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Chapter 1

“Come to this realm, dark temptress,” the nude woman chanted from where she knelt outside the circle of power. The cool air of the mountain cave chilled her skin and raised goose bumps on it, but she pressed on and ignored the brisk air. “Enter willingly and do my bidding, so that you might have my gift to you.”

A starburst of darkness split the air in the mountain cave. It was centered perfectly between the five candles that made up each point of the star within the circle. Each point represented an element: Air, Earth, Fire, Water, and Spirit. Each candle was crafted with some manifestation of that element.

The Earth candle had purified and consecrated dirt mixed in it, whereas the Fire candle burned with a flame started with the breath of a dragon. The Water candle had been cooled in an icy pool found in the most northern reaches of the world. The Air candle had been mixed and formed among the clouds that eternally shrouded the tallest peak of the Great Divide. The Spirit candle was a tallow candle made from the fat of a maiden sacrificed for that very purpose.

The culmination of the five binding candles within the circle of protection formed the tunnel to the realm outside of reality. To the very place where nightmare and dream were made real. With the portal thus opened, the summoner need only speak the proper words of power to gain the attention of the being they wished to summon.

“I seek the greatest seductress in all of hell and offer you the heart and soul of a king of kings. A man whose purity is untainted. A man without whom my world will be plunged into a darkness that will yield a harvest of souls for you.”

The star pulsed as hungry demons drew near to listen. It swelled, signaling that one was about to come through. One powerful enough to strike fear in the others and drive them back. One that could fulfill the summoner’s darkest desires.

The portal began to take shape. The darkness swelled and shifted, growing legs and arms and wings and a tail. The conjuring woman looked up and gasped. She’d hoped to bring a succubus, yet instead she’d managed something else. Something greater. Perhaps even a fury. It was more than she could have hoped for.

The darkness swirled and coalesced, taking on the color and texture of smoke. The summoner stared in awe as the smoke solidified and then, in a terrible instant, the demon disappeared as though it had never existed.

“Noooo!” she cried and leapt to her feet. “Come back! I need you! My masters need you! I can’t fail—not now.”

The darkness returned as quick as it had been snatched away. This time it wasn’t a portal, but a fully man-shaped being. No tail and no wings: just legs, arms, and a head. It went from the blackest of blacks to a bronzed woman with dark tresses that fell to her bare breasts. Nothing else hid her body from the eyes of the woman who stared in openmouthed awe. Even more surprising was when the conjured being collapsed to the smooth worn rock and lay in a heap.

The summoner took a half step forward and stopped on the edge of the circle. “Who are you?”

The demoness picked up her head slowly. Candlelight cast shadows across her body, leaving as many questions as the shifting light answered. Her hair parted, revealing twin black orbs where her eyes should have been. There was no doubt as to her nature, but her form seemed...human.

The demoness spoke in a strong and deep voice that had a power to it that made the human shudder. “You would summon me without knowing my name?”

“Please,” the woman begged. “I needed one with your talents. I know a man who has bested champions and dragons alike. He is a warrior and a hero, but he has risen far above his rank. He must be punished, yet no one of this world has been able to bring about his ruin.”

The demoness rose on trembling legs and took a half step to keep her balance. She looked down at herself and cocked her head. “This flesh is weak,” she observed.

“I would have your—”

“Silence!” the demoness barked. Her voice, already filled with strength, carried a power that made the woman cower. She bowed her head and waited. “Who are you, mortal?”

“C-Caitlyn. Lady Caitlyn Badawi. I am a member of the Court of Shazamir,” she boasted, gaining confidence as she spoke. She’d endured a lifetime of torture and agony to hold the titles and positions she held. She had spoken to dragons, kings, wizards, and priests. No summoned hellion would make a fool of her! 

“You are no witch,” the demoness stated.

Caitlyn lost her defiance as she tried to stare down the demoness. Her will weakened until she dropped her gaze from the soulless black eyes that seemed to suck the very warmth from her bones. “No,” Caitlyn admitted. “I was given these rites to perform to summon you. I am an emissary of the Order of the Dragon. We are powerful—”

The demoness took an awkward step forward and swept her hand to the side. Caitlyn fell silent as though she’d had the air snatched from her breast. “Come to me, child,” the demoness purred. “I grow cold and I hunger.”

Caitlyn moaned. She wasn’t supposed to touch her. The instructions had stressed that. She was to acquire the demon’s name and give it instructions and a prize it could claim. Then it would go. Her brother would be lost, ensnared by the demon. Strife would follow and Queen Patrina would find herself sickening from poison. Then Caitlyn would rule, forging an alliance between Shazamir and Altonia. The Order would have their biggest threat removed, clearing the way for the armies in the south to launch their war.

“Isn’t that better?” the demoness whispered in Caitlyn’s ear.

Caitlyn gasped. When had she crossed the circle? She was inside...with her! She tried to shake her head but only a tiny whimper escaped her lips. The demoness’s fingers caressed her cheek and neck, setting her skin aflame with sensation. The flames ran through her body, making her tingle all over before settling low in her belly and leaving her gasping.

“Feed me,” she murmured into Caitlyn’s ear.

Caitlyn turned, trying to see through the red fog that overwhelmed her. She was on fire with need. She’d never felt this desire. This lust. She needed to be touched. To be filled. To be completed. “Yesssss,” she whispered until her sibilant compliance was swallowed by the demoness.

The demoness captured her lips and inhaled her breath, along with her warmth. Caitlyn moaned at the rush of warmth. She shuddered and whimpered, collapsing against the demoness. Unable to stand with her unfamiliar form, the demoness fell with her, dropping to the ground and still pulling on her lips as though her existence depended on it.

Caitlyn’s thoughts swam. She remembered her brief but torrid affair with the northlander, Garrick. He’d been so strong and powerful, yet so gentle with her even when she cried out for more. Before him there had been other men. Men who had been cruel and brutal. Her husband, before he gave his life for the Order. And before him, there had been others still: thugs and brigands who claimed they were knights instead of rabble and hired mercenaries. They’d shown her what the world expected of her as a woman. What her lot in life was to be if she let it.

Caitlyn’s thoughts drifted further, to memories of her childhood before the dragon came. She remembered her brothers and sisters, from those she played with to the youngest she took care of. Until they were murdered by the same men who tortured her. Then those men were killed. Killed by the false king that her brother would become. He killed them and saved her, feigning hurt all the while for what they’d done to her when the truth was he wanted the attention for himself. He’d saved her to make himself look better—not for love of her, but for love of himself and to feed his need to be something he was not born to be. She’d have been better off dead.

Alto’s image as a bloody young man was swept away, only to be replaced with that of the same man, older and wearing fineries befitting a hero who had bested man, beast, and nation. Alto, as a king, standing atop the deck of a ship that floated through the air. She remembered well the triumphant warriors on their return from hunting the greatest dragon the world of Kroth had ever seen. The same one that, thousands of years past, had scarred the land in his passing.

Alto wasn’t the only man who stood at the deck, though he took care to look the finest in his noble armor. Garrick was at his side, towering over him but lacking the kingly look her brother possessed. Patrina stood beside him, clad in her own scandalous shining mail that left her showing more than the whores of the south. It was no armor befitting a queen, yet she wore it with pride and was ready to defend her honor with her savage ax should any suggest otherwise.

The ship landed on stout wooden legs and a rope ladder was thrown down. She watched her brother but felt her attention directed elsewhere. She looked up, back on the deck of the ship to where another man stood. No, not a man; he was something else. He looked more a giant than a man, towering taller even than Garrick and possessing the thickness reserved for the mountains in the Great Divide.

Caitlyn gasped as her head fell the rest of the way to the floor. The warmth in her breast and lips was gone. The ceiling of the cave was above her, stained with the smoke of countless candles burnt over the years. Her head throbbed from where it struck the stone, but worse than that was the chill that settled deep in her chest and made her teeth chatter.

“Who is that man?”

“W-what?” Caitlyn stammered. She turned her head and saw the demoness that had seduced her standing outside the circle.

“The giant—I seek him. Who is he?”

“Nooo,” Caitlyn hissed. “Alto. You must—”

The demon snarled, shutting her up with a gesture. “If you want to play with magic, you should know what you are getting into. Your soul is mine, child. Mine to take and do as I wish. I could feed on you or sell it off for a favor.”

Caitlyn’s eyes widened. She wanted to shake her head and shout her denial, but her lips were frozen together.

“You think you’ve felt pain, girl? You have no idea what pain even means. Tell me who that man is and I will give you a gift. A gift you do not deserve.”

Caitlyn’s lips parted and she sucked in a gasp of mountain air. The demoness wanted to know who he was. The man who had come from the stars to save them, the man who had sacrificed his voidship and his woman to help them. She coughed and gasped out his name, “Rosh.”

The demoness narrowed her eyes and nodded. “Yes, that is his name.”

“He’s gone,” she mumbled. “In his ship. Demoness, please!”

The dark-haired beauty waved her hand, silencing Caitlyn. “I am no mere demon, child. I am older than the oldest of times. There have been many images of me. Avatars and pale shadows I have allowed, but they were only a reflection. I am an Eternal. I am Volera.”

Caitlyn gasped as Volera gave her what she promised. The misguided lady’s memories flooded through her, forcing her to relive her life in seconds. She saw again everything she knew, but she saw it without the filter of her twisted thoughts. She saw the truth. Tears ran from her eyes as the tragedies bestowed upon her were made clear. Then they flowed anew when she relived the injustices she had witnessed or invoked upon others in the name of the Order.

Volera watched her for a moment, a flicker of a smile coming to her face as Caitlyn curled into a ball and sobbed. The Eternal stretched her foot out and broke the circle, allowing Caitlyn to leave if she should find the strength. Volera turned away and took her first step toward finding the man in the girl’s vision. Her foot sank down and kept sinking, plunging her into a blackness darker than the one she’d come out of moments before.


Chapter 2

Volera awoke to the fading sound of a scream. Not just one, but many. A chorus of screaming souls crying out in eternal torment. Except now they were gone. The only anguish to be heard came from the woman who sat across from her in the cave. She held a dagger in her hand and tested the edge with the thumb of her other hand, yet that wasn’t the source of the wetness on her cheeks.

“I feel your pain,” Volera said. “I gave you the truth and let you out of your poorly fashioned cage. Why do you suffer?”

Caitlyn jumped, cutting her thumb on the dagger. She stuck her thumb in her mouth and lowered the knife to her lap, hiding it in the dress she’d put on. She removed her thumb and looked at it, focusing on the cut rather than Volera. “I don’t know if I should hate you or thank you.”

“Are you fool enough to live your meager life in ignorance?” Volera asked while trying to sit up. Her hands and legs were tied with scraps of cloth, hampering her efforts to sit up. Volera’s eyes went to Caitlyn’s dress and saw where the woman had ripped the fabric from her expensive skirts. “Why bind me? You can’t stop me.”

“Can’t I?” Caitlyn asked. “You collapsed. Perhaps you’re not as powerful as you think you are.”

Volera sneered. She held up her hands so Caitlyn could see the once luxurious fabric wilt and rot in seconds. It fell from Volera’s red skin, leaving her wrists unfettered. The ties around her ankles burst into flame, consuming them in a bright flash.

Caitlyn screamed and scrambled back, hugging the wall and slipping toward the entrance of the cave.

Volera smiled and sat up. “That’s better.”

“Who...what...”

“We’ve been over this,” Volera said. “Your ploy to summon a pawn of hell might have worked if I hadn’t been waiting for this opportunity.”

Caitlyn stiffened, tightening her hand on the dagger in her lap. She climbed to her feet and clenched the knife. “I made a mistake. I should not have summoned you.”

“True, but that’s souls turned to ash, don’t you think?”

“Souls turn—” Caitlyn shook her head, dismissing the strange allusion. “I was wrong about my brother. I see that now. You can’t hurt him. Please!”

Volera laughed. “Because I stepped through your portal does not mean you can bind me and order me at your whim.”

Caitlyn’s breath hissed through her lips. She moved to stand in the middle of the tunnel, between the open air and the ancient summoning circle deeper in the cave. She held the knife in front of her, blocking the way out should Volera try to escape. “My life has been a lie. A sick mockery used to further the unholy desires of twisted men. I know that now, thanks to you, and I know that my actions and my thoughts were my own. I deserve only the pain I’ve been dealt, not the fineries.”

Volera waved her hand, uninterested. “Take what you can; your mortal life is fleeting and meaningless.”

“No!” Caitlyn argued in a defiant shout. “I will stop you, even if it means this is the one and only good thing I do with my life. You will not hurt my brother, bitch!”

Volera rose to her feet like a spirit rising from the grave, not a human who needed arms and legs and the strength to power them. She stood and spread her arms wide, exposing herself. “You cannot harm an Eternal, girl. But try, if you must. Try and see the folly of your ways.”

“You’ll move.”

“I won’t. I have no need of it.”

Caitlyn scowled and lunged forward, thrusting her dagger with skill beyond that which a courtly woman should possess. The needle-sharp tip of the dagger struck Volera beneath her breastbone, in the hollow that would give access to a mortal wound up and into her heart. Instead, it slid along her fire-touched skin and as though she was made of granite. The dagger slid between her full breasts and up to the right of her neck.

Caitlyn staggered back. Her wide eyes went from Volera to the dagger in her hand. She swallowed and gasped, “What are you?”

“I am Eter—ugh.”

Caitlyn’s eyes narrowed in confusion. Volera looked down, pulling Caitlyn’s gaze to her chest. Dark drops of blood began to appear along the line where the dagger had cut. They swelled and dripped, joining together until they ran down her chest and belly. The blood slowed and pooled in her navel before a single drop fell to the rock beneath Volera’s feet. Where it struck, it hissed and spat, causing smoke to rise.

Caitlyn’s hand flew to her mouth, stifling her gasp.

Volera snorted through her nose. The thin trail of blood on her body burst into smoke and was swept away by a sudden rush of hot wind that whipped through the cave. After the wind was gone, her skin looked as flawless and perfect as before.

“How—”

“How indeed,” Volera said. “That steel in your hand does not have power enough to harm me, yet you spilled my blood.”

Caitlyn raised her dagger even though she took a step back.

Volera narrowed her eyes and gave Caitlyn a short shake of her head. The dagger in the woman’s hand reacted, twisting and changing. The steel became sinuous and slippery. The crossguards shifted into the bony arms and tiny gripping claws of a demonic beast. The grip and pommel were the last to change, becoming a sinuous neck and a rounded reptilian head filled with a score of tiny, razor-sharp teeth.

Caitlyn screamed anew and flung her arm, sending the creature flying before it could tighten its otherworldly coils around her arm. She jumped up and down, grabbing her hand as though she could rub away the feel of the tiny monster.

“Stop!” she screamed. Caitlyn fell to her knees and begged, “Please...no more.”

Volera smirked. “Take me from this place.”

“But... Alto doesn’t—”

“I don’t care about this Alto. Be he king or peasant, he is nothing to me.”

Caitlyn’s lips trembled before she threw herself forward and prostrated herself before her. “Thank you, Mistress! I...I don’t know what to do. I will worship you. Devote my life to spreading your word. Anything. Tell me. I’ll do anything!”

Volera tilted her head and looked down at Caitlyn until the hysterical woman stopped pandering and risked a glance up at her. She dropped her gaze at once and remained kneeling on the cold and hard stone.

“I am not a goddess to be worshipped,” Volera said. “They are beneath me. I am eternal. I exist always and forever.”

“Not a goddess? Then what...”

“Every being in every realm will know my touch, even your gods. Everyone deserves to be punished for something, be it a lifetime of misdeeds or a single act. When I am satisfied, the lost soul moves on. Sometimes satisfaction can take eons, but even that is a blink of an eye to me.”

“Saints preserve me,” Caitlyn whispered.

Volera chuckled. “We’ve been over this, child. Now stand and take me to your king. He journeyed with this man, this Rosh?”

Caitlyn looked up, craning her neck to do so, and slowly rose until she sat on her legs. She nodded and rose. “He did...but Rosh is a hero too. Maybe not like Alto, but from the stories I heard told, he’s never met his match in battle. Even...”

Volera watched Caitlyn as her eyes glazed over and then came back. “Volera!”

“Yes?”

“No, I mean, Volera—that was his greatest battle. But you’re Volera.”

“I am. And so was she.”

Caitlyn blinked. “I’m sorry...I don’t understand.”

Volera smiled. “A wizard tried to summon me—correctly, might I add—but there is no magic in all of creation that can force such a thing of an Eternal. Instead, I granted him an avatar of myself for service. It was she who met the man you call Rosh.”

“And now you’ve come for him?”

“I would know how any man could tame such a being.”

“But if she’s you...”

Volera raised an eyebrow. “Take me to him.”

Caitlyn twitched. “I...I can’t. He’s not here. Not anymore.”

“Then take me to where I can go after him.”

“It’s not that simple,” she explained. “He left Kroth...on their flying ship. Voidship, they called it. I mean it’s called a voidship, but that one was named the Voidhawk.”

Volera sighed, showing her impatience. “Are there other voidships on this world like it?”

“Um...well, sort of. Only in Altonia. My brother made a deal with Dexter—that’s the captain of the Voidhawk—for trade. But only with him, for as long as that can last. We’ve had a few other ships so far. One may be due any time.”

Volera waited, watching Caitlyn.

“Oh! Right, so I can take you back for when they do come. It’s a few days’ ride. I hope you don’t mind.”

“I don’t.”

“Good! Um, I guess we can go then. Except, um, are you cold?”

Volera looked down at herself and back up. “No, but you fear the reaction of others seeing me as you summoned me?”

Caitlyn bit her lip and nodded.

“That’s good to know,” Volera said. She blinked her eyes once and was surrounded in a spiral of black smoke. The smoke shifted and was sucked back into her body, leaving her clad in black leathers that clung to her body and enhanced her unnatural curves, yet did so without far more modesty than Queen Patrina’s magical armor. In spite of the lack of exposed skin, Caitlyn looked on Volera’s clad body as though she was glimpsing something naughty that she might get in trouble for. Even her eyes had changed, going from bottomless black orbs to a regular white with irises so dark they were barely distinguishable from her pupils. “Will this make the people of your world happy?”

Caitlyn clamped her lips together and nodded. “Yes. Very.”

“Very?”

Caitlyn blushed. “It’s...tight. I’ve never seen fabric like that before. Even the silk the courtesans in Shazamir wear doesn’t cling like that.”

Volera smiled and made her clothing dissolve back into smoke. It swirled around her body, revealing and concealing as she desired. She summoned it back, reforming the red trimmed black dress, boots, and gloves. “It is made of the same thing yours is made of, only more...refined.”

Caitlyn shook her head in disbelief. “Amazing,” she whispered. “Please, Mistress, follow me. I only have one horse, but we can both ride it.”

“That won’t be necessary.”

Caitlyn blushed. “Of course it won’t. I’m sorry, Mistress.”

Volera offered a thin smile and a nod. Caitlyn took it as approval and turned, leading her out of the cave mouth to a narrow ledge high on the side of ravine between mountains. The wind whistled through the crevasse, plucking at Caitlyn’s dress and whipping her hair about her face.

“I’m sorry, the mountains are windy and cold—oh, that’s right, the cold doesn’t bother you. We have to climb down, but it’s not as bad as it looks.”

“Your steed is at the bottom?”

Caitlyn looked down over the edge and then stepped back. “Yes,” she said and then looked up as a shadow blocked out the afternoon sun. Her mouth fell open as a scream froze in her throat. The wings of a dragon stretched above her.

Caitlyn was grabbed and held fast while she was spun to face Volera. The mortal woman stared in shock as she was pressed tight against the body of the Eternal. The wings stretched out from behind her, covering them before she flapped them and launched them off the edge of the cliff.

Caitlyn screamed as the cold air stung her eyes. She squeezed them shut and clung to Volera while her stomach rose into her throat. Volera’s wings beat, slowing them and causing Caitlyn’s back to arch as her legs and lower back bent toward the ground. Their direction changed and the wings beat again.

“You can stop.”

Caitlyn sucked in her breath and blinked. Volera was holding her, but her toes were on the ground. She let out a final whimper and gathered her feet under her before stepping back. She staggered, off balance and dizzy from the abrupt flight. She spun around and saw her horse running away. By the time she looked back, Volera looked normal again in her dark leathers. The wings were gone.

“Saints,” Caitlyn whispered.

Volera’s lip twitched. “Come, fetch your steed. Or would you rather fly?”

“No!” Caitlyn slapped her lips with her hand and then bowed her head. “I’m sorry, Mistress. That was...terrifying.”

Volera smiled again. “I’ll wait here,” she said.

Caitlyn nodded again before rushing off to gather her horse. She found it around a bend, chewing on some of the tough mountain grass along the seldom used pass. It whinnied as she approached but let her gather it and soothe it until he was ready to let her mount him again.

By the time she climbed atop the saddle, she saw Volera’s black hair over the scrub trees. Beneath her was a massive warthog nearly as tall as Caitlyn’s horse. Volera rode him with no saddle or bridle, only her hand upon his short-haired back. Her top looked the same, but instead of the flowing skirts she’d worn moments ago, she now wore breeches made of the same form-hugging material as her shirt.

“Mistress, that’s a...”

“I know,” Volera said. “Not my preferred choice, but he responded to my call first.”

“Oh. Um, well...let’s go.”

“Lead on, Caitlyn.”

Caitlyn blushed at the use of her name by a being of such power. She was about to turn and head out when she hesitated and glanced at Volera’s breeches. They were tucked in her boots—

“Is there a problem?”

Caitlyn gasped. “No! I, um, I was just admiring your pants. And those boots...those are boots, right? I’ve never seen their like. Even the courtesans in the Shazamir court don’t have sandals so elaborate.”

“They are boots,” Volera said. “Mastering them is a difficult task for mortals.”

“I can see why,” Caitlyn said, eyeing the long heel that came to a point only a little wider than a dagger’s tip.

“Would you prefer to be dressed for riding?”

Caitlyn stiffened. “Well, yes, but I didn’t bring any—”

The noble’s words escaped in an excited yelp as she was encased in black mist. It smelled of sulfur for a moment, stinging her eyes and nose. She blinked and shook her head, and then gasped anew at the way her skin tickled. It wasn’t confined to a single area, such as her legs or arms, but her entire body felt like it was being kissed by tiny mouths.

The sensation passed as soon as it began and took the smoke with it. She stared down at herself, shocked to see she wore a similar blouse to what she’d been wearing, save that it was just off-white and was embroidered with swirls and designs in a golden thread. She wore matching off-white breeches that squeezed her legs and hips, hugging her in such a way that made her aware of her body like she’d never been before. She wasn’t sure what the material was, but it flexed and stretched as she moved. Even more important, it was warm and blocked the mountain winds.

“Mistress! I don’t deserve such an honor,” she stammered.

“My boon is my choice to give, not yours to receive,” Volera said.

Caitlyn nibbled her lip and nodded. She turned and kicked her horse, urging the trembling mount ahead through the mountain passes. They had much riding to do and Volera was not the type of woman—no, being—who would take well to unnecessary delays.


Chapter 3

“Ho there, lads! Make way for a lady riding through!”

The short dwarven men marching along the road through the forest turned as one and looked back. They wore the same chain shirts with the symbol of an anvil worked into the chest of the shirts in gold-colored chain links. The dwarves stopped and stepped back, moving to the right side of the road and bowing their heads in respect as Caitlyn advanced.

She smiled at them and blinked back the moisture in her eyes. “My thanks to the people of Clan Anvilstone,” she offered them.

“Princess Caitlyn,” a dwarf at the front of their eight-man column greeted her. His eyes flicked past her to the other woman and his mouth fell open. “By Saint Nemroc!”

The other dwarves began to mutter among themselves as they looked at Volera. In rapid succession, they dropped to a knee and bowed their heads, heedless of the heavy packs on their backs.

Caitlyn glanced back at Volera. The goddess—no, not goddess, she was more than that: an Eternal. Whatever she was, she sat upon the back of the massive boar and looked every bit the immortal being she claimed to be. Caitlyn turned back to the dwarves. “Why do you bow? Do you know this woman?”

“No, milady,” the dwarf at the front answered. “It’s plain to see that she’s a woman of unmatched beauty, above or below the mountains.”

“And she rides a beast of legend. No man can claim to have tamed the Boar of Nasilun.”

Caitlyn glanced back again, this time at Volera’s unlikely mount. “The Boar of Nasilun?”

“Aye,” the first dwarf spoke. “A hunter by the name of Nasilun claimed he saw it a score of years or more back. Legend tells no one believed him until a few others caught glimpses of him. His hide is said to make arrows bounce and he’s too quick and wily to let anyone close enough to try sword or ax. One legend tells that his tusks are so strong he once gutted a mountain troll.”

The eyes of the dwarves and Caitlyn went to Volera, asking her to confirm the rumors. She spoke, her voice steady, powerful, and allowing no room for doubt. “There is a breed of boars in the hills to the east, whence we came. They are strong, resilient, and intelligent, but they are only animals. Far more dangerous are the legends that men craft to hide their fears, and the fools who let themselves believe what they have not seen with their own eyes.”

The dwarf at the front bowed his head. “Your words are strong but wise, milady. My name is Garrd, of Clan Anvilstone. I will find these boars you speak of.”

“Hunt them and they will be no more,” she cautioned.

Garrd’s eyes dropped and glanced about the road. He stroked his long beard and then raised his gaze to her. “Again, your wisdom matches your beauty. Clan Anvilstone will make these boar their own. We will help them grow strong and make use of them, for the better of all.”

Volera’s lips flickered in a smile. “You show wisdom of your own, Garrd of Clan Anvilstone. Most dwarves I meet take far longer to find a proper path.”

The dwarf bowed his head again.

“Come, Caitlyn, your brother has done much in little time. A necessity for mortals.”

Caitlyn nodded. “Yes, and he must protect this land from the many enemies who would abuse it. Already an entire people were wiped from this forest before he came. Alto seeks to end such barbarity and make a safe haven for any who would show they have good in their hearts.”

They rode past the respectful dwarves and continued through the forest. The trees began to thin as the forest showed more and more signs of being logged. Some younger, thinner trees remained but the largest had been felled for lumber. Near each stump one or more saplings rose from the ground. Volera studied them as they rode past, an almost pleasant expression on her face.

“My brother has heeded his friends and counselors,” Caitlyn said. “For every tree felled, two more are planted. He means to show the world that we can live with one another and with nature, not at the expense of it.”

“Are all the people in this realm possessed of such wisdom?”

Caitlyn blushed. “Would that it were so! Alto has lived a hard life and had many things taken from him. He has endured much and risen above it. He deserves peace and prosperity, but still he toils as hard as any man, if not harder. Our father tended the fields of his farm every day of his life and taught Alto the value of hard work.”

“You have endured the same hardship, and perhaps more,” Volera pointed out.

Caitlyn dropped her head and stared at the mane of her horse. She plucked at the coarse hairs and shrugged. “He rose above it. I did not. He proved himself worthy of all of this. I...I... envied him and wanted him to suffer for being better than me.”

“Had you died with these things hidden in your heart, I would have punished you for years. Perhaps hundreds, until you figured out the error of your ways.”

Caitlyn gasped. She turned and stared at Volera. “You can do that?”

Volera nodded. “Sooner or later, all souls come to me.”

Caitlyn shivered. She glanced at Volera and then away, uncertain of what to say. As she looked around, she saw through the thin trees stone spires rising ahead. She pointed. “There! Alto’s castle. The capitol of Altonia. Please forgive him the name; he’s not vain—he’s terrible at naming things. He once renamed his company from the Blades of Leander to the Company of the Dying Dragon.”

Volera’s lips twisted in a short-lived smile.

Caitlyn made a sour face and asked, “Terrible, isn’t it?”

“I’m entertained by your reaction more.”

The princess laughed. “Well, I suppose Alto’s not without his faults after all.”

Volera nodded her head toward the road ahead.

“Yes, um, let’s keep going,” Caitlyn mumbled. She spurred her horse to a trot and glanced back to make sure Volera was keeping up. The boar the Eternal rode showed no signs of slowing.

People coming to and from the town that had sprung up outside the castle fell silent and paused to watch the two women approach. Many bowed and nodded, showing Caitlyn more deference than ever before. Her smile broadened as she rode among them. Had she failed to notice how good and simple her brother’s people were all this time? Or was her sudden fame due to the mysterious woman who rode with her?

They reached the open castle gate and slowed as a guard looked up at her. “Milady Caitlyn,” he addressed her and saluted his hand to his chest. “No guards?”

“None,” Caitlyn said. She’d stolen out in the middle of the night when she’d left, slipping through passages and with the use of magical tricks her former dark masters had taught her. Magic that, she now knew, could be very dangerous.

The Order of the Dragon didn’t care about her. They used her. She was no more than a tool or a means to an end. If she died, they would find another. More likely they already had others; the Order was thick with deceit, subterfuge, and plotting. Instead of a dragon, they should use a nest of brambles as their banner: it spoke more truly of how confusing and constricting they were.

“We welcome your return, princess,” he greeted her. His gaze shifted to Volera and his eyes glazed over and refocused as he beheld the Eternal. “May you and your guest find peace and solace in Altonia.”

Caitlyn smiled down at the guard. Her eyes glistened again as she heard his words for the first time in spite of the hundred times before. “There is no better place in all of Kroth.”

The guard’s lips flicked up in a smile. He nodded and returned to his post.

Caitlyn blew out her breath and looked to Volera. “Come, now to the palace.”

They passed through the gate and into the common market of the city. It was teeming with vendors calling out for anyone passing by to look at their wares. Clothing, roasted meat, perfumes, furs, swords, baskets, baked goods, produce, and any other manner of merchandise was presented. The smells swirled and overwhelmed, yet in spite of the chaos, a few clear roads through the market promised escape.

“Is that the palace?” Volera asked while staring at a tower that rose above the rest of the city.

“No, that’s Alto’s wizard’s tower. Kar.”

“Kar...”

Caitlyn did a double take. “You know of him?”

Volera nodded. “I do. He is a very powerful wizard. Foolish, but lucky.”

Caitlyn’s eyes widened. “I knew he was a wizard. I’ve seen some of his tricks. I never thought he was overly powerful, though—he rambles on and on.”

“Compensation?” Volera asked.

Caitlyn let a giggle slip out. “Yes, precisely.”

Volera shook her head. “He knew how to speak to me and was able to commune with me in my home between realms. Finding someone with the knowledge, power, and confidence to do so is a rare thing.”

“Well, he’s usually in his tower if you want to meet him again,” Caitlyn said. “It’s only the central spire now, but he’s planning four more.”

Volera’s eyes narrowed for a brief moment. “Five spires?”

“Yes,” Caitlyn answered. “He designed it and called it the Tower of Five Spires.”

“Interesting.”

Caitlyn studied her. “Is it?”

Volera met her gaze and nodded. “Very. Think of the summoning circle you used to call me. There were five elements there also.”

Caitlyn’s brow furrowed as she was forced to remember the foolish mistake she’d made. “Um, okay. Over there, you can just see the tower for the Temple of Leander that Karthor had commissioned. He’s Kar’s son, but a priest of Leander and not a wizard.”

“And your brother?”

“This way. The palace is over the stream.”

They rode through the city, leaving the merchants, commoners, and guards alike watching and whispering. Volera brought her boar alongside Caitlyn’s horse before they crossed the bridge and slowed before the inner gate to the palace courtyard. The guards recognized Caitlyn at once and moved out of the way to allow them to pass.

“I don’t deserve this,” Caitlyn mumbled as they rode through the inner barbican.

“What does that matter? They choose to treat you thus; accept it or don’t. Almost every race of thinking creatures in every realm seeks structure. You provide a piece of that organization your people crave.”
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