed to leave. He couldn’t be that far ahead. If she rode after him now, maybe she could find his campsite when he stopped.

      “Where are you going?” Tanris called after her as she hurried to the hall.

      “To save my guardian from his own idiocy.”
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* * *

      She gathered only what she would need for a quick trip. Light rations and enough gold to buy a room for a night if need be. Beyond that, Rhia suspected her magic would carry her farther than any material item she could bring.

      As she headed down to the stables, the thought occurred to her that she should really wake up Karak and Liam, and possibly bribe Tanris into coming along, too. The rogue hadn’t seemed eager to stop her, though, and she didn’t necessarily want her other two guardians involved in Wesley’s personal business.

      She’d just find him and bring him back, hopefully before anyone else woke. He couldn’t have gotten that far. Worst case, it might be a day, and while she had no doubt the others would come looking for her, that was a bridge she could cross if she needed to.

      Leading the mare she’d grown fond of out of the stables and heading to fetch tack, she only belatedly realized she should use her magic to dampen the sound of her leaving and perhaps hide the tracks. She focused, closed her eyes, and imagined it so. But before she could complete the spell, she felt the presence of another.

      Her eyes opened to see Liam standing there, silent as a church mouse, yet still managing to judge her without saying a word. Until he did.

      “Going somewhere?”

      “For a ride,” she said dismissively, moving past him. “I’m restless. I thought I could clear my head.”

      He looked to her state of dress, a coat thrown over her gown for protection from the dust and dirt of the road, then at the pack she hadn’t managed to conceal from him.

      “I haven’t been out of the order that long, Rhia. I can still spot a liar with ease. So. Where are you going?”

      She ignored him, fitting the bridle on her horse’s snout. The mare jostled a little, moving beneath her, her ears flicking to the sides before she calmed. “That’s my concern, not yours.”

      She all but parroted the same thing he’d said to her several times in the past. It didn’t escape his notice. He let out a snort, but still Rhia pressed on, going for one of the lightweight saddles. She didn’t need to weigh the mare down tonight, not when speed was the goal.

      Rhia half expected Liam to put himself in her way, but she found the path to her horse clear. Looking around the stables, she realized it was only because Liam had retrieved his own horse. The gelding he walked out nipped at Rhia’s mare, whickering in low tones.

      “What are you—”

      “I said I would accompany you, didn’t I?”

      “This isn’t a diplomacy mission, it’s…” Rhia stopped herself before admitting it was a rescue mission. “It’s none of your business what it is, Liam. Go back inside. That’s an order.”

      He actually laughed at that, the mocking tone grating at her already frayed nerves. “You might be able to command me to do a great many things, princess, but you’re not going to order me to go to bed. You’re not my mother.”

      Rhia growled, her frustration bubbling over. She didn’t have time for this. “Get out of my way before I make you.”

      He glared at her, green eyes flashing with something dangerous. Rhia didn’t look away, refusing to back down. She wasn’t going to crumble before this man. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction, especially when Wesley needed her. Liam stared back at her, and she felt as though she was having a contest of wills with a raging bull. But slowly, something in his eyes changed. There was… concern in them. Genuine concern, so potent that it knocked Rhia completely off course.

      “Something’s wrong,” he said, his tone matching his eyes. “Tell me, Rhia. I can help.”

      She opened her mouth, stammering out something unintelligible. She hadn’t wanted Liam or Karak to know—especially Liam—but she felt compelled to say something. Especially since she was out of her depth here. She didn’t know these lands, nor did she have any idea how to get to Platsia from here.

      “Wesley received word of… someone important to him,” she deflected, not wanting to give away his secrets. “He’s heading to Platsia, and I need to get to him before he does something stupid.”

      Liam’s expression hardened a bit, his jaw tightening. “It’s clearly too late for that.”

      “Yes. Well.” Whatever she’d seen in Liam’s eyes was gone now, and she wasn’t in the mood for his normal, judgmental self. “Now you know, and since I’m sure you don’t care, just let me leave and I’ll bring him back on my own.”

      “Like hell you will,” Liam said, reaching for her arm as she went for the saddle. “I’m not going to let you get yourself killed because our resident warlock doesn’t know how to stay out of trouble. I’ll go.”

      She rolled her eyes, prepared to challenge his bluster. But there was something in his eyes again. Another glimpse of actual, honest concern. This time, she didn’t hesitate to call it out.

      “You’re worried about him.”

      For a moment, everything was there for her to see, laid bare before her very eyes. The profound depth of emotion that existed beneath Liam’s gruff exterior. He was quick to give she and Wesley a hard time, but he obviously cared. She could see it, clear as day. Whatever his issues were with them, Rhia suspected they had the same point of origin. Perhaps they even had something to do with this mysterious past Liam refused to talk about.

      Right now, she supposed it didn’t matter. She’d accept his help so long as it was genuinely offered. He could keep hold of his secrets. She opened her mouth to say that when Liam responded, his lips twisting into a nasty sneer.

      “My only worry is that it might break your poor, fragile heart when he inevitably succumbs to his lust for power and we have to put him down like a dog.”

      Rhia didn’t think about what she was doing, she just did it. Her hand pulled back and connected with the side of his face, a harsh slap ringing through the night, loud enough to startle the horses. His eyes went wide in surprise, his face turned, cheek red from the blow. Fury built inside of her, and she went to shove him, but Liam expected it this time. He grabbed both of her arms and used his body weight to shove her back until she hit the wall of the stables, the wood rattling as he slammed her against it, pinning her arms above her head.

      “Let. Go.” It was a command, through and through, and Rhia felt her powers welling up inside of her, ready to force him to do what she said one way or another.

      But Liam didn’t let her go. Not a moment later, his mouth was crashing to hers with all the fury she’d shown him moments before, a rush of bruising pressure and scraping teeth that sent a shiver of pain through her body. Pain, and a bone-deep pleasure that unfurled within her, heating to an inferno with hardly any provocation at all. She thrashed against him, curled her fingers to try and claw at his hands, but he didn’t relent.

      And Rhia didn’t want him to.

      She could have used her magic, easily. He couldn’t stop her, and one magical shove would have seen him on his ass at best, knocked out on the other side of the yard at worst. But forcing him away from her would have been a temporary, unsatisfying outlet for the fire that burned within.

      Rhia responded to him like a force of nature, arching against him, daring him to pull away. She kissed him fiercely, all of that anger burning into a passion the likes of which she’d never quite felt before. Oh, she’d very much enjoyed kissing Wesley and Karak, and there was no lack of passion there, but the hatred that seethed within her fueled something dark, dangerous, and seductive between her and Liam.

      She bit down on his lip, hard, reveling in the deep groan that rumbled against her. His tongue plunged into her mouth, taking, demanding, and Rhia made her own demands in turn, her leg curling behind him to draw his hard body against hers.

      It was only a matter of time before he let go of her hands. She could feel it, feel that need in him to touch her. Lift her against the stable wall, perhaps. He removed one hand, likely intending to keep her pinned with the other, but Rhia was too quick for that.

      She blasted him backward with a wave of magic, catching him completely off guard. Her whole body burned, her lips tingling, an ache inside of her for more. An ache she would have indulged in, were time not of the essence. Instead she wrapped tendrils of dark magic around his wrists like heavy manacles and pinned him to the opposite wall.

      He was panting as she advanced on him, his eyes dark, pupils dilated. “Admit it,” she demanded in a low voice. “Admit you actually give a damn, and I’ll let you go with me.”

      “Don’t be ri—”

      She leveled a hand at his crotch, dark energy prickling around her. Liam narrowed his gaze and she arched a brow at him. “Admit it.”

      His teeth grated together so hard she could practically feel the pain of it in her own jaw. He looked like a wild animal, intending only to snap and snarl at her from his captivity. But finally he relented, even as his eyes still blazed.

      “Fine. I do give a damn. I don’t want to see you or the warlock get yourselves killed. Are you happy now?”

      Not by a long shot. But Rhia released him just the same, banking the fires that threatened to burn out of control between them. Then she moved to her mare as though nothing were amiss, swung herself into the saddle, and waited for a seething Liam to follow.
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      Even riding through the night, they didn’t manage to catch up to Wesley in time to stop him outright.

      Liam wasn’t exactly surprised. The warlock clearly wanted to make it to Platsia quickly and surreptitiously, and meandering around on a regularly paced horse wasn’t conducive to that plan. The tracks were easy enough to follow, and he stuck to the road at first, but when he veered off, there were trace residues of dark magic clinging to the trail.

      He’d used his magic to speed his horse, or had foregone it entirely in favor of something… else. Every time Wesley’s creatures were around, Liam felt they were as likely to crawl into his soul as follow the warlock’s command. It seemed all too possible he had some kind of beast to ferry him to the city in a timely manner. In his early days in the paladin order, Liam had heard tell of fiery steeds desecrating the earth with every stride. Perhaps it was something like that, since there was a faint smell of sulfur every now and again.

      “We’ve lost the trail, haven’t we?” Rhia asked as they were forced to make camp for the night.

      Curious that she hadn’t foisted the blame on him completely. Liam certainly took it unto himself. He should have known the warlock was planning something like this, even if he didn’t know the extent of it.

      But Rhia hadn’t challenged him since their encounter in the stables, nor had Liam challenged her. Largely because if he did, he was sure he’d end up kissing her again. And this time, he wouldn’t be able to stop until they’d gotten everything they could from one another, which could take hours. They didn’t have that time to spend, so he refrained from baiting her, keeping uncharacteristically quiet throughout the ride.

      “The physical trail, yes. But there are still signs of him. I don’t think we’ll catch up before he makes it to Platsia, though. He’s riding like the hounds of hell are nipping at his heels.”

      Judging from Rhia’s expression, that wasn’t too far off. She wrapped her arms more securely about herself and Liam fed another bundle of sticks to the fire, some foolish, chivalric part of him wanting to offer his cloak, another part of him wanting to offer his bed.

      “Now I wish we’d woken Karak. I’m tempted to go back for him, but it’s too much time lost.”

      “Send a message,” Liam said, laying out his bedroll.

      “Pen and paper weren’t exactly a priority when I packed,” Rhia said, “and as far as you said, we’re nowhere near an inn, thus nowhere near a courier who can take it to him.”

      “Belisan’s grace,” he muttered, feeling a sudden pressure behind his eyes. He reached up to pinch the bridge of his nose. “You’re a sorceress, Rhia. Send him a message.”

      She blinked at him and opened her mouth to fire off a retort, then blushed. “Well. I suppose you have proof of my incompetence now. Congratulations.”

      It was on the tip of his tongue to tease with barbed words like he always did, but Liam bit them back. They tasted so bitter in his mouth, so unsettling. Was this what he’d let himself become? A man who tore others down for sport? It was pathetic. A waste of any of his talents, and so far removed from what he’d once been that he hardly recognized himself.

      Of course, that was the point.

      “I’m going to make sure the blind is secure,” he muttered, pushing himself up and going to check on the horses.

      Rhia’s hesitation was palpable, but eventually he heard her commit a message to the ether. The words were too softly spoken for him to discern, but he heard Karak’s voice answer, and knew the spell had been successful. He’d suffer the blow to his pride if it meant Rhia stayed safe.

      Going back to the camp, Liam prepared to bed down for the night, saying little more. He answered her questions about the layout of these lands and the quickest way to get to Platsia, but that was it. Before long, he had his cloak bunched beneath his head as a makeshift pillow and he tried to sleep despite the worry that nagged at his gut.

      [image: ]
* * *

      They arrived at Platsia with no sign of Karak, Rhia’s messages revealing he was still a day’s ride away, despite powering through one of the nights. The city hadn’t fallen under the menacing shadow of Aeredus’ creatures, so Liam supposed they still had some time to find Wesley, but not as much as he’d like. Not as much as Rhia would like either, apparently.

      “I’d rather wait for Karak, but the more time we give Wesley, the more likely he is to…”

      “Do something incredibly stupid and get himself killed?” he supplied.

      She sucked in a breath, glowering at him. “Do you have to be so tactless every second of every day?”

      “If it means you face reality, then yes, I do,” he growled back, gesturing toward the gates. “Do you know how fortified paladin compounds are? He might be able to plow through a few initiates and some novices, but he’ll have to make it through actual knights to get to his sister. Men and women who’ve been training for years just for the chance to snuff out evil, and he’s brought it right to them.”

      “Wesley is not evil,” she shot back, cutting him off from the rest of his lecture. “He’s… he’s desperate. And afraid.”

      The tremble in her words, the empathy she seemed to feel cut through Liam, deflating the self-righteous fury that built inside of him and replacing it with… nothingness. He felt hollowed out, that black, lonely void looming ever closer. Desperate. Afraid. He was, wasn’t he? When Rhia explained what he was doing—having not been able to keep it from Liam lest they be completely ineffectual in their quest—he’d been surprised, but not as much as he might have expected.

      People went to great lengths when they were desperate. Especially when that desperation concerned someone they loved. And fear? Fear was so often a catalyst for violence, for allowing oneself to succumb to base instincts just to survive. Liam had certainly experienced it. He’d renounced his paladin order because of what it did to him.

      For as much as he suspected Wesley would succumb to the darkness inside of him, he didn’t want to see that happen. Not to anyone, and certainly not to someone who was wielding that power—for now—as a way to stave off fear. He’d soon be confronted with a choice, though, and his desperation would likely be his downfall. Once he got a taste of his full potential, of the gifts Aeredus offered… that would be the end of it.

      And it was the same for Rhia.

      “That’s even worse,” Liam finally said, but argued no further on the subject.

      Instead, he led their horses toward the stable and asked after the location of the paladin order. It wasn’t difficult to spot once they were inside the city proper. The compound was like a fortress in and of itself, with a colossal statue of Belisan at its center, and several towers posted along the walls, their banners hung with the order’s signature rose and shield motif.

      As far as paladin orders went, the Guardians of the Rose were mostly benign. They carried out justice as the behest of the governing lord, protected those who sought their protection, and defended the virtue of maidens from dragons and other such nonsense. Nothing about them screamed corruption to Liam. It would have made this whole ordeal easier if they’d just been dealing with his old order, but that was a door he wasn’t prepared to open just yet. Not without more information.

      “It doesn’t look like there’s been a fight. Maybe he hasn’t made it here yet,” Rhia said, her voice lifting with hope.

      Liam was, yet again, the one to crush it. “Doubtful.”

      He walked the edges of the compound, searching for anything out of place. The back of his neck prickled, hairs standing on end as he sensed dark magic. Sure enough, one of the walls on the far east side—the side exposed to the smallest amount of traffic—was crumbled, someone having obviously scrambled over it.

      “Dammit, Wesley,” Rhia said, some of her own desperation edging into her words.

      “His sister will be in the dungeons, which should be accessible from outside the order proper,” Liam said. “Little chance of us getting there without having a plan in place, though.”

      “Can you pass as one of them?” she asked, looking him up and down, her lips twitching into a frown. “I suppose not, if you don’t have their armor.”

      “I could get a set, but the barracks will be more tightly locked down than—”

      An explosion erupted inside the compound, shaking stones loose from the already damaged wall. He looked to Rhia, lunging for her just seconds too late, his fingers brushing the edge of her sleeve as she hurtled herself over the debris and went running.

      “Are you out of your fucking mind?” he hissed, but followed anyway.

      Of course he followed. He had no choice. Not because he was her guardian, but because he wouldn’t be able to live with himself if she was killed by paladins while he could do something about it.

      Fortunately for her, the ones in the yard were thoroughly distracted by the explosion, the senior paladins running for the order hall. Liam tapped into the senses he still retained, the training he’d had drilled into his head for years, picking up traces of dark magic.

      “This way,” he called, grabbing for Rhia and managing to get hands on her this time.

      He pulled her into a hall, and not a moment too soon. Two paladins went rushing by. Just novices, but Liam wasn’t eager to start a fight here. They’d never make it out of the city alive.

      The hall itself was brightly lit, some kind of outer mess hall where trainees likely congregated for food and drink between sessions. The place was in shambles, tables upended, chairs strewn about the room, plates and cups shattered on the ground.

      And bodies. Several bodies lying motionless on the floor amidst the debris. His heart stopped, coldness overwhelming him. It was already too late. Wesley had killed innocents for the very fact that they were in his way. He was lost.

      “They’re still alive,” Rhia said, kneeling beside one of them, her fingers pressed to his pulse point. “Just knocked out.”

      Knocked out. There wasn’t a warlock alive who would just subdue the people who stood between him and what he wanted. Liam wasn’t even sure he would have done that. If someone was holding his sister, he would have carved a path straight through.

      Which made Wesley a better person than him, apparently. Though that wasn’t much of a feat.

      “There’s probably more where these came from, then,” Liam said, leading her to the end of the hall.

      As they headed into the corridor, there were indeed several more paladins taking the hardest naps of their lives. He and Rhia had to step over them en route to the next. More and more bodies, what seemed like half the Guardians of the Rose strewn throughout the halls as Rhia and Liam followed the path of destruction Wesley had created.

      The sound of jostling plate armor caught his attention and Liam put an arm out to keep Rhia from going past. They were at a junction, the hall beyond stretching to either side, and he would have preferred to just stay out of sight. But the young man who’d come running happened to turn their way, colliding with Liam.

      His brown eyes were wide, his mouth open in what was sure to be a piercing shout that would carry across the courtyard. Liam didn’t allow it. He gripped the man around the neck and pulled him into a headlock, applying just enough pressure until he stopped struggling.

      “Goddess,” Rhia murmured, her face pale as she watched the paladin slump to the ground.

      “He’ll be fine,” Liam said testily, trying not to be too bothered by the bias she was showing.

      Wesley had handled far more people in a similar manner, but because he hadn’t done it in front of her, it was suddenly permissible. A petty thing to be annoyed by, but Liam was not above being petty, even now.

      “Let’s go,” he said, reaching for her hand. “He can’t be far.”

      She let out a yelp when he tugged, but didn’t fight him on it. Would that Liam had time to appreciate how warm her hand was in his and how perfectly it fit in his grasp. If he was given leave to think about that, though, his mind would be quick to think of others things, and none of it was helpful right now.

      They were close to finding Wesley, and the sooner they did that, the sooner they could get out of here.

      “He’s up ahead. I can feel him,” Rhia said, breathless as they made their way through yet another hall.

      He wondered at that, if she’d secretly pacted with the warlock without any of them knowing, but he doubted it. She must just have some gut sense for it. For his part, Liam could sense Wesley as well. Unfortunately, the origin of all that dark energy was currently making its way through a courtyard. Liam could see speckles of sunlight casting in, could hear the sound of boots hitting stone, of swords being drawn, shouts rising in the distance.

      “We’re not going to get out of this unscathed,” he assured her, “and you might not like what you see.”

      He knew he couldn’t have stopped her if he tried. Rhia shook her head and hurried on, Liam following behind, his blade drawn. Little chance of him not having to use it, at this point. The paladins knew where Wesley was, and he wasn’t just going to be able to knock them out one by one.

      Rushing out into the blinding sunlight, Liam was unprepared for what he saw. Wesley had the high ground, having gotten himself up to the parapets while the paladins were still clambering up the stairs. An entity spread its many tentacles over the stones, reaching down, sweeping the whole lot of paladins off their feet and sending them crashing to the ground in a move that would have been comical under different circumstances.

      “I’m only here for one thing,” Wesley called out. “I don’t want to kill any of you, but if you try to stop me again, I’ll do what I must.”

      “Wesley,” Rhia called in a hiss.

      Right as Liam tried in vain to reach her, tell her to absolutely not do that. Because the warlock heard and looked her way, distress filling his features. It wasn’t long, but more than enough time for the sound of crossbows to ring out in the courtyard, bolts flying straight at the warlock. Two hit him, one in the thigh and one in the arm. The shadow creature shimmered, flickering in and out of existence, giving the other paladins a chance to climb up to the top of the wall.

      “No!” Rhia’s voice had force behind it, ringing out loud and clear. It was meant to draw attention, and it succeeded.

      The paladins still on the ground turned to face her, forcing Liam to bull rush one who was loading another bolt into his crossbow, his shield lifting to slam against the man and knock him to the ground. Under his protection, Rhia was given time to work. They couldn’t escape her using her magic very publicly now, but Liam hoped she’d find a way to extricate the three of them without causing further problems.

      Instead, a pillar of dark flame erupted beneath the stairs, sending paladins flying and launching heavy rubble after them, the stones showering down, crushing several men and women beneath their weight.

      “Rhia!” he called out, trying to reach her.

      But a vortex of darkness surrounded her, and when he caught sight of her face, her eyes blazed with an intense purple glow that chilled Liam to his core. Dark magic surfaced all around them, sending paladins into the air, searing their armor to their bodies, holding them down and squeezing the life from them. It was everywhere at once, a force that couldn’t be reckoned with or even contained.

      She’d lost control. She saw Wesley in danger—mortal danger, very likely—and she’d acted in fear and desperation. Liam’s heart sank as he realized it was too late. The moment she’d made that choice, whether conscious or not, she’d given herself over to Aeredus. The best thing now would be to put her out of her misery, but Aeredus’ magic forbade it, preventing him from acting. The only other alternative was to somehow incapacitate her. Maybe he could get Wesley out still.

      Looking up to the parapets, he saw the warlock’s attention fixed squarely on Rhia, concern written across his features. He wasn’t fighting any longer. He’d stopped casting spells, stopped summoning creatures. And the look on his face suggested he saw what Liam saw. A Dark Lady consumed by her powers.

      But… she didn’t have to be. The thought occurred to him in a fleeting glimmer, and Liam chased it down. He acted before he even had time to think it through, rushing toward Rhia. Looping an arm around her, he ignored the way her magic seared his own skin, the power coming off of her in waves. He used his strength to overpower her and tried to pull her toward the exit.

      She wasn’t having any of it. Liam was blasted backward, sent flying toward the flagstone. He crashed into another paladin, a tangle of limbs as he tried to quickly get back to her. Her eyes were still overtaken by that deep, dark, foreboding purple, and he looked up to Wesley in a panic.

      Considering the same expression was on the warlock’s face, it was clear Liam was going to have to be the one to shake out of it and get her away from the paladins before she killed anyone else, unwittingly or otherwise. Or before she killed herself.

      He could see how much energy she was expending, could see her skin growing ashen, sweat prickling at her brow. Her power was barely under her control, flung this way and that as a defense mechanism more than anything else.

      “Help me, dammit!” he called to Wesley, rushing back in.

      The warlock listened, jumping down from the wall and making his way past the fallen paladins, inky black tendrils bound around his arms. They shot outward, moved to restrain Rhia. She fought against them, but her magic kept fizzling out, never reaching the desired effect. With her arms and legs bound in magic, Liam hoisted her over his shoulder and ran for it, not daring to look at the carnage the Dark Lady left in her wake.
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      It was some time later when Rhia roused.

      She wouldn’t have known, but for the fact that it was dark out, and there were now four men around her instead of just two. She also wasn’t sleeping on a bedroll, tossing and turning against the hard ground. She was on a comfortable mattress, the bed cushioning her aching muscles, the warmth of the blankets begging her to just close her eyes and go back to sleep.

      But the grim faces of the men who looked down at her made it clear that wasn’t a good idea. She sat up with a groan, aided by Karak, his hand at her back. Everything hurt. Her head, her chest, her back, her legs. There wasn’t a muscle in Rhia’s body that wasn’t exhausted, as if she’d spent the entire journey to Platsia running instead of riding.

      Platsia. She’d seen four faces, but still her gaze moved frantically from each until she identified Wesley. Her overwrought nerves settled somewhat and she let out a relieved sigh.

      “You’re safe,” she said, her throat scratchy, as if she hadn’t spoken in several days.

      She lifted her hand to touch her throat and hissed, the mark at her neck scalding her skin. What…?

      “You had these big softies quite worried,” Tanris said in his usual easy manner.

      Tanris? Why was Tanris here? He didn’t give a damn about her or her guardians. He was useful, yes, but she suspected his loyalty only extended to a certain point. Certainly not to the point where he was standing over her bedside with the others.

      Something had happened. Her gaze moved to Liam, expecting to find cold judgment there. While a distance existed, a stony mask settled in place, there was a glimmer of something else in his expression. Worry. Trepidation. None of it made any sense to her.

      They were back at Ebonhold. Wesley was safe. Everyone was safe. The only thing she could think was that…

      “Did we get to your sister?” she asked Wesley, her breath catching. “Did we get her out in time?”

      His lips set in a firm line and he shook his head. “No. No, we didn’t, Rhia.”

      “Do you not remember what happened?” Liam asked, eyeing her with the suspicion she’d come to expect.

      “That’s not surprising, given the state she was in when you brought her out of Platsia,” Karak said, moving to the bedside to pour foul-smelling liquid into a cup. He handed it to her. “Drink this. It will help.”

      Rhia hesitated, but after a moment, did as he bade. The liquid tasted even worse than it smelled, and she had to work hard to suppress her instinct to gag. Once it was down, though, the aches in her muscles began to ease.

      “Courtesy of Dwela,” he explained.

      “Thank you,” Rhia croaked, remembering not to touch her throat this time. “What do you mean, the state I was in? I don’t…”

      Fragments of memory began to cling to the edges of her consciousness, like shards of a glass mirror slowly being pieced back together. Bit by bit, those fragments told a story, until she could see it all clearly in the reflective surface.

      They’d gone to Platsia, to the paladin compound to get to Wesley before he did anything drastic. He’d been in a courtyard, surrounded by paladins. Shot at. Charged. In pain, and surely in mortal danger. She’d felt panic. Then anger. Then a decisive need to do something. And then she’d felt… nothing. She’d been absolutely devoid of emotion as she’d used her powers, letting the cold, dark magic consume her and monopolize her body to accomplish the purposes she wanted.

      Protect Wesley. Kill everyone who dared harm him. Kill everyone who might harm him. Don’t stop until they’re all dead.

      All of the color drained from Rhia’s face, her stomach sinking as she remembered, in startling detail, every vile thing she’d done. She’d… killed. Not just because she had to. Not just because she was protecting Wesley. At a certain point, even that stopped being true. She killed to prevent things that might not ever happen. Killed when there might have been clear alternatives. Would have kept killing, if she hadn’t been subdued by Liam and Wesley.

      Bile rushed from her stomach, welling in her throat. Rhia only had time to fling herself over the side of the bed and retch violently, heaving with such force that her eyes began to hurt from the strain of it. When she finally stopped, regaining control of her own body, Karak was there with a damp cloth. She wiped at her mouth, unable to look at him. Her entire body was shaking from head to toe, and not just from the retching.

      “You remembered,” Liam said, a softness in his voice that she didn’t deserve.

      “Yes,” she managed. “I… it was like I was being controlled. But it was still me making those decisions. Letting that power use me as a vessel to achieve what it wanted. What I wanted.”

      “You wanted to protect me,” Wesley said. “But dark magic… sometimes it doesn’t take the route we’d prefer. If you lose control of it, it will act in ways that are direct and terrible and beyond anything you could imagine.”

      She expected some quip from Liam, but none came. He, like the others, was watching her intently. The only person who seemed remotely casual was Tanris, and there was an interest in his eyes that went beyond his usual nonchalance.

      “I never intended to kill anyone,” Rhia said. First to herself, then repeated, louder. “I never intended to kill anyone.” Her eyes were wide, her vision blurred by tears as she looked up at her guardians. “I don’t want this power. I don’t want to be able to do this!”

      It wasn’t long before she was a sobbing, trembling mess. Wesley came to her, muscling past Karak for a spot by her side. He sat on the edge of her bed, took her into his arms and held her as she cried against him, her whole body wracked with sobs. She clutched at his shirt, her tears staining the fabric, her throat raw as she sputtered and gasped and tried to remember how to breathe.

      “I know you didn’t,” Wesley kept saying, over and over as he rubbed her back.

      “But you do have this power, Lady.” Karak’s voice was gentle, but even he didn’t shy away from the truth. “There’s every chance this could happen again.”

      “Unless you pact with us.”

      The words weren’t as surprising as their source. Liam. There was no taunt, no cruel joke in his tone. He was dead serious, looking at her with a startling amount of empathy in his emerald eyes.

      “He’s right,” Wesley said, pulling back enough to look at her. “I know you probably think I’d suggest it no matter what, but it’s the only way we can keep each other in check. If you’re pacted with us, you’ll know when we’re reaching that edge, and you’ll be able to pull us back from it.”

      “And we’ll be able to do the same for you,” Karak said.

      She still couldn’t breathe. It felt like something was gripping around her neck and refusing to let go. She lifted a hand cautiously and felt the sharp sting of a burn as her fingers brushed the mark.

      “What’s happening to me?” she asked, looking at each of them in turn.

      “See for yourself.” Tanris was the one to fetch a mirror, offering her the handle.

      Rhia held it up and gasped at what she saw. The mark—the two snakes nearly meeting one another in the center of her throat—was different now. The snakes were twined around one another, forming some kind of winding knot. And there were other, smaller serpents branching off from the main two. She sucked in a breath, her heart pounding into her throat.

      “What does this mean?” she asked, looking from guardian to guardian.

      “None of us know for sure,” Liam said, “but it probably means Aeredus has more of a hold on you now. You’ve… furthered his desires.”

      She felt like she was going to be sick again. Her stomach lurched, but there was nothing to retch up any longer. Even if there was, her body’s response—to rid her of this poison—wasn’t going to help. Aeredus had a hold on her that no amount of physical work was going to loosen. She was trapped, clutched in his talons like a tiny, helpless mouse waiting to be picked apart and devoured, bone by fragile bone.

      “Rhia, listen to me.” Wesley framed her face in his hands, not seeming bothered by the mark or anything else. “We won’t let you succumb. We’ll do whatever it takes to keep you from falling any further under Aeredus’ command. We promise you that.”

      “Agreed,” Karak said. “I’m willing to give my life if it means keeping you out of his hands.”

      “So am I.” Liam’s voice was resolute, and though he hadn’t come any closer to the bed, his piercing gaze felt so intimate that it was almost like he was pressed against her in the stables once more.

      “Buuut…” Tanris drew out the word, still lingering at the edge of the room. “You need her to pact with you for that to happen. Otherwise you won’t be able to do a thing. What?” he looked at the others. “You’ve been hemming and hawing about it all day.”

      “He’s right,” Karak said, his large hand resting on her shoulder. “It has to happen, Rhia.”

      “It’s still your choice,” Wesley promised her, his tone so sincere she was forced to meet his gaze, “but it will help all of us. Immensely.”

      “And you want this, too?” she looked from Wesley to Liam, meeting his intense stare. “You’re the only one who hasn’t wanted to pact with me, this whole time. If you say it’s the only way…”

      “It’s the only way,” Liam answered without hesitation. “Believe me, princess, if there was any other option, I’d be all for it.”

      Liam approached then, coming to stand before her. He swept back the damp, matted strands of her hair with a tenderness she’d yet to see from him, then leaned down to brush his lips across her forehead. Either she was delirious with fever and still suffering from the aftermath of what she’d done, or things were truly dire beyond words.

      She knew it was the latter. How could it be anything else?

      “If I do this,” she said tentatively, “there can’t be anyone running off, trying to go it alone. That means all of you. All of us,” she corrected herself. “Not just Wesley.”

      “You’d know if we—” he began.

      “I know that, but I want each of you to promise me. We do this together, or not at all. I won’t accept anything less.”

      Liam let out a chuckle, a smirk tugging at his lips. “You’ve just woken from a three-day coma, retched up the contents of your stomach, and you’re still ordering us around?”

      “Yes,” she said firmly, though the corner of her lips tipped into an answering smirk when she saw amusement light in Liam’s eyes.

      “You’ve always had my promise, Lady,” Karak said, squeezing her shoulder as she met his eyes, “but I make it again.”

      “After what happened in Platsia… no, I can’t say I’m eager to let any one of us go off on our own. We need to keep each other in check,” Liam said. “So you have my word, too.”

      Her gaze moved to Wesley. Shame blossomed in his dark blue eyes, a guilt there that made her heart ache. She framed his face, her palms resting against his cheeks just as he’d done to her. Stubble prickled at her fingers, his skin warm against her hands.

      “I understand why you did it,” she whispered. “You wanted to save her, and you didn’t want to put any of us in harm’s way doing it. But if you’re going to ask this of me, Wesley, I need the same from you. You have to let us help. We’ll get her out of there, I swear to you. But you have to promise.”

      Wesley let out a shuddering breath, his gaze casting away from her before returning. “I promise, Rhia. And I’m… I’m sorry. To all of you.”

      “You’re here now,” Karak said. “That’s what matters.”

      “I would’ve done the same thing in your shoes.”

      Once again, Liam’s candid admission shocked her. Things really had changed, for him to act like this. And she wasn’t sure if she liked this new version of him or not.

      A silence settled over the room, with only one real thing left to do. Form the pact. She had no idea how to go about it, but her guardians would. Karak, at least, and Wesley seemed to know a great deal about them, too.

      She trusted all three of her guardians, she realized. Trusted them enough that she would have come to this decision regardless. This just brought time into the many factors working against them.

      Rhia looked from face to face again. Tanris was gone from the room, but that was likely for the best. This was between her and her guardians.

      “The sooner the better, then. Whatever we need to make this happen… let’s prepare it for tonight.”
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      Despite her guardians’ insistence that she rest a bit more, Rhia was incapable of waiting. She delayed just long enough to take a bath and change into fresh clothes, also giving Karak time to find the incense that was needed, and Wesley and Liam time to hunt down the sigil that was required to be traced on the floor, along with the ceremonial sword that was to pass from Lady to guardian and back again.

      On Wesley’s suggestion, they met in an empty room with a high, vaulted ceiling. It was near the dungeons, some of the cold air making its way into the barren space. Close to the ley lines, he explained, and she wasn’t in any position to argue.

      She had no idea what time it was once they all assembled. Before dawn, certainly. The sun hadn’t yet pierced the horizon. Beyond that, she had no concept of time, and really, it didn’t matter. All that mattered were the “ingredients” they needed to conduct this ritual.

      “Do we have enough to burn the whole way through?” she asked Karak, who was busy placing burners around the room.

      “We do. Dwela had a large supply on hand,” he said, nodding to a sack he’d placed in the corner.

      As he began to light each of the burners, the room filled with the smell of sage. It wafted to every corner, almost overpowering in its intensity before Rhia became accustomed to the scent.

      “And the glyph?” she asked.

      Wesley held up a book, his thumb holding the pages open to show her. A symbol was drawn onto one of them. Something easy enough to replicate. He left the book open and retrieved a piece of chalk, drawing the outline of the sigil on the floor, the others stepping back to give him room.

      “The sword was trickier,” Liam said, pulling his own blade from its scabbard. “The one the last Lady anointed is nowhere to be found, but the book says you can deem one fit for the purpose.”

      He turned the blade and held it out. Rhia took it, adjusting to the weight, surprise overtaking her features.

      “Is there a way to undo it afterward?”

      “No,” he shook his head, giving her a wry smile. “I suppose I’ll just be stuck with a blade you’ve worked your magic on.”

      She started to let out a sigh before realizing this teasing wasn’t as pointed and cruel as usual. It was surprisingly good-natured, and that coupled with his willingness to even do this spoke volumes.

      “Poor, pitiful creature,” she teased in return. “Whatever shall you do?”

      “I can think of a few things.”

      Heat flared through her, but she pushed it down with ease this time. Days ago, she would have wondered if pacting with her guardians was to be done in a more… intimate way. Right now, it didn’t matter, and it certainly wasn’t her chief concern.

      Though she was curious how this would happen.

      “You’ve done this before,” she said to Karak as he finished lighting the sage. “What do we have to do?”

      “Assembling everything we need is the hardest part,” he assured her with a smile. “You will stand on the glyph, with one guardian standing before you. He will present you the anointed sword, and you will touch the tip of it to his chest, right above his heart.”

      Her brows rose at that and she looked at the blade in her hands. She’d never used one before. When Desmond taught her, it’d been with practice swords. What if she messed up somehow?

      “That sounds… dangerous.”

      “We’re wearing mail,” Liam said, lifting his collar.

      Chainmeal links clattered together, moving beneath the doublet he wore. A doublet matched by the other two, part of the ceremonial garb Karak had instructed her to conjure for each of them.

      Hers was a flowing black dress with a long train, sleeveless and strapless, hugging to her figure by the grace of the ties at the back that laced only halfway up her back. The men wore black doublets made of crushed velvet that was soft and supple to the touch. Black trousers and high boots completed the ceremonial attire, along with the aforementioned chainmail worn beneath.

      The whole affair was lacking in color, but she wasn’t sure she should expect anything else from a ritual created by Aeredus.

      Drawing in a breath, Rhia looked down at the blade. Once she anointed it, the final preparation would be complete. She ran a finger along the flat of it, purple-black magic trailing behind, tendrils wrapping around the blade, scouring it in darkness. She expected them to fade, but it seemed they’d permanently altered the blade. She frowned at Liam, but he just gave her a single nod.

      Things really were dire if he wasn’t getting onto her about something like this.

      “All right,” she said, working the tremor from her voice. “I’m as ready as I’m going to be.”

      “I can go first,” Karak said, approaching her. “I’ve done it before, and I can guide you through the process.”

      She nodded and stepped into the glyph Wesley had drawn on the floor, Karak doing the same. Rhia handed him the blade, held out just as Liam had done. He took it, bowing his head over it.

      “My Lady Rhia, I pledge my service to you before the gods, without hesitation. I do this of my own free will, fully aware that to serve you, I must do so in mind, body, and heart.”

      Heat rushed to her cheeks, her eyes widening slightly. Surely that was just a figure of speech. They would have told her if the pact bound them to her in that way.

      “I am your guardian, and I swear by this blade that no harm shall come to you while I still draw breath, lest I suffer the full wrath of the dark god.”

      He offered her the sword and Rhia took it, nerves prickling across her skin. This was… intense. She wasn’t sure what she’d expected, but this went far beyond anything she’d imagined.

      At this point, she would have been less surprised if there was some kind of physical binding required.

      “Now, you must say: ‘I accept your pledge, Guardian Karak. I welcome your service in mind, body, and heart, and I likewise swear to be truthful to you, and to honor our pact regardless of how my power grows. Should I break this pact without your full knowledge and consent, may my powers be stricken from me.’”

      Again, that was… a lot. Not necessarily something she disagreed with, but she still took a moment to think it over. Her gaze swept across the room, to the other two guardians. They both looked resolute. Even Liam didn’t seem to balk at what was being asked of them.

      “You Dark Ladies always have to do everything with such intensity, don’t you?”

      That was a voice she didn’t expect. So much so that she hadn’t even looked anywhere else in the room, including the doorway where Tanris casually leaned, amusement clear in his expression.

      “You shouldn’t even be here,” Wesley said, glaring at the rogue.

      “I doubt I’ll ever get to see this in my lifetime. Will you truly deprive me of the experience?” He turned big brown eyes on Rhia. She rolled her own at him, so he tried a different tactic. “Besides, this way you have a witness, just in case.”

      “Just in case” covered such a variety of things, and Rhia was tempted to make him explain. With her luck, he’d have an extensive answer, and she wasn’t interested in hearing it. Tanris being here wasn’t hurting anything. If he wanted to watch this strange ritual—almost like a wedding ceremony between herself and three men—then so be it.

      “Keep your mouth shut, and don’t interfere,” she warned him.

      “I would never.”

      She sighed and shook her head, turning her attention back to Karak.

      “Do you need me to repeat it?” the half-orc asked helpfully.

      “No, I think I’ve got it. Just… give me a moment.”

      She drew in a breath and let it out in a long exhale. There was no coming back from this. Once she did it, it was done. While it obviously could be undone for the right reasons, Rhia didn’t intend to do that to these men. They’d followed her. Encouraged her. Supported her. She needed each of them to do this, to survive in this world, and she was beginning to understand that they needed her, too.

      “I accept your pledge, Guardian Karak,” she began, seeing his chest move as he let out a breath he’d been holding. “I welcome your service in mind, body, and heart, and I likewise swear to be truthful to you, and to honor our pact regardless of how my power grows. Should I break this pact without your full knowledge and consent, may be powers be stricken from me.”

      Rhia felt a hum of energy emanating from the center of her being. It spread outward, warming her through, and when it reached her hands, the sword began to glow. Apparently she had done it properly.

      “Now,” Karak whispered.

      Carefully, cautiously, she gripped the sword’s hilt and turned her wrist, leveling the blackened steel at Karak’s heart. She pressed forward with trembling hands until the tip struck chainmail, and not an inch further. As she waited, tendrils of dark magic sprang from the blade, unfurling from it and binding around her wrist, then around Karak’s chest. She looked up at him, panicked, but saw no worry in his eyes. After a moment, the tendrils released them both and wrapped around the sword once more.

      There was no confirmation. No distant chime. No flash of magic. But she knew in her soul it was done. She was bound to Karak, and he was bound to her. Rhia’s eyes met his, looked into their amber depths, and suddenly she could feel the fierceness of his affection for her, and knew exactly how much he wanted to seal this pact with a kiss.

      A blush stole across her cheeks. Was that… part of the pact? He’d said they would know the truth, see through the lies, but she’d assumed that meant they’d have to actively seek it out. If she just… knew now, that was going to make everything far more interesting. And not always in a good way.

      “It’s done,” Karak said, stepping out of the glyph, that sudden certainty of what he was feeling fading from Rhia’s consciousness. “Who’s going next?”

      “I will,” Wesley said, moving to take Karak’s place.

      Rhia handed over the blade, looking at him in a way she hoped conveyed sympathy. She still felt awful about not getting his sister out, but they would change that. Together. If she truly was going to help people and beat Aeredus at his own game, then she needed to right this wrong. And that started with this pact, something Wesley had desperately wanted from the beginning.

      She wasn’t alarmed by that knowledge now, though. He’d explained it to her. It was obvious he wouldn’t have been able to make it to his sister on his own, though he’d tried. And perhaps he needed it for another reason. Perhaps he needed her to keep him in check, as much as she apparently needed him and the other guardians.

      “Can you trust me again? After what I did?” he asked, low enough that only she could hear.

      Rhia reached out and touched his face, resting her palm against his cheek. “I know why you did it. And you’re here. That’s enough.”

      He nodded and she brought her hand back to offer him the sword. Wesley took it, held it out in both hands, dropping to one knee even though it wasn’t a requirement. She almost told him to stand, but he’d already begun the recitation. Offering the same words Karak did, he held up the blade. Rhia took it and performed her half of the ritual just the same, replacing Karak’s name with Wesley’s, but not deviating from the words she was meant to speak.

      Again, magic swept outward from the blade in black tendrils, wrapping around her arm and Wesley’s chest. Again she could feel herself bound to him, her destiny inextricably tied to his. And when it was over, when Wesley rose, his gaze never leaving hers, she felt the intensity of his emotions as they crashed over her like a wave at dawn.

      Grateful. Determined. Focusing on proving her trust in him wasn’t misplaced. And that same affection she’d felt from Karak, all of it directed at her. Rhia blushed deeper, having to look away from him as he began to think of the night they’d spent together. The things they’d done, and the things they hadn’t yet done.

      They’d have to rectify that once his sister was free.

      Wesley stepped away, his thoughts taken with him, and Liam didn’t have to be prompted to fill the empty space in the sigil. He arched a brow, holding his hands out for his own blade. Rhia passed it over and watched him heft the weight of it as if making sure it was still balanced.

      “Afraid I tampered with it?” she asked.

      He let out a soft snort. “Oh, I know you tampered with it. But I’m the one who offered. Besides.” He held the blade out, admired it in the low light. “It looks better this way.”

      “It does not,” she said with a laugh, shaking her head.

      She sobered instantly when Liam held the blade in both hands, palms facing up. He didn’t kneel like Wesley, but the look he gave her was the most deferential she’d ever seen from him.

      “You’re sure you want to do this?” she asked in little more than a whisper.

      “I’m sure.”

      It was all he said, but it was all he needed to say. Even without the pact, Rhia could feel the truth in that statement. She could see the conviction burning in his eyes, and it took her breath away. Breath she never really regained as he spoke the oath, looking into her eyes the entire time, his intensity never once wavering.

      She stumbled over her verse in return, and when she went to press the tip of the blade against his heart, Liam carefully took the blade in hand and pierced it deeper, sliding the edge between the chain links. Her eyes widened, but he simply smirked at her.

      “What’s a drop of blood between us now?” he mused.

      Once again, she saw the magic work, felt the same connection binding her to Liam and him to her. As soon as that bridge was made, though, the sudden force of his emotions almost made her stagger. He was so reserved normally, hiding his true feelings behind a stony wall and bitter sarcasm. But the depth of what he felt was immeasurable, and Rhia was afraid she might drown in it. Afraid, yet all too willing.

      She was drawn toward him, so tempted to touch him, but Liam pulled away. Not suddenly, not cruelly, but with enough purpose to let her know he needed time to adjust to this new sensation.

      That was it, then. She’d formed a pact with all three of her guardians, and she felt stronger for of it. Power surged within her, but this kind wasn’t the seductive, too-alluring power that Aeredus offered her. This was something else. Something borne of trust and respect and a reliance on one another that she suspected was as new to these men as it was to her.

      She opened her mouth to speak, to say something that would hopefully befit the occasion, when Tanris interrupted yet again… by stepping into the glyph before her, his hands held out expectantly.

      “Well? Do I get a turn, or not?”
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      Rhia’s expression was priceless. Her lush lips were parted, her violet eyes wide, slender dark brows nearly to her hairline. Honestly, if he’d just been after a laugh, he could’ve left a happy man.

      But he wasn’t just after a laugh. Curiously enough, he wanted to be there. Precisely where he was, standing on that sigil, waiting for his turn to pact with this woman. It wasn’t something he’d planned, but here he was. Driven by… what, exactly? Fate? Destiny?

      Tanris wasn’t sure he believed in either, but something called to him. Something about this woman and her three guardians was so alluring that he couldn’t let it pass him by. He needed to be a part of it, even if that meant offering up his services in a more binding manner.

      “You can’t be serious,” Rhia said, finally managing to compose herself.

      “He’s not.” Liam stepped forward, those rippling muscles straining as he folded his arms over his chest. “Get lost, thief. You have no part in this.”

      “On the contrary, Sourpuss. This is a pacting ceremony, and I intend to pact with your lovely lady.”

      He gave Rhia a winning smile and she flushed a bit. Good to know his charms hadn’t failed him just yet.

      “This isn’t some lark you can cast aside when you’re bored of it,” Karak said sternly. “The pact is binding. If you speak the oath, you’ll be a part of this.”

      “I thought that was the point,” he said, arching one brow at the half-orc. “I’m not going to be a part of this tantalizing sandwich any other way, now am I?”

      He saw Wesley suck in a breath, the warlock’s cheeks flushing just the slightest shade of pink. It was worth it, just for that. Ah, if only he was the type of boor to take the man up on the many offers he would have made the other night.

      “Let’s get one thing straight, Tanris.” Rhia’s voice was firm and commanding, drawing his attention away from Wesley. “We’re not pacted together so we can… so we…” She grit her teeth, struggling against her own sense of propriety. Delight shone in Tanris’ features as he waited. “If you’re thinking this is going to lead to some giant orgy, you’re mistaken.”

      “I don’t know about that,” he said, fingers stroking over his finely trimmed beard. “Alas, that’s also not why I’m here. It would be a fine bonus, but that’s not the point of pacting with you.”

      “And what is the point?” Wesley asked. “What do you want out of this?”

      He’d asked himself the very same question, when the thought first occurred to him. The answer was clear, centering on one woman who deserved a different hand than the one she’d been dealt. Everything Tanris did had been for her, to secure a future that didn’t involve fucking violent drunkards and wayward adventurers who thought they could get away with anything because of their status.

      Even now, his fingers started to curl into his palm. He managed to stop them, flexed them outward and assumed a more casual air, sending Rhia his most dazzling grin.

      “I’ve made my desires clear, Lady. You can open doors I cannot access on my own. And while we could certainly reach an accord just working together, it’s in my best interest to keep close and benefit from what all of you have to offer.”

      Her brow furrowed, a look of derision flashing across her features. Tanris was used to that look. It wasn’t respectable to speak one’s selfishness so openly, and that was exactly why he did it. Best they all think him a consummate scoundrel and little more.

      Not a soul here needed to know his true reasons. He didn’t need interference, nor did he need assistance beyond the ability to shake hands with new contacts and make a small fortune at Rhia’s side.

      The lady’s expression changed, though, scrutinizing him in a way that made Tanris deeply uncomfortable. He shifted slightly on his feet, smirked at her, arched a brow in challenge. But inside, he was desperately searching for someplace to hide.

      “I don’t believe you.”

      His throat went dry, some instinct in him insisting he search for the exits. He saw one out of his periphery and made note of it, but kept his pleasant smile fixed in place. “No? I assure you, a person can be that uncomplicated. And that selfish.”

      “Oh, I know they can. I grew up on the streets, rogue. You don’t have to tell me what the world is really like.” She took a step toward him in obvious challenge. “I just think you’re full of shit.”

      Tanris laughed, a full and throaty sound that shook through his shoulders. “My, you are a spitfire, aren’t you? No wonder you need three men to keep you satisfied.”

      She ignored him, pressing onward with what she’d intended to say. “Here’s the thing: If I pact with you—and that’s certainly an if, not a when—you won’t be an enigma to me any longer. I’ll know what you truly feel. You won’t be able to lie to me, Tanris, so you need to think long and hard about whether or not you believe it’s worth it.”

      Well, she had him there. The anxiety that niggled away at the back of his consciousness was ratcheted up to eleven, and Tanris’ lips twitched, his smile faltering. He looked away from her for a moment, unable to face such a direct assault. It was clear proof that she was right, but at this point, he didn’t care. He should just leave. Forget this ridiculous idea and go on his merry way, calling in favors and eventually collecting the piles of gold left behind by the Dark Lady and her guardians.

      But something kept him there, rooted in place. Not a spell or some effect caused by the glyph. Not even some physical weakness that’d suddenly overcome him. It was force of will that kept him there, made him look her in the eyes again, his smile subdued this time. It was that same force that made him speak, offering more honesty than he’d given anyone in… longer than he even remembered.

      “Do you want to know why I seek this pact, Lady? The true answer? It’s not a happy tale. You won’t like it.” She said nothing, but didn’t back down, so Tanris continued. “I do, in fact, need the gold and the connections and anything else you and your men can give me, but it’s not for me. Oh, I enjoy my fineries, and I refuse to drink the piss that passes for wine in most taverns, but there’s something more important than appearances.”

      “Get to the point, thief,” Liam grated out.

      All three of Rhia’s men had closed around the glyph, near enough now that they would hear his confession. Tanris made his peace with that. If it got him what he wanted, then fine. They could know.

      “I’m here because it’s going to take a lord’s ransom to buy my mother’s freedom, and I intend to do it while she’s still young enough to enjoy herself.”

      Rhia stared at him, her expression rivaling that of earlier. Her mouth moved, but for several attempts, no words came out. Finally, she released a croaked, “What?”

      “Well, buy my mother’s freedom is perhaps a bit of an overstatement. She’s not in servitude, but… she has no choice, just the same. She’s worked as a whore since before I was born. One of the most prized jewels on the coast, in fact. Men come from far and wide just to say they’ve fucked her,” he said, bitterness turning his words into something harsher than he intended. “Fucked her, threw her around, hit her, did whatever they pleased with her flesh regardless of her consent.”

      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Wesley blanch, all the blood leaving his face in an instant. He looked close to passing out. Liam and Karak, meanwhile, were a mixture of surprise and growing anger. And Rhia? Compassion shone in her eyes, a tender heart he’d not expected a Dark Lady to possess. It spoke to something inside of him, beckoned him like a kitten seeking a warm lap to curl up on.

      “You want to make sure she doesn’t have to do it any longer,” she said, her voice rough with emotion. “I’m sorry, Tanris. I… I never had to turn to that life, but I know many who did.”

      Oh, he certainly didn’t want to talk about even more depressing things. He’d given her the truth, just as she asked. That was the end of it.

      “As much as I’d love to compare childhood traumas, Lady, I’ve told you my reason. The real reason. Now, will you accept my pact, or will you not?”

      Rhia swallowed, looking from him to Karak. “The language of my oath suggests a pact can be broken after it’s struck. Is that true?”

      “It is,” he said cautiously, “though at great personal cost to both parties. And just as it says, you’re in danger of losing your powers if you revoke it from one of us unwillingly.”

      She nodded, her gaze fixing on Tanris once more. “Great personal cost. That’s something I don’t intend to put myself through, so if you want to do this, you need to be sure. I won’t be breaking it. Do you understand?”

      “I never make an offer I intend to withdraw, Rhia,” he said with a salacious little wink. “So yes, I do understand. This pact is binding. It’s very serious,” he mocked Liam’s voice with the last word, “and I need to be absolutely certain before making it.”

      He stepped closer so that they were nearly touching, pleased when she sucked in a breath.

      “I’m certain.”

      She nodded, and hefted the sword, clearly intending to hold it out to him. Tanris had nearly taken it when Liam spoke up, interrupting as he seemed wont to do.

      “You can’t be serious. He’s not a guardian, Rhia. He… can’t pact. Each Dark Lady has three who are with her from the start, and that’s it.”

      “Actually…” Karak had an apologetic look on his face before he even said the words. “That hasn’t always been the case. All Dark Ladies start with three, and most keep only three bound to them, but there’s nothing preventing Rhia from pacting with more. Any men she chooses will become her guardians once the pact is complete.”

      “And I’m willing to pact with him,” Rhia said, looking around at her men, “but I need all of you to be okay with this. If he truly wants to pact, if he understands what he’s committing to, I have no reason to turn him away. He’s already proven himself useful.”

      “That’s true,” Wesley relented, frowning.

      “I’ll defer to your choice, Lady,” Karak’s answer was predictable and a bit boring, but she had to give the half-orc credit for his loyalty. “I do think it would benefit us, though. The more guardians, the better off you’ll be, and Tanris has skills none of us can replicate.”

      “Too true!” he said, his tone jovial once more. “Though I can teach you some of them, of course. What’s a bit of instructive loveplay among friends, hm?”

      Liam growled like some feral beast, sparking a not-so-surprising fire in Tanris. “Is this all this is going to be? You acting as ridiculous as possible, saying things just to get a rise of us?”

      “You don’t need my help with the last, Liam,” he said, a smirk tugging at his lips. “You seem very capable of baiting one another. The sexual tension in this room is stifling. How could I not be caught up in it?”

      He looked back to Rhia, who had the grace to blush, though she shouldn’t. She should feel no shame at all, in Tanris’ opinion. She had a rare gift here. Best to indulge in that gift to the fullest, for life was much too short to be a prude.

      “To answer your question, I can tone it down, if I’m making you uncomfortable. But I think, dear paladin, that any discomfort you feel is the result of your pants being a little too tight and your cock being a little too interested in the offers I’m making.”

      Liam’s eyes blazed, but it wasn’t all anger. In fact, Tanris suspected very little of it was anger. Just the pent-up frustrations of a man who’d been kept celibate for much of his life. A man who appeared to have a depth of passion to him that Tanris yearned to explore. He’d settle for one night, one taste, if he could survive it.

      And he knew exactly how to get a man like Liam to come around. At least enough to not raise further protest against the pact.

      “Do I intimidate you, Sourpuss? Is that the problem?”

      “No one intimidates me,” Liam said through clenched teeth.

      “I’m not going to infringe on your territory, I assure you. There’s plenty to go around. Isn’t that right, Lady?”

      “Enough,” she said, her whole face as red as Liam’s hair. “He’s right, Tanris. You could stand to tone it down. If you’re going to be here on a regular basis, I don’t need you making me or my guardians uncomfortable all the time.”

      “Very well, I will curtail the more interesting parts of my personality,” he said, sweeping into a low bow.

      Promise made, he stood to his full height and held out his hands, smiling expectantly at Rhia. She sighed and handed him Liam’s sword, the blade still enshrouded in dark magic.

      “Don’t make me regret this,” she whispered to him, a plea in her eyes.

      For once, Tanris was completely serious, his expression sobering as he answered. “I’ll do my best.”

      “Do you need the oath?” Karak asked.

      “Not at all. I’m somewhat disparaged by having to speak it word for word and not being allowed to add my own embellishments, but I suppose I’ll live.”

      Clearing his throat, Tanris held the blade aloft in both hands and began to recite the same oath the other three had taken. He offered the sword to Rhia and she took it, speaking her own in turn. As the words left her lips, a certainty blossomed in Tanris’ heart. This was the right choice. He wouldn’t have backed down from it, regardless, but he knew this was the path he needed to be on.

      As she turned her wrist to level the sword at his chest, though, she stopped. “You aren’t wearing any chainmail. I don’t want to hurt you.”

      It was on the tip of his tongue to make a quip about that, but, as promised, Tanris toned it down. “I assure you, I’ve suffered far worse.”

      She watched his eyes as she pushed the blade forward. The tip of it punctured his leather jerkin, and when it reached his skin, she stopped, only the barest hint of pain registering in Tanris. He grinned at her, but she didn’t smile back. Her expression drew into one of deep, soul-shattering concern, and it threw Tanris so far off balance that all he could do was stare at her.

      What was she thinking? What was she getting off of him? He tried to shore up, tried to close himself off to her though he knew it was useless. When that tactic failed, he fell back on his usual method of skirting around more difficult subjects.

      “What do you say we seal it with a kiss, hm? I’m sure all the others have gotten the same treatment.” He arched a brow as if challenging her to lie. When her blush deepened, he knew he was right. “At this point it’s only fair.”

      “There’s nothing in the pact that says she needs to be physical with any of us,” Wesley said testily.

      “Now, now. As I said, I’m not trying to encroach. I was merely asking.”

      He saw something in Rhia as she considered him. Interest, certainly. She’d been interested from the start, and Tanris had enough confidence in himself to know why she would be. But there was something else there. She looked like an alchemist who’d just discovered some hidden ingredient that might bring the whole concoction together.

      “One kiss, but that’s it,” she said in a soft voice. “No liberties taken.”

      “Define ‘liberties,’” he said playfully.

      “I could just as easily change my mind.”

      “All right, all right,” he said with a laugh. “One kiss. No fun to be had.”

      She rolled her eyes at him, but there was a smile on her lovely lips. Lips he’d soon taste. His own fairly tingled in anticipation and he stepped closer to her once more, his fingers tracing that mark at her neck. She stiffened, and so Tanris let it be, hand moving to her shoulder as he bent his head to kiss her. Her lips were soft, sweet, and willing against his, and while she’d allowed him no liberties, that didn’t mean he was going to let her off the hook with a mere brush.

      He kissed her thoroughly, tilting his head to deepen it, yearning to embrace her but keeping his hands to himself, for the most part. Even when she let out a muffled moan as his tongue swept inside her mouth. She reached for him, clutching his arms, and still Tanris kept to his word, sucking her bottom lip before he pulled back.

      He could feel the eyes of her other guardians on them, but to his pleasant surprise, none looked as if they intended to murder him. Rhia observed this, as well, that pretty flush making its way to her neck and chest. She smoothed down her dress, cleared her throat, and tried to act with authority. Tanris, meanwhile, shamelessly adjusted himself while he felt Liam’s gaze burning into him.

      “Right. That’s handled,” Rhia said, obviously flustered. “Now we have work to do.”
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      The ride to Platsia wasn’t as harrowing as the first, but it was no less stressful.

      They had to hurry there, uncertain if the trial would be moved up to an execution thanks to their interference. All four of her guardians accompanied Rhia as they rode across forests and plains, mountains and valleys to get to the large, prestigious city.

      Some part of her wished she could enjoy it. She’d always wanted to see Platsia. If not to study there, then at least to enjoy some of the richer delights supposedly found in the city. But it was becoming clearer to Rhia that these places held little for her any longer.

      Hearing each of her guardian’s stories and the horrors experienced by the creatures Aeredus kept under his thumb, she wasn’t inclined to view any human settlement in the same light again. What had once been a bastion of good, a place where heroism and honor were prized above all else, was now a fortress of corruption that bred ignorance among its populace.

      It helped that their mission was to get an innocent girl out of holding to escape execution for a crime she didn’t commit. A crime that—quite frankly—needed to happen to stop the baron’s abuse. Rhia was positive he never would have been brought to justice in the traditional sense. She didn’t know what it said about her that she empathized with Wesley and his reasons for pacting, but she did, and she wasn’t going to feel ashamed about that.

      She would feel ashamed about the way she’d handled herself last time, though. She didn’t want to ever end up in that place again, where she had no control over her actions. Despite distancing herself from it and pacting with her guardians, Aeredus’ mark remained the same, binding tighter around her neck, those serpents threatening to suffocate her.

      She didn’t want to find out what would happen if she slipped again, and so she consulted all four of her guardians when they made their final camp before reaching the city proper.

      “We need to go in with a plan,” she said, pacing the campsite, restless and anxious, threads of doubt creeping into her conscious mind. “We can’t afford to be reckless. There’s too much at stake, and we’re already fighting against the odds.”

      “You really should have let me ride ahead,” Tanris said with a sigh. “I could have gotten a feel for the place, given you information to go off of before you even stepped through the gates.”

      Rhia shook her head, adamant. “We do this together. No more breaking away from the group. I’m okay with you gathering information—in fact I’m sure we’ll need it—but we need to be close in case something happens.”

      “Is this to be a full prison break? Subduing the paladins, getting Wesley’s sister from the dungeons, then escaping?” Karak asked, turning the boar he’d hunted on a makeshift spit above the fire.

      “I don’t think that’s going to work,” Wesley said, drawing Rhia’s attention. He’d been the quietest during this trip, and she’d yet to get him out of his own head. “I know, I tried to do exactly that. But it wasn’t a plan. It was just… desperation. And I worry if we break her out, they’ll have even more cause to believe she’s guilty.”

      Liam nodded in rare agreement. “Once they’re certain of someone’s guilt, paladins will pursue them to the ends of the earth. The whole lot of them are obsessed with justice.”

      An oiled rag swiped over his sword, catching the edge of the blade. The way he said the word and the way he held himself now told Rhia everything she needed to know about their particular brand of justice.

      “Then we must prove her innocence, I suppose,” Tanris reasoned. “But how to do it without implicating our brooding friend here?”

      “I’m willing to—”

      “Don’t you dare say it,” she warned, cutting Wesley off before he could even form the thought. “We’re not trading your life for hers. There has to be another way.”

      “We could implicate someone else,” Karak offered. “Someone who deserves to take the fall. It’s not the most upstanding thing to do, but if we choose the right person…”

      He was right. It didn’t sit well with the part of Rhia that still wanted things to be black and white. But they weren’t. They never had been, and they never would be. If they could find someone who would be better off in jail, perhaps there was a chance.

      “There’d have to be overwhelming evidence,” Liam said. “If the paladins think they’ve got the murderer, they’ll need something to sway their minds.”

      “I believe I can help with that. I have a particularly versatile hand, if I do say so myself,” Tanris said, turning said hand around, his rings gleaming in the firelight.

      “Meaning forgeries,” Rhia said, her brow arched.

      “Among other things.”

      Tanris had been true to his word, much of his innuendo toned down since pacting with her. Unfortunately, Rhia’s mind was eager to follow even the slightest trail of breadcrumbs to get to the images he set before her. She shook that one away now, reasserting her focus.

      “What’s the first step, then?” she asked. “How do we go about doing this?”

      “The Tremont estate.” Wesley’s expression was set in a hard line and he reached for the wineskin Tanris had left in the center of camp, taking a swig. “Get inside, see if Lady Tremont has had any contact with the Guardians of the Rose or the guild in Platsia.”

      “Make it look like she had him killed,” Liam mused. “That could work, if you think there’s precedent for it. It might not require forgery, either.”

      “Oh, I’m sure there’s precedent for it. I doubt very seriously I’m the only one who wanted Tremont dead, and if it hadn’t been me, it would’ve been her.”

      “But does she deserve to take the fall?” Using one powerful arm, Karak pulled the boar from the fire and propped it up to rest, the smell making Rhia’s mouth water. “Outside of implicating your sister, she’s innocent in this. From what you’ve said, at least.”

      “I wouldn’t consider getting an enslaved girl jailed for murder ‘innocent,’” Wesley said, his voice low and dangerous.

      “But she was a bystander. Her husband was the awful one, she had to live with him. I just don’t want to see someone like that hanged. She’s suffered enough.”

      Before they’d made this trip, Wesley reluctantly shared his story. Everyone sympathized, even Liam. Especially Liam, it seemed, because he hadn’t been nearly as much of an ass to Wesley since. But Karak raised a good point now. Malleable conscience or not, Rhia wasn’t sure she could send Lady Tremont to her death, either.

      “I think I agree with Karak,” she admitted, her gaze finding its way to Wesley. “I’m sorry.”

      “Back to square one, then.” Tanris stood with some theatrics and made his way over to the roast pig, poking at the charred flesh.

      “It’s not ready yet,” Karak warned.

      “Oh, come now. It’s dead. It’s cooked. And I’m starving.”

      Karak shrugged, and Rhia suppressed a snort when Tanris inevitably burned himself for his impatience.

      “I suppose if you’re not thinking with your cock, you’re thinking with your stomach,” the half-orc said, smirking.

      “I’ll have you know I can think with both simultaneously.”

      “We’re getting off track.” As much as Rhia needed a diversion from the heavier topics, they had to make a plan. Tonight. “What are we doing, guys?”

      Liam pushed himself to his feet and paced the edge of the camp, his armor clinking as he did so. “What if it’s not Lady Tremont who hangs for it? Let’s assume she was planning to off the man eventually. Maybe she was making inquiries, talking to people who’d be willing to do it for a little coin. Wesley has illusion spells. He could make one of us look like that person and we could go to her, saying we’re going to turn ourselves in.”

      “What does that accomplish?” Rhia asked, her brow furrowing. “If she never actually hired that person, she won’t believe it and won’t feel like she has to own up to anything. She can just burn any correspondence, possibly even have that person killed.”

      “No, I think he’s onto something,” Wesley said, more animated than she’d seen him in days. “We start by looking through her correspondence. Tanris can do that, find someone she might have hired. Then Rhia can cast a spell on Lady Tremont to make her certain she did hire that person, and Tanris can forge a letter that proves it. I can make one of you—Karak or Liam—look like that person, and you can convince her you’ve had a crisis of conscience. Then…”

      He faltered, but Liam was there to pick up the slack. “She’ll do the rest. She has money, resources, and I’m sure enough influence in the city to keep her name out of it. She’ll get word of this person to the paladin order, who like any can be bought.”

      “But what if she tries to say Emma conspired with this person? What if she’s petty enough to want them both executed for the crime?” Rhia asked.

      A plan was coming together. She could feel it, and the excitement around the camp was contagious. But she needed to keep a cool head. For Emma’s sake, for Wesley, for all of them.

      “We have to make that option as unappealing as possible,” Karak said, “and make sure there’s no evidence that could implicate Emma. Maybe even something that clears her name.”

      “It could work.” Liam looked at each of them in turn, his gaze resting on Rhia. “It’s the best plan we’ve had, and likely the one that will lead to the smallest number of casualties. The only person who suffers here is someone who would’ve gladly taken Lady Tremont’s gold to assassinate her husband anyway.”

      “If she was planning to hire someone,” Rhia pointed out. “All of this hinges on that belief. Otherwise we’re just framing an innocent person and using another to get him to the scaffold.”

      “You are very particular for a Dark Lady,” Tanris said casually, having managed to pluck off some of the cooling boar meat.

      “I am. You knew that when you agreed to this.”

      The rogue just flashed her a grin, dipping his head in deference as he popped the piece of meat into his mouth. Rhia’s stomach growled obnoxiously.

      “Why don’t we all have something to eat,” Karak said, giving her a sympathetic look. “If we come up with a better plan once our bellies are full, we can go with that. Otherwise, we’ll start with having Tanris infiltrate the Tremont Estate.”

      They all agreed, every one of them having only had the barest rations during their travels. The boar was carved by Karak, each of them getting more than enough to eat. Once they were full, a strong fatigue began to set in, lethargy threatening to overcome Rhia. They’d talked more, tried to reason out some other approach, but everything else either ended with the paladins hunting down Wesley’s sister, or more innocent people dying.

      There weren’t an abundance of choices. Either she did this Aeredus’ way—something she absolutely refused—or she took a riskier route that would harm as few people as possible. It was worth it to try, and all of her guardians agreed. As they settled into a watch schedule, Rhia lay down in her bedroll, looking up at the stars.

      Tomorrow she would undergo her first big “siege” as a Dark Lady. With any luck, no property would be damaged, no innocents would be killed, and they’d even come away with it having rescued someone. It was the exact opposite of what Aeredus ordered her to do, and she couldn’t help but feel good about that. As she drifted off to sleep, Rhia had a smile on her lips, confident they could make it work.
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      The benefit to working in a team, Tanris realized, was that he could be sure his best assets were put to use, and that he wouldn’t be asked to do anything he wasn’t good at.

      Intimidating folk with ghastly glowers and cutting words? That was more Liam’s expertise. Slicing through hordes of enemies as though they were finely churned butter? Karak certainly had the muscles for that. Pinpointing the exact useful passage in some dusty old tome? Absolutely Wesley’s specialty.

      But Tanris? He had a knack for getting in unnoticed, or causing such a scene that one couldn’t take their eyes off of him. There was never any in between, and while to the uneducated those might have seemed two contradictory approaches, Tanris found they often went hand in hand.

      He was prepared to utilize the first as he climbed from the roof to one of the windows on the second floor of the Tremont Estate.

      “If you hear her, leave,” Wesley hissed, sounding quite urgent. “There’ll be no charming your way out of it with her. She’ll have you killed as soon as she catches you trespassing.”

      “Clearly you underestimate how charming I can be,” was all he said before swinging himself into the window Rhia had opened with her magic.

      He’d swiped some more mundane clothing from a stablehand who’d passed out in a drunken stupor. It wasn’t an exact fit, as Tanris didn’t quite fill it out as well as the bulky stablehand, but Wesley’s illusion magic had done wonders to make it conform to his shape—and he’d taken the stench of ale and piss out of it, too.

      Both Wesley and Rhia questioned his motives for dressing in such a way, but Tanris had a plan. A plan, and a backup plan, in fact. So when he crept toward Lady Tremont’s boudoir, he felt confident in his approach. They’d ensured earlier in the day that the lady would be otherwise occupied, and Tanris had a clear shot, having to stick to the shadows to avoid just one servant who was milling around.

      The lady’s bedroom was extravagant. A bit much for his tastes, but he could appreciate the fine, perfumed linens and the crushed red velvet beneath his feet. He was well aware of his task, though, and made for Tremont’s writing desk, opening it carefully, silently.

      Lady Tremont was no stranger to letter-writing. She’d penned a variety of correspondence, judging from those she received in return. Some were rather scandalous, if he did say so himself, and Tanris kept one such letter from a lordling who must have been twenty years her junior. It smelled more strongly of perfume than the others, as if the Lady had spent a fair amount of time with it. And to his delight, the contents therein were not flowery prose, but the rough talk of someone who knew how to handle a woman as she wished to be handled.

      It was merely a diversion, though, and Tanris found what he was looking for soon after. Letters from a man called Alexei Stragar who commiserated with her about her vile husband and offered to take care of the matter—for a price. Oh, he was subtle enough, but not so subtle as to avoid implicating himself entirely. With a bit of touching up, it would serve as excellent proof, and so he slipped that letter into his pocket, as well.

      He turned to leave, rather pleased with himself. Until he saw the lady of the house. Quiet and nimble as a sparrow’s wings, standing in the doorway with all the grace of a tiger prepared to pounce.

      “What are you doing here? I’ve never given you leave to enter the house. Goddess, you must be absolutely filthy.”

      She eyed him up and down with a look of disdain, disgust, and—if Tanris was not mistaken—interest. Oh, he knew exactly how much she appreciated filthy men, in word and in deed. Why not in appearance, too?

      “Thing is, I’m not one of yours, am I?” he affected a common accent, striding toward her with the swagger of a stallion. “I’m sure the lady recognizes her own workers.”

      He’d not planned this route exactly. In fact, he was sure she didn’t recognize her workers. Nobles usually didn’t. But the randy lordling had left him too good of an opening to pass up.

      “Then who are you, exactly?” she asked with a sniff.

      Tanris grinned. “Lord Deregor sent me. Said you might be in need of a gift. Whet the appetite, as it were.”

      He saw the delight in her eyes, the flash of heat. She covered it well, of course, but Tanris was well versed in these things.

      “If you think I’m going to—”

      “Get on the bed,” he said roughly, a growl to his voice that wasn’t normally there. “Now.”

      Fury burned in her eyes, but it was tempered by a passion and longing Tanris recognized from the onset. “Or what? Are you going to set yourself upon me, brigand?”

      What a contradictory delight this woman was. He was all too happy to act out this little fantasy, even if he didn’t intend to go through with it.

      “Oh, I’ll be doing that regardless. Lord Deregor told me exactly how you like it.”

      He tugged at the buckle of his belt, pulling the leather free. Lady Tremont’s pupils dilated, her chin trembling just so. Without another word, she made her way to the bed and sat upon it with more of a production than was necessary, her dress falling open just so.

      With a grin, Tanris moved to the bed and leaned over her, close enough he could feel her quickened breath. Then he gripped her wrists… and fastened them to the bedpost with his belt.

      “What are you—”

      “Wait here a bit, love. I’ve got some matters to take care of while you get yourself nice and worked up.”

      He turned his back on her, striding out of the room with confidence he thought well warranted, even as she threw insults at his back. Once he was out of the bedroom, Tanris found the window he’d used to get in and climbed ever-so-easily to the roof, where Rhia and the others were waiting.

      “I told you to leave,” Wesley said, his eyes bulging out of his head.

      Tanris just grinned, handing over the letter to Rhia, knowing they’d been able to hear every bit of that through the enchanted pendants she’d given each of them. “And I had other plans.”

      “Are you really going to leave her tied up?” she asked, obviously trying to fight her amusement. “She’s going to spit fire when she gets free and you’re nowhere to be found.”

      “Ah, but that’s Lord Deregor’s problem, the randy little stallion. I’ll be long gone.”
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* * *

      Rhia read over the letter several times as they left the Tremont Estate. Alexei Stragar. Wesley didn’t recognize the name, which was a good start. He seemed like a mercenary of some kind, and also seemed to have some passing fancy for Lady Tremont. It seemed a number of people did, any of whom might have been interested in killing her husband.

      Wesley was right. If he hadn’t done it, Tremont’s widow absolutely would have.

      “He mentions The Salty Seaman in here,” Rhia said. “Apparently they’ve met there before. Do you know where it is?”

      “Near the docks,” Wesley’s brow furrowed. “I doubt she’d be caught dead in that dump.”

      “Probably sent one of her associates,” Liam offered. “We should head that way. Maybe the bartender will know where we can find him.”

      It was their best lead, and so Rhia agreed, lending her power to help Wesley change everyone’s illusions again. They’d each gotten one when they entered Platsia. Mainly for Karak’s and Wesley’s benefit, but Tanris has whined about being left out, and she’d felt compelled to do the same for Liam, too, just in case they were seen.

      And—because the Tremont Estate was crawling with servants—she’d thought it best to ditch the illusions for their trek to the Seaman. Goddess, even the name of it conjured images that made her skin crawl. Stained floors. Amorous sailors who reeked of unwashed flesh. Dark corridors where women had to come to their own defense just to keep from being manhandled.

      True to its name, the Seaman featured every one of those things.

      It was as seedy as taverns came, and she was grateful for the four men who surrounded her, not allowing anyone to so much as leer at her. They made their way to an empty table in the corner and Tanris went up to ask the bartender about the man mentioned in Lady Tremont’s letter.

      “Providence smiles upon you, Lady Rhia,” he said upon his return, flashing her a grin. “Don’t look now, but our would-be assassin is deep in his cups at this very tavern.”

      He gestured surreptitiously to a man who was currently engaged in a game of dice, an empty tankard beside him with another sloshing ale down the side as he brought it up to his mouth. Stragar was tall and lean, with a wiry beard and mustache that were in bad need of some maintenance. A mole on his right cheek gave him an identifying mark, a scar just above his collarbone making it look like someone had tried to cut him open once.

      “How much do we need to make an effective illusion?” Rhia asked Wesley, her voice barely above a whisper.

      “I can make an illusion just from a look, but you won’t sell it to Lady Tremont without his mannerisms and pattern of speech. Whoever’s going to do this should study him, maybe talk to him personally.”

      “I’ll do it,” Karak volunteered.

      Rhia had sensed the half-orc’s unease back at the camp. In a plan that didn’t involve physical strength or military tactics, there wasn’t much for him to do. But he was making his own purpose, and she smiled at him. Even if he wasn’t who she would have immediately chosen for the job, he trusted in his abilities.

      Downing his ale, Karak flashed her a grin and made his way over to the table, a sway in his step that spoke to him being far more intoxicated than he was. Like the others, he’d also been fitted with an amulet that allowed them to overhear, and she listened in as Karak invited himself to the dice game.

      The human form Wesley had given him was large and hulking, the kind of man who would strike fear in the hearts of even the most hardened individuals. His head was shaved, a well-kept goatee framing the hard line of his mouth, a scar permanently closing one eye.

      Rhia watched intently as he played, Tanris and Liam feeding him information about dicing when it was safe to do so. He lost more than he won, but those few wins were enough to see Stragar make an ass out of himself.

      “What are you on about, whoreson? You stroll up here, not an introduction to be made, sit yourself down and demand we play with you, and now you cheat us out of our hard-earned coin?”

      He had a nasally whine that made Rhia cringe, but that was ample information for Karak to use later. And he handled himself well, besides.

      “How many rounds have you had tonight, friend?” he asked, his voice rough and gravely, sending a thrill through Rhia. “Five? Six? You’re in no condition to count dice, let alone win against me. If you’d like to contest it, though…”

      He pushed out his chair, standing suddenly in a way that made the other men lurch back.

      “No, no, that’s fine! Well won, sir. Well won.”

      He cowered like a sniveling little weasel, not daring to look at Karak, and Rhia wondered how he could have ever killed Baron Tremont. Maybe he was more intimidating while sober. Or maybe his cowardice just served him well as an assassin.

      Either way, Karak extricated himself from the table, purse a bit lighter, but far more knowledgeable.

      “Do you think you can impersonate him well enough?” she asked, hopeful.

      “It’ll be a stretch, and I’m going to hate every second of it.” Karak tossed a look over his shoulder and actually shuddered. “But for you, Lady? I will be the whiniest, most obnoxious version of Stragar the world has ever seen.”
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* * *

      Karak was grateful there was at least something forceful for him to do. He wasn’t just a warrior, but it was what he was best at, so when a need arose to subdue a pair of men who were guarding the carriage house where Rhia wanted to wait for an opportune time to spring their trap on Lady Tremont, he was all too eager to oblige.

      He knew he wouldn’t be able to rely on his strength to fool the noblewoman, though. Quite the opposite. He’d have to convince her he was a simpering mess of a man who likely would’ve resorted to poison or some other coward’s tactic to kill Baron Tremont.

      “Are you ready?” Rhia asked, resting a hand on his arm.

      It felt strange to be in this human form. He’d longed for it some days, just to be able to integrate into their society. But he preferred his own body now, and certainly here, with the Dark Lady. The one fortunate effect of the illusion was that he could still feel Rhia’s touch as though it was indeed his body, his arm she rested her hand upon.

      He gave her a smile, shoring up his own doubts in the face of her question. She would know he felt anxious, but with her faith, he was gaining confidence in the idea.

      “I am. Is it a good time?”

      They’d waited just long enough for Tanris to slip through the shadows and ensure Lady Tremont was at home and not otherwise occupied. He’d returned, crowing about how “very worked up” she still seemed, and that she was in the midst of composing a furious letter to Lord Deregor.

      “If he ends up dead, that blood’s on your hands, thief,” Liam said, unable to hide the amusement in his voice.

      “That would be awful,” Tanris said dramatically. “There’s no worse fate than to die with your balls so painfully blue.”

      Karak snorted, but Rhia just rolled her eyes, giving his arm a squeeze. “All right, it sounds like we’re almost set. I’m going to try and reach her mind, then you can go.”

      He watched as Rhia closed her eyes and blew out a breath. Wesley reached for her, grasping her hand, his arm at her back as he helped to stabilize her. He could see the magic emanating from the warlock, feeding into her, and he knew the pact was having the right effect. Everything they’d done together had been more in sync, but Rhia and Wesley were putting it to the test now.

      It did seem to help, too. There was always a certain amount of strain in her features when she concentrated on this kind of magic, but it was lessened now. Shared between her and Wesley both.

      When she opened her eyes, they were bright and clear, a hopeful expression peeking out from behind the trepidation. “Okay. I planted the idea that she actually contracted Stragar to kill Lord Tremont. As far as she knows, he was there that night and succeeded in his task.”

      Karak nodded, resolute, and met Wesley’s gaze. The warlock murmured an incantation, and he felt his entire being shimmer once more. It was a strange sensation, his stomach lurching a bit from it. When it was done, he looked down at thin, veiny human hands that were unhealthily pale.

      “How do I look?” he asked, the voice that came out of his mouth certainly not his own.

      “Freakishly accurate,” Tanris said, “down to the single hair sprouting from the mole. Good job, Schoolboy.”

      Karak turned to leave the carriage house, but Rhia caught him before he could.

      “Don’t take any unnecessary risks,” she pleaded. “If you get into trouble, let us help you.”

      “I will,” Karak said, taking her hand into his. “I promise.”

      He was tempted to steal a kiss for good luck, but there would be time enough for that later. As it was, he needed to be completely focused on his task. Assuming the role of Alexei Stragar, he walked toward the estate with the air of a man whose guilty conscious and coward’s heart weighed heavily upon him. He spooked at the slightest sounds, affected a frightened posture, and wouldn’t meet the eye of even the servants.

      It must have been convincing enough, because Lady Tremont came to meet him in her parlor, her face pinched in extreme annoyance.

      “That will be all,” she said airily, dismissing the servants. Once the door was closed, her dark eyes fixed on Karak. “What are you doing here? I told you never to come to this place.”

      “I can’t do it anymore, Ophelia.” Karak took on the same whining tone he’d heard from Alexei the previous night, the sound obnoxious even to his own ears. “I can’t live with what we’ve done.”

      “What you’ve done, you mean,” she hissed, ushering him further away from the door with a forceful grab. “You imbecile. How dare you come into my house and accuse me of—”

      “I’m going to tell them. I… I wanted you to know.” There was murder in her eyes, and Karak cowered away from her as Stragar would surely do. “I won’t tell them anything about you! I’ll just say I was jealous. I wanted you for myself, so I ki—”

      “Shut. Up.” She shook him violently, and for a moment, Karak thought she might actually harm him. “You will say nothing, do you hear me? Not a thing.” Letting him go, she made her way over to a table and opened the drawer with a key. “What is it you want? More gold? Here, you useless little wretch. Take it.”

      She thrust a pouch at him, but Karak refused. “I can’t. Do you know what Belisan does to liars and murderers who don’t make it right? I’ll burn for all eternity, Ophelia. Her wrath scares me a hell of a lot more than yours.”

      “I don’t give a rat’s ass about your faith, or what happens to you, you incompetent little weasel,” she warned, her voice going shrill. “I was trying to help you, Alexei, because you’re right. You won’t tell them I was involved. And if you do, they won’t believe you. I’ll make sure of that.”

      She advanced on him in the way a lioness might advance on a downed antelope. Karak wanted to hold his ground, but Stragar would have never done so. He backed up instead, knocking over a vase in the process.

      “Go ahead and hang, Alexei. Turn yourself over. Clear your conscience. You and that girl can share a jail cell and talk about your impending afterlife before they march you to the scaffold.”

      Karak’s eyes widened. More than perceptible to Lady Tremont, but she merely smiled at him in triumph. This wasn’t what was supposed to happen. She wasn’t meant to gleefully suggest Emma should still pay the price. Karak clutched a hand to his chest, making a show of heart pain as he grabbed at the pendant.

      He needed Rhia to do something, and he needed it now.
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* * *

      This wasn’t good. Liam waited in the carriage house, his attention on the rising panic in both Rhia and Wesley at Lady Tremont’s threat.

      “You have to do something,” Wesley pleaded with Rhia, his tone more desperate than ever.

      Liam wanted to be the white knight who rode in and dispatched this particular dragon, but his skills were of little use here. He had his role in all of this: Bringing the evidence to the paladin order and convincing them of its validity. He couldn’t affect Lady Tremont in any way. Only Rhia could do that.

      “Lend me your power,” she told Wesley, reaching out for his hand.

      The warlock took it, and this time Liam helped brace her, standing so close he could feel the moment she began to channel. Last time, she’d managed to plant thoughts in the widow’s mind with little trouble. She’d been energized after. Enthused about the validity of their plan.

      Something was different this time. She was turning pale, tendrils of black magic snaking their way across her skin. She swayed on her feet, her knees buckling violently. She would have gone down if not for Liam and Wesley holding her up.

      “What’s happening?” he asked the warlock, tempted to try and shake her out of it.

      “There’s resistance this time. She has to use more power, but she’s drawing it from herself again.”

      Liam gritted his teeth. He remembered how weak she’d been last time she did that.

      “Can we do anything? Lend her our energy instead?”

      Wesley looked at Rhia, then nodded. “We can try.”

      Without prompting, Tanris approached, putting a hand on the Dark Lady as well, his resting at her shoulder. Liam focused, tapping into the bond he’d made through the pact, offering as much of himself as he possibly could. It took a moment, but eventually he could feel the energy being diverted from his own body into hers.

      Her color improved, she stopped shaking, and her breathing wasn’t nearly so ragged. Liam felt a little woozy, but it was a small price to pay. Looking between Wesley and Tanris, it seemed they agreed.

      And after several long, agonizing moments, he finally heard Lady Tremont’s voice through the pendant once more.

      “You know what, Alexei? I’d rather you rot alone.”

      Rhia came back to herself soon after, shaky but otherwise well. They helped steady her, staying nearby until she caught her breath, and waited until Karak returned.

      It was done. The seeds were planted, the evidence gathered. All that was left was for Liam to pretend to be something he’d hoped never to be again.
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* * *

      With Wesley’s help, Liam donned the gleaming silver armor he’d worn for much of his life, the image of a flaming sword burned into the breastplate. He walked with purpose, holding his head high, offering a fist-to-chest salute to the paladins he passed as he made his way into the compound.

      Outside, he was perfectly composed. In his element. Certain of his task. Inside, Liam was remembering what his life was like the last time he’d worn such a uniform. The choices he’d made. The people he’d failed to protect. The trauma he’d endured at the hands of one woman who’d been given far too much power.

      It boiled his blood, even more so when he felt compelled to look over his shoulder as if she might be there, waiting to give him that devastating smile of hers. To make him do her bidding, no matter how much it defied the paladin code.

      She wouldn’t be here, of course. Riverrest was nowhere near Platsia, and his former Knight-Commander had always spoken ill of the Guardians of the Rose. Liam was “safe” here, and granted quick passage through the halls when he asked to see the Knight-Captain of the order.

      The keep was still in disrepair, and he had to walk through the ruined courtyard to get to the captain’s office, but Liam kept himself focused on the task. Rhia had only slipped. She wasn’t going to fall to darkness. He would make sure of that, and he would keep Wesley from falling, too.

      All of that started with freeing his sister.

      “A Garrett Willoughby to see you, Captain,” the paladin who’d escorted him said once they reached the captain’s office.

      He’d used the name of a childhood friend, a man who’d died during a stag hunt in the middle of rutting season. A stupid, prideful man who likely couldn’t have gone out any other way. At least his name would stand for something decent now.

      “Send him in.”

      The captain was a stout man with thick mutton chops and the accent of someone from the far north. He looked up when Liam entered, sparing him a passing glance before going back to his paperwork.

      “And what would the Holy Blade want with us lowly Guardians?” he asked, casual contempt in his tone.

      “I’m here as a messenger and nothing more, Captain.”

      Liam was respectful, reaching past his breastplate to pull out a protected sheaf of papers. The letter from Alexei Stragar—embellished a bit by Tanris—and a completely forged letter citing the deed as complete, along with an order of release. The captain looked each of them over, his bushy brows furrowing low over his eyes.

      “I ask again, what’s the Blade want with all of this? Your order hasn’t had a presence in Platsia since before the war.”

      “The girl competed in one of our tourneys some time back. The Knight-Commander has a vested interest in seeing her flourish, and as she did not believe her capable of such a crime, she decided to send me to investigate the matter on her behalf.”

      Just mentioning his old commander made his skin crawl. It was dangerous, and would very likely draw her attention. That was the point, though. Something he hadn’t exactly told Rhia, omitting the detail rather than outright lying.

      He’d tell her soon enough. Now that they were pacted, it would be her fight, too. As much as he hated the idea of anyone else fighting his battles.

      “So not only does your uppity commander refuse to grace us with her presence, but she wants to swipe a prisoner out from under my nose? Not a chance.”

      He let the papers fall to his desk, casting a dismissive gesture toward Liam, whose lips twitched. He’d prepared for this.

      “She’s also submitted a petition with the Crown,” he said casually, relishing the way the captain instantly stiffened, his back straight as a board. “If you’d like to argue it in the Grand Court of Esrinas, I’m sure your case will fare well.”

      The captain paled, his face beginning to take on a sickly green color. There wasn’t a paladin alive who dared tangle with the Crown. It was too much of a risk, and in many cases, brought too much scrutiny upon their orders. Not a threat most were willing to gamble with, especially when the Crown had no compunction over executing paladins.

      “Let me… have another look at these letters,” the man said, withdrawing an eyeglass from his desk drawer and lifting a letter with trembling hands. He read over it slowly, appearing to lose his place several times before he finally gave up. “Everything seems to be in order. I’ll send my knights to fetch Stragar at once. You can tell your Knight-Commander that justice will be done.”

      Some version of justice, at least.

      “And the release order?”

      The captain’s features tightened, but he pulled a quill from its inkwell and set it to the order, adding his signature. Scattering sand across the wet ink, he handed the parchment back to Liam.

      “We don’t release prisoners overnight. Security protocol, you understand. Come back in the morning with this, and I’ll release her to your custody. Just don’t expect an additional escort. I’ll not spare any more men to your commander’s whims.”

      “I wouldn’t expect it, Captain,” Liam said, dropping into a respectful bow that was met with a grumble.

      His heart was hammering as he left the captain’s office and made his way back through the halls. He’d done it. He’d have to come back in the morning, but for tonight, he planned to put as much distance between himself and the order as possible.
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      They’d done it. They’d made a successful case for Emma’s release without implicating Wesley or anyone else who hadn’t already been slated to take the fall for it. It wasn’t a strictly good solution, but Rhia was finding she placed less and less faith in the strictly good. She wasn’t even sure it existed anymore.

      There were stages to it, shades of gray that ranged from telling a white lie for the greater good to… well, to setting someone up for a murder they didn’t commit. It wasn’t pristine. Rhia wasn’t even sure she felt especially confident in the path they’d taken. But the other options seemed worse. Killing untold innocents to rescue one? Sneaking Emma out with the promise that she would be hunted for the rest of her days? Exposing Wesley and trading his life for hers?

      None of those options sat well with Rhia. Maybe if they’d had infinite time to think and plan, it could have worked out differently. As it stood, Emma was going to be freed in the morning. Liam would escort her himself—despite how pale he looked when he returned from the paladin compound—and Wesley would finally see his sister again after years of being away from her.

      That was what mattered. In a world that was neither black or white, Rhia had to find these clear victories and celebrate them for what they were. It wasn’t easy. It wasn’t perfect. But it was a victory nonetheless.

      Only… Wesley didn’t seem to see it that way. She could tell he was beyond relieved that his sister wasn’t going to die for his crime, but that night in the tavern, as they waited for Liam, he’d barely wanted to engage with the group. He’d ordered an ale early in the night and hadn’t stopped ordering them until he was close to passing out. One spell from Rhia made it so he could get to his room without falling up the stairs, but she worried over him.

      “Does he seem like he’s acting strange to you?” she asked Karak, Tanris, and Liam once he returned.

      “Ah, who wouldn’t want to get absolutely shit-faced under these circumstances,” the rogue said, his own voice slurring a bit. “We’ve won the day! Best to be merry tonight and not think about tomorrow.”

      “Somehow I don’t think that’s the extent of it,” Karak mused, putting a hand on Tanris’ back to steady him when he nearly toppled out of his chair.

      “It’s not.”

      In contrast to Tanris and Wesley, Liam hadn’t had a thing to drink since returning. He picked at some food, engaging in conversation here and there, but keeping to himself for the most part. Rhia’s heart ached for him, and she began to feel responsible for putting him into that situation in the first place.

      “He’s nervous about seeing his sister. And why shouldn’t he be? People in the northlands aren’t accustomed to… this,” he said, gesturing to their table as a whole.

      Liam was right, of course. Emma hadn’t taken it well when she’d seen Wesley use his powers. Rhia hoped his sister would see reason and understand why he did it; that she’d see he was the same person he’d always been, beneath it all. It was obvious Wesley didn’t hold out so much hope.

      “I should go check on him,” she murmured to herself, pushing out her chair. “Will you three be all right without me here for a while?”

      Her gaze swept across all of them, but lingered on Liam. “Don’t have to worry about me, princess.” There was a bit of his usual terseness in the words, but they softened after a moment. “Go. Wesley needs you more.”

      “If you need ideas on how to distract him, Lady, I’m happy to oblige,” Tanris said, waggling his brows suggestively.

      A blush rose in her cheeks as she turned away from them, heading for the stairs. She’d thought about it. It’d been hard not to before, and the only reason she’d kept herself in check recently was because everything had gone to hell in so short a time.

      But things were winding down now. They could return to Ebonhold, hopefully with Emma and Wesley having reconciled. And that meant Rhia needed to figure out what she wanted, and she needed to make each of her guardians aware of it.

      So while she wasn’t looking for anything to happen—and certainly wasn’t going to push for it—she couldn’t say she’d turn it down. If he needed the comfort, the distraction, she was also happy to oblige.

      For now, though, she just wanted to be a friend he could lean on and talk to.

      Finding her way to his room, she knocked softly, not wanting to wake him if he was actually asleep. After a moment, she heard his voice on the other side of the door.

      “You can come in.”

      He must know it was her, then, the same way she had a sense of where her guardians were at all times. It comforted her, filled her with a warmth she carried into the room, closing the door behind her.

      Wesley was sitting at a small table, scratching furiously over a sheet of parchment. She could smell charred paper, and saw one balled-up piece had escaped the fireplace. Without a word, Rhia picked it up and dropped it in for him.

      “I keep trying to write this letter to Emma, and I just… nothing good comes of it. Nothing makes up for… what I am.”

      “You aren’t planning on avoiding her entirely, are you?” Rhia asked cautiously, coming to stand beside him.

      Wesley shook his head. “I just thought if I got everything down on paper, it might sound better when I say the words to her.”

      “Wesley…”

      She couldn’t stop herself from touching him, even in a manner she hoped was soothing. Her hands slid over his shoulders and she embraced him from behind, feeling vindicated when he set down his pen and leaned back against her.

      “What you are is a man who was willing to do anything for his family. A man who sacrificed his hopes and dreams to spare his sister future abuse. She can’t fault you for that.”

      He let out a choked laugh. “She can. She did. You weren’t there, Rhia. You didn’t see the way she looked at me.” His fingers stroked idly over her arm as if to calm himself.

      “No, but I’ve been there myself. Remember?”

      He was silent aside from a soft exhale. Rhia leaned down, resting her chin on his shoulder, her arms wrapping tight around him.

      “You did the right thing, Wes. If she knows you at all, if she loves you, she’ll understand. Just have a little faith.”

      He turned his head to face her, his breath warm on her skin. “I almost considered leaving tonight. Riding back to Ebonhold on my own. Leaving only a letter for her to find.”

      “Why did you change your mind?” she asked.

      “I wouldn’t know what I’m even running from. I don’t regret it,” he admitted. “Even if she rejects me fully, I still won’t regret doing what I had to do. She’s safe now, unable to be beaten or pawed at by that man. However I accomplished it, I made it happen.”

      “You did,” Rhia agreed softly. “And if she does reject you—which I don’t think she’ll do—you’ll always have a place with us.”

      He turned his upper body, Rhia’s arms having to loosen around him. Her face was so close to his, but she didn’t move away.

      “And you? What is my place with you?”

      Her breath caught in her throat. As much as she’d wanted to have this conversation, she still hadn’t expected to have it tonight. Physical comfort was one thing. Losing themselves in each other. But talking this through? She wanted a plan, something to fall back on.

      But did she need it? She knew how she felt, and if Wesley didn’t accept that, it was better to know sooner rather than later. Because one thing was becoming increasingly clear to Rhia: She could easily fall for this man.

      And the others, if she let herself.

      “You’ll always have a place with me, Wes,” she whispered. When he leaned up to try and kiss her, she put two fingers to his lips to stop him.

      “But…?”

      “But you’re not the only one. I need the other guardians just as much as I need you. And not just for their abilities and what they bring to the table. I…” A sudden surge of nerves shot through her, making her heart race. She silently chided herself, forcing the words out despite the tremor in her voice. “I kissed them. You saw the kiss with Tanris, obviously, but I kissed Karak and Liam, as well. And I’m not sure it will end with a kiss.”

      He was giving her a strange look, and she rushed to qualify her words, feeling suddenly self-conscious.

      “It’s not that I don’t feel satisfied with you. I do. But I just… the needs they meet…”

      “Rhia.”

      There was a wealth of information in the way he said her name. So much emotion, a patience she hadn’t seen from him previously, and a heat he seemed barely able to control.

      “You don’t ever have to explain your desires to me. We all pacted with you. We’re bound to you by choice now, not just by Aeredus’ will. And I can assure you, we all want you.”

      He slipped out of her arms and rose from the chair, walking up to her with purpose. Rhia couldn’t catch her breath, finding herself lost in the depths of his blue eyes.

      “Do you know what I was thinking when Karak walked in on us? I wanted him to join us. I wanted to watch him touch you, kiss you, fuck you just as badly as I wanted to do those things myself.”

      She truly had stopped breathing now. Her heart thumped in her chest, her body feeling as if it might combust at any moment. She’d never heard him speak so plainly before, and it was more of a delight than she thought it would be.

      “I wanted that as well,” she admitted, her voice roughened with desire. “I… dreamed of it. Of all of you.”

      “Did you?” Wesley’s lips curled into a seductive smile, an almost predatory gleam in his eyes.

      He stood so close they were nearly touching, his hand skimming down her front, over her hip, then finding its way up to the ties of her dress. One tug and the knot that held the bodice was undone. The pads of his fingers danced across the bare skin of her back until he reached the laces.

      “Tell me?” he breathed, leaning close to her ear, drawing a gasp from her when he nipped at the lobe.

      She knew they should talk more. In a way, Wesley was using this as an excuse to avoid his fears just a little longer. But he couldn’t do anything about Emma tonight. Why shouldn’t they both indulge in something they wanted?

      Especially when he was far more accepting of her desires than she ever thought he would be.

      “I don’t remember it fully,” she said, her voice wavering as his lips trailed down her neck, “but it started with Liam. Then he called over you and Karak, with him in front of me, Karak behind, and you finding space in between. You were all touching me. Kissing me. Everywhere.”

      The groan that escaped him made Rhia shudder, her pussy clenching in response. Goddess, was he truly so aroused by her fantasy? As he pressed his body against hers, she had ample proof of it. The thick line of his cock pressed against her, hot and insistent, and Rhia remembered how close she’d been to having him inside of her last time.

      “Are you going to fuck me?” she breathed, a taunt in her voice, “or just ask about other men fucking me?”

      She knew she was goading him, but she needed this; needed to pick up exactly where they’d left off. She was wet enough just from his words, his touch, his kiss. And he was certainly hard enough. If he undid those laces a bit faster, and if she reached for his belt…

      Rhia did so, and Wesley allowed it, working on the laces at the same time. His motions were quick, his breath coming in short bursts. She knew he was just as impatient as she was. And yet once his belt was free and the last tie was undone, he didn’t continue undressing them both. Instead he slid his arms beneath her, scooping her up and carrying her to the bed.

      She let out a delighted laugh as her back hit the firm mattress, but the sound was immediately muffled by a moan as he followed her, climbing onto the bed with her, his lips claiming hers. Rhia’s fingers raked through his short hair, her legs lifted against his hips and she gasped as he rolled them against her.

      But he still wasn’t giving her what they both wanted. They were too clothed, and when he pulled away from her mouth, she saw a gleam in his eyes that suggested he had no intention of fulfilling that promise—yet.

      “I think I’d prefer to do both,” he finally answered, telling her everything she needed to know, yet raising so many more questions her body was eager to learn. “How would they approach this, I wonder? I bet Karak is very gentle. Very patient and loving, slowly building the passion until it threatens to burn you both.”

      She couldn’t answer, because he was trailing a hot path of kisses down her chest. His stubble scraped against her breasts and she gasped, arching into him. He was so close, so able to put his mouth to good use, but he meandered a bit, his lips caressing her supple flesh, his hands moving down her body. When he finally paid attention to her sensitive nipples, it was with a slow reverence, licking and suckling and groaning against her skin as if tasting her was the most rewarding thing he could think to do.

      There was a rhythm to his actions, she realized. A slow build as his hand moved downward, making its way between them and dipping under her skirt. He touched her thigh in a soft caress, teased so close to her pussy, but not nearly close enough. Rhia shifted, squirmed beneath him, her skirts shifting upward as she did so, her smallclothes soaked already. When Wesley finally trailed his fingers over her still-clothed slit, she let out a loud, low moan.

      “He’d be sweet with you. The one you’d look to when you wanted something slow and meaningful, where you could savor every touch.” His thumb pressed against her clit and she gasped. “But what if you want something harder? Someone who makes demands of your body?”

      Wesley pulled back from her and she whimpered, the shock to her system so sudden that she felt a chill overcome her. But he wasn’t gone. He pulled off her slippers, then gripped her smalls and tugged downwards, nearly pulling her off the bed in the process. With trembling hands, Rhia managed to discard her own dress, but she wasn’t at all prepared for the swift, decisive action Wesley took afterward.

      He sank to his knees at the edge of the bed, his arms wrapping around her thighs as he pulled her to him.

      “What—?” she barely had time to ask before he buried his face between her thighs.

      She cried out, the sudden feeling of his mouth on her pussy so unbelievably amazing that it took several moments for her to be able to do anything at all. Throughout that time, Wesley licked and sucked at her pussy lips, plying her flesh as if it was his to control. Her hands buried in his hair, gripping so tightly she was sure she was causing him pain. Her hips lifted unbidden off the bed, trying to pull him closer, but Wesley didn’t allow it. He had complete control, and when he drew her clit into his mouth, Rhia was rendered mute, her throat forgetting how to make sound for several moments. He sucked on her, hard, demanding she react to him, and she certainly did. She practically writhed beneath him, bucking upward, demanding more from him in return.

      “Wesley,” she moaned, her fingers curled tightly in his short hair.

      This time, he didn’t relent. He sucked on her clit, attending the needy bud with his lips and tongue until a violent wave crashed over Rhia, her orgasm hitting her like none ever had before. She all but screamed, not caring who heard her, certainly not caring what she looked like as her body undulated beneath him, rising off the bed as though she were in the thralls of some possession.

      He drew back, his lips glistening with her juices, and once Rhia had recovered enough to move, she reached for him. Wesley shucked off his pants, threw aside his shirt, and pulled down his smallclothes before giving her what she wanted. She clutched at his back, her nails digging in as he kissed her hungrily.

      She wrapped her legs around him, wanting for nothing more than to feel him inside of her. An ache existed that she’d never noticed before, a neediness she felt she had to sate before she could be satisfied. And this time, Wesley didn’t deny her. This time, they weren’t interrupted.

      As he kissed her, he rolled his hips, his cock gliding along her slit. He coated himself, reached down to rub the head between her folds, and then he pulled back just enough to meet her gaze.

      “I swear, if you don’t fuck me—”

      He didn’t need any more than that. She felt the head of his cock breach her, sliding in until he met resistance, then pushing past it in one fluid stroke. A hint of pain flared through her and Rhia clung to him, Wesley remaining still. He didn’t fret over her, didn’t question her desire to continue. He just waited, his breathing measured, until her body began to relax around him.

      When the pain subsided, Rhia felt… everything. The fullness of him inside of her, the way her walls grasped around him when he started to move, the shaft of his cock so close to rubbing against her clit as he pumped in and out of her. She moaned beneath him, lifting her hips off the bed to meet his thrusts, her nails digging so sharply into his back she knew she must have drawn blood.

      “Harder,” she begged, breathless, her head tossed back against the mattress. “Don’t stop.”

      He didn’t, his thrusts increasing in pace and intensity, his body meeting hers again and again as he slammed into her. His mouth crashed to hers once more, their moans muffled by one another, the kiss frenzied and lacking in any finesse as he fucked her just as she’d demanded.

      He wasn’t saying anything, wasn’t teasing her with what the other men would do to her. Rhia couldn’t have focused on any of it, regardless. As much as she wanted that, as much as she wanted all of them here eventually, right now there was only Wesley.

      Reaching down between them, he rubbed at her clit, the motion hard and fast and designed to get her to break. Rhia wasn’t in any position to hold on. She rode out the pleasure against his hand, bucked against him, met every thrust as he slammed into her. And when she broke, she absolutely shattered around him, her body arching off the bed, a moan shaking through her and reverberating through the small room.

      “Too close,” Wesley gasped, pulling away from her suddenly.

      She watched in a haze of pleasure as his hand fisted over his cock, moving so fast it was only a blur to her, until he spilled himself outside of her, a deep moan pulled from him when he did so. Rhia watched it all, shamelessly enjoying the sight, her chest heaving as she tried to regain some semblance of control over herself.

      It helped that when Wesley’s eyes met hers again, there was a tenderness in them; a softness she hadn’t expected. Her heart clenched, fluttering in her chest. He didn’t say anything, but when he lay down beside her, gathered her into his arms, and kissed her until they were both too tired to continue, she knew.

      She absolutely could fall for this man.
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      The next morning, Wesley wanted nothing more than to wake Rhia with gradually warming kisses. To have another showing of the night before, with more of her fantasies—and his—verbalized between them.

      But he was never given the chance. A knock on the door roused him from restful sleep, Liam’s voice reaching him from the hall.

      “I’m headed to the compound. I’ll be back in a half hour, likely, so I suggest you make yourself presentable.”

      There was a hint of amusement in his voice, and Wesley felt a flush steal over his body as he realized how loud they’d been last night. The entire tavern probably heard them, and the other guardians certainly had. But when he examined it closer, he found he didn’t care. In fact, he considered it a point of pride. He’d pleased her, brought her to climax and made certain she was sated. If the entire tavern heard the evidence of her pleasure, so much the better.

      But now he needed to face the day—face his sister. And despite the wonderful night with Rhia, he wasn’t exactly feeling confident about the outcome. It did help to have her near, though, and he looked to her now, still tangled up in the sheets.

      “Morning already?” she mumbled, barely comprehensible.

      “Mm.” Wesley smiled, leaning down to brush her hair back from her neck and press a kiss to her skin. “I have to clean up and get dressed. You can rest more, if you wish.”

      That seemed to rouse her, and she turned empathetic eyes toward him. “No. I want to be there. Not through all of it, if you need time alone with her. But I want to at least be close.”

      Wesley nodded, reluctantly pulling himself out of bed. He hardly worried over modesty now, enjoying the attention he was getting as her gaze lingered on him. Frowning at the empty tub, he realized he’d have to at least dress somewhat to go ask for hot water.

      Before he could even vocalize that, he felt the prickle of magical energy in the room, and suddenly the tub was filled, steam curling from the surface of the water. He tossed Rhia a glance over his shoulder, one eyebrow raised.

      “What’s the point of having powers if you can’t use them to be lazy?” she asked, a playful glint in her eyes. “It’s just a shame this tub isn’t large enough for two.”

      “We’ll have to make sure the one at Ebonhold is,” he answered, his voice lowering. “Or maybe even bigger.”

      Fire burned in Rhia’s eyes, an obvious answer to his unasked question. “Or maybe even bigger.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      They both managed to bathe and dress quickly, with only minimal distractions. Rhia’s hair was still wet and she fussed over it with a comb, but Wesley was as ready as he was going to be. He fastened the last button on his waistcoat and drew in a deep breath.

      “Have faith in her,” Rhia reminded him, coming up to help straighten his shirt collar and getting in one last kiss.

      His lips lingered on hers, curving into a smile. “Thank you. Whatever happens, you’ve done more for me than you know.”

      She smiled in return, a shimmer in his eyes. But time was nearly up, and Wesley couldn’t put it off any longer. He headed downstairs, sitting apart from the others in a chair by the fire as he waited for his sister to arrive.

      It didn’t take long. True to his word, Liam brought her to the tavern almost at the half-hour mark exactly. The paladin made his way through the door first, holding it open, and Wesley got the first glimpse of his sister he’d had in years.

      She was thinner than he’d expected. Almost a bit gaunt. There was a caution in her posture that hadn’t been present before, an uncertainty about everyone and everything around her. She wasn’t covered in bruises this time, but she wore a tattered frock, dirtied from her time in the dungeons, Liam’s cloak the only thing that kept her presentable.

      Her hair was shorter, too, he realized. Much shorter. The chestnut brown locks that had at one point fallen past her waist were now shorn above the nape of her neck, shorter than Wesley’s own hair. Overall, she just looked… older, and not necessarily in a good way. She looked as if she’d aged ten years during her time as Tremont’s ward, and another handful in the dungeons.

      His heart ached, his arms desperate to enfold her in a tight hug and never let her go. But Wesley’s legs were shaky as he stood, and he stopped breathing the moment Emma’s crystalline blue eyes settled on him.

      “Wesley?” she asked in a voice barely above a whisper.

      This was it. This was the moment she rejected him for good. This was the moment she saw him for what he was. Remembered what he’d done and what he was still capable of.

      But there was no shudder, no insistent desire to get away from him. She didn’t scream, didn’t look at him with disgust. She ran toward him, launching herself into his waiting arms, and hugged him so tightly Wesley almost couldn’t breathe. Tears sprang to his eyes immediately, tracking down his cheeks as he hugged her back, holding her close.

      “I thought I’d never see you again,” she said, her words shaking with her tears, muffled against his chest.

      All Wesley could manage in return was her name. Even when she pulled back, when he looked at her tear-filled eyes, the smile he remembered so well, he couldn’t form the words to describe what this moment meant to him.

      Finally, he just had to speak what was in his heart.

      “I was positive you wouldn’t want to see me. I thought… I thought you hated me. What I’d become.”

      “Wesley…” Her brow furrowed, and she looked close to sobbing once more. “I was afraid, yes. I didn’t know what was happening. I thought something had taken you over, and I thought Baron Tremont wouldn’t be the end of it. But it’s been years since then. I understand now.”

      A shadow passed across her features and Wesley swallowed, a feeling of cold washing over him.

      “It’s not as if I didn’t think of him meeting his end a thousand different ways, didn’t dream of doing it myself. That man was a monster.”

      “It hasn’t just been Tremont, Emma. He was just the first. I asked for that power, gave away a part of myself so that I could save you. But I’m not… it’s not something I’ve fought.”

      She looked at him so sternly that he almost felt like the younger sibling for once.

      “Do you help more than you harm?”

      “…Yes, but it’s not—”

      “Have you ever used your power to hurt those who could never hope to fight back?”

      “No,” Wesley said, prepared to argue again. “But—”

      “Then you’re no Tremont, Wesley.”

      The words were spoken softly, her hands lifting to his cheeks. He let out a shuddering breath, not realizing he’d even needed to hear such a thing. Of course he wasn’t Tremont. But… he had thought himself a monster. No better than Tremont, perhaps. Evil in a different way.

      “I know who you are,” she insisted, her hand moving to his chest, resting just above his heart. “In here. I know you don’t do things without reason, and that you’ve always put others first, even when they didn’t deserve it. But I also know you can become fixated.”

      He started to look away from her, feeling the shame of his interest in dark magic, but Emma didn’t let him.

      “I know you can resist it, Wesley. Just don’t forget who you are, and you’ll never become what he was. I’m sure of that.”

      She reached up again and pulled him down so that their foreheads touched in a familiar gesture he’d made when they were both younger. Quiet affection, given without words or stipulations. It was soothing then, and it broke something inside of Wesley now. Something he’d held on to for far too long.

      Tears raced down his cheeks, but he didn’t bother to stop them. His lips pulled into a smile as he looked down at his sister, and he let out a soft laugh.

      “You sound exactly like Rhia, you know. I think it’s time the two of you meet.”

      Drawing back from his sister, he turned his gaze toward the others who were waiting some distance away. All of them were watching, Rhia’s eyes shimmering with unshed tears, a smile on her lips.

      “Emma, I’d like you to meet some people who’ve become very important to me. Karak, Tanris, Liam,” he began, introducing her to each of the guardians in turn, stopping before Rhia. “And this is Lady Rhia.”

      “I’m glad to see there are so many people keeping my brother accountable,” Emma joked, dropping into a curtsy. “Lady. Gentlemen.”

      Tanris started to open his mouth, but an elbow in the side from Liam made him shut up, to everyone’s benefit.

      There was the matter of explaining all of this, though, and over the next couple of hours, Wesley did just that, with Rhia’s help. To his surprise, Emma seemed enraptured, hanging onto his every word as she’d done when he read her stories before bedtime.

      “You’ve all had quite the adventure,” she said, wonder in her voice. “Orcs, gnolls, fish people… I can’t even imagine.”

      “It’s not something I’ll ever forget,” Rhia agreed, smiling at her as though they were old friends.

      And, like old friends, they apparently felt comfortable teasing one another.

      “All of these handsome men at your beck and call. Maybe I should get into this Dark Lady business, too,” Emma said with a grin.

      Wesley cleared his throat, speaking before anyone else could get a word in—especially Tanris. His sister might be an adult now, but she was still his sister. “All right. How about we never speak of that ever again?”

      “Why, can’t handle the teasing when it’s done to you?” Emma asked, smirking at him.

      “Oh, I like her,” Tanris quipped, to the agreement of the others.

      They bought a round of drinks and Wesley managed to steer the conversation elsewhere, Emma plying Rhia with question after question about their adventures. She seemed genuinely interested, which surprised him to no end. She’d always been smart, but never the dogged scholar. Not the way Wesley was. He was beginning to realize, though, that perhaps her interest wasn’t buried in books, but out amidst the world.

      “I’d give anything to see it all,” she said wistfully, confirming his suspicions.

      “You can, you know.” Rhia looked to Wesley, his eyes widening, surprise stealing across his features. “You could come with us. See all of these things for yourself.”

      “I’d hate to put her in danger,” Karak said with a frown.

      “She won’t be in danger,” Rhia scoffed. “We’ll all be there, and I’m sure we can teach her things that will help.”

      “Really?” Emma’s eyes were wide and round, making her look like a child again. She turned her gaze upon Wesley, and he knew he wouldn’t be able to resist. “Are you… okay with that? I won’t get in the way. I started studying herbalism and the healing arts. I’d love to learn more and have reason to practice.”

      Wesley looked around at the others, none of whom seemed inclined to tell his sister no. There was little hope for him, then, and in truth, he didn’t want to deny her. They’d been separated for what felt like a lifetime. Ebonhold would be dangerous, yes, but he trusted Rhia. At this point, he even trusted the other guardians to ensure nothing happened to her.

      Letting out a dramatic, put-upon sigh, Wesley gave the only answer he could give. “Lucky for you, I know just the person you can study under.”
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      They left Platsia only once Stragar was taken into custody.

      Gossip spread like wildfire across the city, the man having instantly implicated Lady Tremont in the whole affair, after saying he didn’t agree to anything of the sort. Lady Tremont must have used the full force of her power and influence, because the word that circulated throughout the city was that he’d been a jealous, would-be lover who’d written her those letters despite Lady Tremont repeatedly telling him she would have him hanged if he ever raised a hand against her husband, in word or in deed.

      There was, of course, perfectly legitimate correspondence in Lady Tremont’s own hand that absolutely wasn’t written after the fact and passed off as evidence with a hefty bribe attached.

      It was messy, but Stragar evidently spewed such vile hatred when he was locked up that Rhia had no doubt in her mind he would have killed Baron Tremont, and likely done the same to the man’s widow when she didn’t give him what he wanted. He might not be guilty of the murder, but he wasn’t an innocent man. It was enough to put her conscience at ease, at least.

      They remained in the city just long enough to buy some supplies and clothing for Emma before setting off for Ebonhold the next morning. The ride was a long one, the horses keeping a slower pace than before so they weren’t made lame after all the back and forth, but without the sense of urgency, Rhia just enjoyed the journey.

      She began to look forward to the moment when they passed the Divide, the land bridges there leading into a stretch of barren ground that eventually opened up to the lush, colorful forests she was beginning to love. Watching Emma react to everything made it all the sweeter, as she seemed genuinely intrigued by the world around her. She’d need to learn to defend herself if they were going to take her beyond Ebonhold, but Rhia hoped they could do so eventually.

      From what Wesley said, she’d spent too much of her life locked away. She deserved to see the world.

      It was a gift Rhia never imagined being able to give another person. Not in this way, at least. She always thought she’d end up traveling with a band of adventurers, completing work for the guild. Going from town to town, heralded a hero. She certainly wasn’t that now. Not to the humans. But she didn’t need to be. The people who needed her understood what she brought to the table, and her guardians supported her more than anyone ever had.

      There was one niggling thought that plagued her, though, burrowing into her mind each night when she lay down to sleep. Aeredus’ command. The mark was still tight around her neck, and she swore she could feel his presence looming just behind her. He wanted her to bring down the guild, and she hadn’t done it. She had no intentions of doing it, either, and had made that known to all who would listen. There was no way it hadn’t gotten back to him.

      For that reason, she wasn’t surprised when he paid her a visit once they settled back in at Ebonhold.

      She’d finished helping Emma get her room set up to her liking and had returned to her own chambers, eager to enjoy a bath in peace. As much as she wanted to continue things with Wesley—and hopefully the others—she desperately needed the time alone. Naturally, that was when Aeredus came to her. Right as she closed her eyes, her head sinking back against the tub.

      “You’ve been a busy little bee,” his otherworldly voice echoed through the room.

      Her eyes snapped open, the water splashing as she moved to cover herself from his vile, intrusive gaze. The dark god’s avatar just laughed, coal black eyes squinting in mirth.

      “Nothing I haven’t seen before, my pet. You needn’t cover yourself for my benefit.”

      “I promise you, it’s not,” she said through gritted teeth. “What do you want?”

      “I’m sure you know.”

      Aeredus walked the room, his too-tall form filling the space with darkness. Long, spindly fingers reached out to touch her comb, her jewelry case, all of her other little trinkets.

      “You’ve used my powers, adorned yourself in all the things befitting your new station. You’ve even seen fit to pact with your guardians. And yet, you still think to defy me.”

      She opened her mouth to speak, but Aeredus held up one finger and suddenly Rhia felt her windpipe being closed off, ever-so-slowly. She reached for her throat, clawed at it, tried to cry out, to no avail.

      “Commoners should really know to be silent when their betters are talking,” the Dark God said with a sigh, turning to look at her with a bored expression. “You needn’t deny it. I know exactly what you intend, and I know you think you’re succeeding. I’m here to tell you you’re not.”

      His lips curved into a slow, sinister smile, and he gestured dismissively. Suddenly Rhia could breathe again, the invisible hand loosening from around her neck. She gasped loudly, desperate to pull breath into her lungs.

      “Here’s a fun fact for you, pet. Stragar, the man you sentenced to death for a crime he didn’t commit? Brilliant plan, by the way. I doubt I would have concocted anything better myself,” he purred. “He was a rather prominent member of Platsia’s guild. His ‘corruption’ will surely lead the paladins to investigate the entire guild, and who knows how many more Lady Tremont will decide to take down with him.”

      Rhia stopped coughing right as her stomach sank like a stone. Bile welled in her throat, all the blood leaving her face in an instant. No. He couldn’t have been. He was just some mercenary. A man who would’ve gladly killed for money.

      “I didn’t know,” she croaked out, clutching at her throat.

      “And yet you still made the decision. Condemned that man to death to protect your own.” Aeredus’ lips curved into a grotesque smile. “Why should his life be more important than your dear Wesley’s?”

      Rage burned inside of her, and though she knew it was fruitless, Rhia surged from the tub, sending water flying all over the room. Her powers surged with her, upending nearby furniture, a table flying through the translucent form of Aeredus’ avatar.

      “My, my,” he chided, “such a temper. You’ll have to control that, Rhiannon. You wouldn’t want it to consume you. What defense will you have then to avoid giving in to the true nature of your powers?”

      “My guardians won’t let me,” she growled, seething. “They’ll make sure that never happens.”

      Aeredus laughed, the sound grating at her nerves. “Oh, please. Once they see you veering down that path, they’ll either join you—gladly—or they’ll fling themselves from the sinking ship like the rats they are.”

      She roared, hurling a bookcase at his form, knowing it was absolutely useless. He was trying to rile her, preying on her insecurities. She knew it, and yet she let herself be baited.

      She wasn’t alone to face him, though. Footsteps thundered in the hall outside, Karak the first to burst through the door. His gaze fell on her, then on Aeredus, an entity she wasn’t sure he’d see. The others followed suit.

      “Leave this place, demon,” Karak growled.

      “You have no power here,” Liam said, his tone low and threatening.

      Aeredus just smiled at them, and for a moment, Rhia’s heart stopped. He could hurt them. Kill them, likely with just a flick of his wrist or a snap of his fingers.

      “On the contrary, paladin. I have all the power here. Unless you wish to break your pact?” His lips stretched in an unnaturally wide grin that sent a shiver down Rhia’s spine. “I’m happy to oblige. Then you can see just how miserable your pathetic little lives would be without my help.”

      Wesley and Tanris arrived, all four of her guardians crowding into the room, but it was too late. Aeredus vanished, dark smoke left in his wake, along with a laugh that echoed through the room, shaking her to her very core.

      Once he was gone, Rhia wanted to sink to the floor and curse herself for a fool. But she refused. She stood there, stark naked, dripping water amid her own ruined bedroom, and held her head high in defiance.

      “He knows everything. All that we’re trying to do. He’s going to try and trick us, undermine us at every turn. But I refuse to play his victim any longer.” Her gaze swept over her four guardians, lingering on each in turn. “We have to be smarter. We have to work together to stay one step ahead of him. I know what I’m asking will be difficult, but—”

      “Of course we’ll do it,” Wesley said.

      “We’ll be by your side, Rhia, every step of the way,” Karak put in.

      “And he’s not the only one who knows a few tricks,” Liam added, his gaze resolute.

      Even Tanris, who she expected to scamper away from the pact now that he’d seen the severity of its terms, seemed intent. “I can’t much abide cheaters, but I’m not above bending the rules to make a fool of them.”

      “We’re here for you, Rhia.” Wesley’s voice was soft, his touch gentle as he pulled her dressing gown from the floor and draped it over her. “He won’t win this.”

      She let out a heavy breath, her nerves finally easing. Rhia gave them a tired smile, opening her mouth to thank them when a ripple tore through her consciousness. She knew in an instant what was wrong. The magical wards she’d erected around Ebonhold had been breached.

      Someone knew she was here.

      “What’s wrong?” Karak asked, his expression one of concern.

      “Someone’s gotten past the wards. It could just be a malfunction. Maybe the shaman’s magic is conflicting with my spells.”

      Even as she said it, she knew that wasn’t the case. Liam gave voice to that sinking feeling that welled in the pit of her stomach.

      “Or it’s someone who intends to attack.”

      She nodded, prepared to give them the orders she knew they were waiting for when something familiar tugged at her, demanded she search her memories. Rhia rushed past them, making her way to the parapets, needing to confirm what she already suspected; what she already knew.

      Her guardians followed behind, calling out to her, but Rhia was driven. She didn’t stop until she reached the edge of the stone, looking out into the courtyard where she saw a rider sitting atop a pristine white destrier, his golden armor gleaming in the sunlight.

      Desmond had come for her. And he hadn’t come alone.
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