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It was a gray, cloudy day there on the rocky shore, as the wind swept over the ocean and the occasional sunlight broke through the wall of cloud. Zelda loved rainy days but not this one. Today, on the island of Vira’Toss, a man was being executed for trespassing, and executions were grim by nature.

Men weren’t allowed on the island. The place was a women’s sanctuary, protected by a veil of magick that froze them in place should they attempt to cross it. The veil was cast by the Order of Vira, a coven of sorceresses, where young women came to learn the ancient craft.

Zelda, who was twenty-two, had been living on the island since she was six, constantly surrounded by other women, young and old. She had nearly forgotten what a man looked like. The last man she’d seen had been her uncle, who sold her to the order for a sack of gold to pay his debts. She had been glad to be free of his beatings, but he was also her only living relative. She would like to have learned from him what her parents had been like. Now that she knew a few spells, she could have easily extracted the information from him. She often wondered if he was even still alive.

The trespasser was a tattered older man, gray hair and gray beard, though his body was hard and strong. His were the beginnings of old age. He was handsome and gray-eyed, and many of the younger sorceresses giggled and whispered about his good looks. Some of the older women eyed him as well. 

Zelda looked at the man and felt nothing but a mixture of indifference and disgust. She had never understood what other women desired in men. To her they were unappealing in every conceivable way, while the women around her were absolutely exquisite. 

There was Myriah, a beautiful olive-skinned woman with long, curly dark hair and bewitching green eyes. Zelda had seen her plump breasts and dark nipples once when they had sunbathed on the rocks one summer day, and how she had burned with desire.

Myriah stood nearby even now, draped in a green gown and velvet cloak, the gold clasp holding her cloak shut against the wind. She was eying the trespasser with interest and giggling with her friend, Iris of Low River.

Iris looked like most of the people of the river lands: her hair was white and her eyes violet. She wasn’t particularly pretty, but the lips of her sex were wonderfully fat. Zelda had seen them bulge between her thighs when she was bending over naked in the shallows of the rocky beach, and she had not been able to forget it.

Zelda couldn’t help her attraction to the other women and went out of her way to respect them: she never deliberately stared at them, touched them, or made comments. But the women of Vira’Toss kept her at arm’s length just the same, so that her only friend was Wick, a small and shy elven woman who was also ostracized because everyone feared her extremely wealthy, extremely powerful parents.

Wick was standing beside Zelda even now. She must have been four feet tall and was draped in a simple dark green gown with a black cloak. Her long, raven-black hair fell silky and straight to the small of her back and was parted evenly in the front, falling around a small, child-like face.

Zelda always felt like a giant beside Wick, even though she was barely five feet tall herself. Many told her she looked like a sorceress from the fairytales: wild curly blonde hair that fell to the small of her back, startlingly blue, almond-shaped eyes, a curvy, graceful body, and a heart-shaped face that was gave her an almost innocent, angelic demeanor.

Zelda was wearing a blue gown the color of a robin’s egg, and a gray cloak was wrapped around her against the wind. Her hair was a tousled mess and her cheeks were pink from the cold.

“We shall be awarded our staves at the feast tonight,” Wick was whispering quickly. “And then our knights shall be bound to us!”

“So?” said Zelda distractedly. The trespasser was being made to stand on a large rock, his back to the sea.

“So?!” repeated Wick in amazement. “We shall be on our own soon! I am most terrified!”

“Can we speak of it later?” Zelda snapped and felt guilty when Wick sadly fell silent.

Wick was always going on about her anxieties, but now was not the time! Though they had been studying at Vira’Toss for years, the grand sorceresses had never demonstrated Dark Magick for them, instead forcing them to simply read about it in books. Dark Magick was any spell that could kill, maim, or torture. There were spells that could split someone’s skull, turn them inside-out, break every bone in their body. What spell would be used to end the life of this man?

“You are obsessed with Dark Magick,” said Wick bitterly. “You grow worse than my parents, even. You shall be a witch one day, I promise it.”

“I—I am not obsessed!” Zelda insisted awkwardly. 

Sorceresses who used Dark Magick illegally were either executed or became fugitives known as “witches.” Dark Magick was only to be used in self-defense, and the man being made to stand on the rock could not have had any innocent reason for coming to Vira’Toss.

“Why do you think he dared venture here?” whispered Wick, as if she had read Zelda’s mind.

“Because he’s a fool,” answered Zelda darkly. “He likely came to rape and steal our gold, but nothing except death awaits him here.”

Wick was going to answer when the high sorceress apparated, appearing out of nowhere on the windy beach. The grand sorceresses were the older women who taught magick in the coven, while the high sorceress was the oldest and wisest of them all. Many thought High Sorceress Vizzora was at least two hundred years old, for a sorceress lived longer than the average human. She was tall and slender, with long gray hair that fell nearly to her feet and pale skin withered with age. In her youth, she had belonged to a river folk, and like Iris, had white hair and purple eyes.

High Sorceress Vizzora’s purple eyes somberly scanned the crowd, and a silence fell over the gathered women. She stood very still near the bitter man on the rock, looking straight ahead, beyond the heads of the waiting crowd. She was draped in a long white gown and a white cloak was about her shoulders, shielding her from the wind. Her hands were folded calmly over the front of her gown as she said solemnly to the sea and sky, 

“Trespasser, you are hereby executed for setting foot on Vira’Toss Isle. May the goddess have mercy on your soul.”

High Sorceress Vizzora blinked, and the man standing on the rock shattered into pieces as if he were glass. There was no blood, no scream of pain. One minute the man was there . . . and then he was fragments swept gently into the ocean.

A soft scream rose from the watching crowd. Wick gasped in horror and covered her mouth with both hands. Only the grand aorceresses, the high sorceresses, and Zelda remained unfazed. Zelda stood watching with narrowed eyes as the remaining flesh-shards of the man were gently carried out to sea. The shattering spell. She remembered studying that incantation. She wondered if she would ever have to use it.

“Let us make haste!” cried Wick, still utterly horrified.

Zelda glanced up. The grand sorceresses were ushering the students back into the tower. The young women were all whispering frantically, “Did you see how calmly she did it?” “It’s supposed to be a really difficult spell!” “Such a shame they killed such a handsome man!” “He was probably a rapist!” Still so handsome!” “Ugh!”  

Zelda and Wick followed the others inside the tower, walking side-by-side amidst the chatter. Zelda was lost in thought and didn’t come out of her reverie until she was back in the dorm room she shared with Wick, Myriah, and Iris. Myriah and Iris were already there, cloaks off, brushing each other’s hair, still going on about the handsome trespasser.

Zelda untied her gray cloak and tossed it on her four-poster bed. They were supposed to be preparing for the games, which would take place that afternoon when the knights arrived. And later, they would prepare for the feast. Their year had been instructed to bathe, dress their hair, and don their best gowns. Queen Ellanara was coming to honor the four graduates, and four Falcon Knights would arrive from Falcon Isle, each one for the four graduates.

The knights who trained on Falcon Isle trained specifically from the time they were five years of age to eventually become the lifelong guardian of a sorceress of Vira’Toss. They were all women, of course, since a male knight would never be permitted to set foot on Vira’Toss. The Knights of Falcon were assigned to a sorceress long before they even met her. The knight that arrived for Zelda tonight would be a woman who had been destined for her since she was six years old, as that was the age Zelda had come to Vira’Toss.

“Are you not nervous about all of this?” demanded Wick. “You never fret about anything!”

Zelda glanced up. Wick had also thrown off her cloak and was standing over the trunk at the edge of her bed, rifling through it for her best dress. She held a deep red dress aloft to appraise it but paused to stare incredulously at Zelda, who was sitting calm and indifferent on the edge of her bed. 

Zelda knew that Wick was nervous because she was a sheltered, spoiled little coward from a rich family with six older sisters who’d always protected her and were sorceresses to boot. No matter how much magick power was at her fingertips, she remained terrified because she had never been out in the world. But life as a sorceress would require daily interaction with the common folk, an interaction that mortified her.

Zelda, meanwhile, had spent her early years barefoot in the muddy streets, tricking rich idiots into focusing on her so that her uncle could pick their pockets. She was used to seeing men slit each other’s throats, harass and rape women, beat children. She wasn’t afraid to go out into the world and said so. 

“All right, Little Miss Fearless,” said Wick, rolling her eyes. She pulled out a deep blue gown and appraised it. It was very long. She tossed it aside and pulled out a black one. “So you are not worried about leaving the tower. Some of us are, though!” She shook her head. “I should have married the duke of Little Wing.”

Zelda tried not to laugh. Wick had been sent to Vira’Toss when she was fourteen years old because she refused to marry a duke, who she’d described as “a fat little wart of a creature twice her age” who liked wagging his tongue suggestively at her in public. Wick’s refusal to marry the duke had nearly ruined her life, but Zelda found it difficult not to laugh anytime the man was mentioned. The image of him being slapped at supper by Wick highly amused her.

“You would have been miserable,” Zelda told her. “At least here you won’t have to worry about your parents selling you off at market like a pig.”

“I also won’t have to worry about having gold or fine things,” Wick retorted. She gave Zelda a sideways glance. “What are you wearing tonight, anyway?” 

Zelda shrugged unhappily. Unlike Wick, she had not come to Vira’Toss with a trunk full of expensive gowns. When her uncle dropped her off at six years old at the ferry, she’d had nothing but the tatters on her back. Since then, the tower seamstress had made her gowns, which were all very simple and practical. She owned nothing fancy or elaborate like Wick.

Glancing at Zelda in sympathy, Wick picked up the dark blue gown from the bed. “This one is too long for me,” she said.

“No, no, I couldn’t,” Zelda said hastily as Wick came to her. She staggered to her feet and stepped out of her slipper in her attempt to get away. She heard a giggle and hated that Myriah and Iris were pretending not to watch while whispering and laughing at her. Both women were from wealthy families as well.

“Come,” said Wick. “Let us have a look!” So saying, she took Zelda by the hand and led her to the tall mirror that stood in the corner. She held the dark velvety blue gown over Zelda’s front and experimentally draped a cascade of her golden hair over it.

“It brings out your eyes and the color of your hair,” said Iris with sweet admiration. “It’s a little low-cut, but you have lovely breasts. It won’t go to waste on you. Your knight will love it.”

Zelda’s cheeks burned a little. “What do you mean? The Knights of Falcon are all women!”

“Exactly,” said Wick with a laugh. “I hear they like what’s between a lady’s thighs. Half of them get sent to Falcon Isle because they tried to kiss another girl. Not all of them, mind you.” Wick smirked. “But most.”

Wick didn’t elaborate. She left Zelda in front of the mirror and returned to her trunk.

Zelda held the dark blue dress against her body and tried not to blush, wondering what her knight would be like. A small, thirsty part of her was hoping her knight was beautiful and strong and craved women as hungrily as she.
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The milkmaid was a lively one and had to be shushed regularly, but Calain thought the long process of seducing her out of her panties had been worth the trouble. Down in the hay, in the shadows of the barn, she had buried mouth and fingers between the girl’s trembling thighs, delighting in her moans and squeals and the hot moisture that rushed against her tongue.

Calain took her time. The barn was cool and shadowy, and it was still early in the morning. The horses had already been watered, groomed, and fed at the crack of dawn. They weren’t going to set out for Vira’Toss for an hour, at least. She had time . . . She had time, she lied to herself.

“W-Won’t . . . won’t they miss you at b-breakfast, my lady?” gasped the milkmaid breathlessly.

“This is my breakfast,” Calain moaned and sucked long and slow on the soft lips of the girl’s sex.

The milkmaid giggled at Calain’s words and moaned in pleasure. “Oh, my lady,” she said huskily. “You are quite good at that . . . The other girls didn’t lie!”

Just then, the barn doors banged open, flooding in sunlight. Calain lifted her face and squinted irritably in the sudden light. The milkmaid squealed and scrambled for her dress, pulling it on haphazardly with trembling breasts.

“Wait, wait . . . Have mercy . . .” Calain moaned, fumbling to squeeze one of the girl’s large breasts as it swung wildly. 

The milkmaid slapped Calain’s groping hand off with a giggle and fled from the barn as Selene’s voice rang through the room,

“Calain! For the sake of the gods! You can’t keep your hands to yourself ten minutes before we set out?”

Selene’s boots could be heard stamping through the barn. Then a heavy gauntlet grabbed the back of Calain’s tunic in a fistful and pulled her up from the hay. Calain angrily shrugged Selene off and glared. 

Selene glared back. She was a black-haired knight in Calain’s year and was to set out that morning for Vira’Toss with Calain and to others: Cassandra and Gweneth.

Selene was already buckled into her silver armor, the falcon emblem polished on the breastplate. Her slanted, hawke-like eyes stared with disapproval from her ever-unsmiling face, and her black hair was, as always, neat and tamed into the usual long braid that fell down her back. 

By contrast, Calain was a mess. Her bright red hair fell long and loose, an untamed mane about her shoulders, and she was not in her armor, instead clad in her rumpled tunic, boots, and leather trousers. Her tunic belt was loose, and she tightened it crossly as Selene watched in exasperation. 

Their instructor, Knight Octava, had nicknamed them Chaos and Order and had often delighted in pairing them during training, not only to teach them to get along, but also to see their opposing personalities clash. They had even been paired today for the journey to
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