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      I hope you enjoy this book. It is strictly for adults, but if you are 18+ and enjoy the read, come join me and two other authors in our Facebook group, HAREM NATION.

      

      We look forward to discussing our books with you!
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      The world twisted and twirled around me, drawing out that very familiar feeling of nausea and vertigo I got when using a portal.

      This time, it lasted longer than usual. As if there was something fighting our escape, keeping us from returning to our home world. I wasn’t sure how Aliana was able to hold on through all of the swirling chaos, but before I knew it, I was dropping to my knees, feeling solid stone beneath them.

      Something rose in my gut but I pushed it back down, keeping my eyes closed as I coughed harshly. My head started to throb, along with almost every bone and muscle in my body.

      “I fucking hate portals,” I muttered to myself, shaking my head as I looked up from the ground. Even in the darkness, it didn’t take too long for me to realize where we were, although my first concerns were finding my comrades.

      Aliana had landed near me. She was leaning against the wall of the cave, her eyes appearing to have some trouble keeping focus. Even after our sex and while using the three of us as familiars, it had still taken everything she had to get us out of the underworld. And even then, she had told us that it wasn’t going to be a certain thing.

      Thankfully, we were back, and in a place that at least she and I knew—the cave where we’d spent our first few weeks together. I knew it had to be somewhere special to her at this point, but since she had failed to share the details about why, I doubted she wanted me to pry into her past. There was still so much about the three of them that I didn’t know about. It was part of their charm. As much as they had changed my life, I could only imagine what my presence meant in theirs.

      I pulled myself up, walking over to where Aliana was slowly starting to sink to the ground, her eyes closing. I moved closer, wrapping my arms around her shoulders and pulling her closer to me.

      “Are you all right?” I asked, leaning in close, gently tucking a strand of hair behind her ear.

      She nodded. “Just… I just need a moment to rest. That was a difficult journey.”

      “It was a risk we shouldn’t have taken,” Braire said. From the look on her face, I could tell she was suffering from the same aches and pains I was feeling, although she seemed a bit more used to it than I was. She took a moment to stretch her arms above her head as she looked around. “I remember this place.”

      I wanted to dig into that statement, but Norel’s low groan of pain as she pushed herself up from the ground distracted me. The trip had been hard on all of us, I realized. None more so than Aliana, but still difficult. I felt drained, but I couldn’t resist my need to help the others to recover first.

      “We’re back,” I said softly, stroking Aliana’s hair and pulling her even closer to me. “That’s all that matters.”

      Braire agreed, but she was in a contrary mood, leaving me and Aliana for a moment as she took to inspecting the cave a bit more. Norel pushed herself off the ground, shaking her head and growling in elvish. I didn’t have to push my imagination too far to understand that she was cursing in her native tongue. I smiled, helping her over to us to lean against the wall.

      “Why did you bring us here?” I asked as Aliana’s eyes finally opened. She smiled, tilting her head as she leaned closer to me.

      “It’s a place of significance for me,” Aliana said softly, her eyes having trouble staying open. “Since it takes pretty much all our combined power to open a portal out of the underworld, I needed a place I could travel to without too much difficulty. This was the first place that came to mind.”

      I nodded, leaning in and pressing a light kiss on her cheek as Braire came away from looking deeper into the cave.

      “You risked our lives by bringing us here, Ali,” Braire said. “We could have gotten to the gates of the underworld and forced our way through at a great deal less risk to our lives.”

      “Leave her alone,” I said, pushing myself to my feet, feeling Aliana reach out and try to pull me back down but her fingers lacked the strength. “You already know it could have taken us weeks to get to the gates, and for all we know, Cyron and Abarat would have already gathered too much power to fight against by that time. It was either open a portal or risk losing this battle before it even began.”

      “You said yourself that we stood a chance so long as we were alive,” Braire said, stepping closer to me, staring me down in a hostile manner. “Something we were very nearly deprived of by forcing a portal out of there.”

      “We don’t need to do this now,” Norel said, shaking her head. “What matters is the fact that we got out of the underworld, alive and fairly intact, allowing for us to thus plan our next steps without arguing about it.”

      “Besides,” I said, trying to keep my voice low, “it’s not like our getting out of the underworld is why you’re angry, anyway. Right? You’re just angry due to the fact that we weren’t able to stop Abarat from escaping, despite everything.”

      Braire opened her mouth to retort, but I could see in her eyes that she knew I was right about that. It had been her self-claimed duty to keep Abarat from ever seeing the light of the world again, and it had all come to naught.

      “Things didn’t go quite to plan,” Braire said, shaking her head. “Not that I really had much of a plan to begin with. I’d never thought that someone from this world would ever be stupid enough to try and liberate Abarat, and I always assumed that those who were crazy enough to try would lack in the intelligence and resources required. I thought my time in the underworld would serve as a proper exile for everything that I’d…we’d done. I never took my responsibility in keeping that labyrinth safe too seriously.”

      I nodded, reaching out to place my hand on her shoulder, but she quickly shrugged it away, looking at me with a bit of fire in her eyes.

      “I don’t need your pity, Grant,” she hissed, moving toward the entrance of the cave. “Depending on how long we plan to remain here, we’ll need supplies. Since it appears that I have survived the trip from the underworld better than the rest of you, I suppose the task falls on my shoulders. Expect me back before the sun sets.”

      And with that, she moved out into the forest beyond. I watched her leaving, noticing that the sun was a few hours away from setting, meaning we had been in the underworld for at least a full day, if not more.

      I knew that reasoning with someone when they were in as bad a mood as Braire was had to be almost impossible. I needed to give her time to process everything that had happened and come to terms with it on her own.

      Until then, there was nothing to be done about it other than wait and help Aliana and Norel. I knelt in front of Aliana, pulling what few supplies remained from my pack. There was still some of the bread and meat that Braire had prepared before the battle. Not much of it, but it was better than nothing.

      “Eat something,” I said, stroking Aliana’s hair with one hand while handing her the food with the other. “You’ll feel better.”

      She nodded. She looked down at the food, and I could sense her wondering if there was enough for the rest of us. She had to know that she needed something to elevate her energy levels, but that didn’t change the fact that she was always thinking about the people she was with, the people she cared for.

      I stroked her hair. “Braire will return with some food for the rest of us in short order. For now, you need to eat and rest.”

      She smiled while chewing on the bread, which I had to think was a bit stale by now, although the meat still looked fresh, wrapped as it had been.

      Norel moved closer and kissed my cheek. “Thank you,” she whispered, running her fingers down my back. Our shared bond showed that her mind was in a place that sent tingles down my spine. I closed my eyes, biting my lip and trying to keep myself focused on the task at hand. We were trying to recover after a battle that came very near to killing every member of our little group, and prepare for the inevitable one that was coming. I didn’t want them thinking that all I could think about was sex.

      “You do recall that having sex is a rather integral part out of our recovery process, yes?” Aliana asked. I looked down at her, shock registering on my face as I wondered if she had just read my mind. Sure, we had our bond to work with, but at no point had specific thoughts ever been shared. Only feelings and emotions.

      “It wasn’t that difficult to see,” Aliana replied to my unanswered question. “I felt your arousal, and then your attempt to quell it. It’s a very noble gesture, but I must say that I think we could all use some relief in our current situation.

      Norel didn’t respond. Not verbally anyway. She pulled herself up, pressing her lips lightly to mine to show that she was of a similar mindset as Aliana. I moaned softly. Even with the way my body was aching and pained from our trip through the portal, I couldn’t help but agree with what Aliana was saying. We could all afford to release some of the tension that had built up over the past couple of days. Our time in the underworld had been tense. While coming together before the portal back home had been enjoyable, there just wasn’t anything that could replace the act of sex in a place where you didn’t have to be on the constant lookout for threats against your life.

      Well, I guessed we couldn’t really stop looking out for threats here, but they were far less numerous and less likely to find us in this cave in the middle of nowhere.

      Norel pulled away from the kiss as Aliana lifted herself to kiss me as well, although she didn’t linger on my lips. She nibbled down to my cheeks and gently kissed my neck as her fingers ran down over my chest, raking her nails over my skin as she let her fingers slip underneath my clothes, pulling me closer as Norel resumed her kissing, although she joined Aliana in letting her hands and lips trail down my body, pulling my clothes away in the process. I found myself pulled onto my back with the two climbing over me, both finding my cock and stroking it slowly as it started to harden and grow under their ministrations.

      “Fuck,” I gasped, letting my eyes roll back. The hardness of the rock underneath me did little to stop the pleasure that came from their fingers and lips caressing my skin.

      Eventually, though, they pulled away from me, paying attention to each other instead, though Norel kept one hand on my shaft, rubbing and stroking it as she could feel it throbbing. I could feel their arousal through our connection, and it only grew as I watched them leaning in to kiss each other, starting to remove each other’s clothes with me lying between them, Aliana on my left, Norel on my right. I reached out with both hands, slipping my fingers underneath their clothes. I knew that they were aroused already, of course, but I wanted to feel it. I growled softly, pulling them closer to me as they continued to toy and play with each other. My fingers slipped between their thighs, finding their pussies were wet and inviting as I started to toy with their clits, using both hands to good effect. It was difficult to keep my focus, but I tried as hard as I could. I owed them that much, anyway.

      As they eventually reached a state of full undress, I took a moment to appreciate how beautiful they both were. Aliana with her horns and wings, giving her a more exotic aesthetic, while Norel fully embraced her petite and openly elvish features. Both were mouth-wateringly gorgeous. I couldn’t help but lick my lips as Aliana pulled my hand from her pussy, drawing it up to her mouth to clean it of the wetness. Norel did the same, sucking gently on my fingers and moaning softly as Aliana dropped down to my fully-erect shaft, her tongue flicking out first to play with the head before sinking it into her mouth.

      “Ooooh…fuck,” I gasped, my back arching against the cool stone as I instinctively reached down to grab the back of Aliana’s head. Norel chuckled, my fingers still in her mouth, before she let my hand drop to her breast under her guidance, and started pressing gentle kisses over my chest in time with Aliana bobbing her head over my cock.

      I gave her a few more bobs before I pulled Norel away, pushing her onto her back beside me as I pulled Aliana away from my wet and throbbing shaft. I moaned as I felt the cool late afternoon air touch wet skin, but I quickly found myself enjoying the pleasure of it as I rolled up and over Norel’s body. She was waiting for me, her thighs spread in anticipation. I licked my lips at the inviting sight, pushing them wider then wrapping her legs around my hips as I pushed forward, filling her with the shaft that Aliana had so recently been working on.

      She gasped, her eyes closing as her hands came up to cup her breasts as I sank into her. Her warm wetness neatly contrasted how the cool air had felt only a moment before as I took my time sliding in all the way and grinding gently against her as I bottomed out inside. I shuddered, feeling the ripple of the pleasure rushing from my side of the bond to Norel’s. I realized that there was some coming from Aliana as well. From the corner of my eyes, I saw her fingers gently rubbing and stroking her clit as she watched me fuck Norel.

      “Fuck,” I gasped, my eyes still on Aliana as I pumped myself in and out of Norel a few times, before turning my gaze back to Norel. She was saying something that I assumed to be a similar exclamation, but in elvish.

      “Would…you like your mouth to be kept busy as well?” I asked, struggling for breath as I started to pick up the pace between her thighs.

      She couldn’t respond, not with anything I could understand, anyway. Her eyes were still closed, her fingers squeezing gently at her nipples as I indicated for Aliana to come closer. She did as she was told, moving in beside me smoothly, her horns glowing a dull red and her wings fluttering gently with excitement.

      She leaned in to press her lips to mine, kissing me as she dipped her hand over Norel’s lower lips, finding her clit and applying a masterfully gentle touch to add to the pleasure that was shared between the three of us.

      “Oh… gods…” I groaned, my body tensing as I felt Norel starting to cum around my cock, but as I was unwilling to join her just yet, I struggled to keep myself from jumping off that particular cliff for the moment.

      “Use Norel’s mouth,” I said to Aliana as she was still stroking Norel and kissing me.

      She nodded, a coy smiling touching her lips, but I could see how tense her muscles were as she moved over to Norel’s side. I withdrew from Norel for a second as I directed her onto her hands and knees. I didn’t wait very long before pushing into her from behind, watching as Norel settled her head between Aliana’s parted thighs, hungrily tasting her pussy as I rocked her back and forth with each firm thrust.

      I landed an open-handed smack on Norel’s ass, feeling it shiver gently upon impact, and the jolt of pleasure mixed with the sting spreading across the three of us. Aliana was already on the verge, and the shock had her shivering and gasping for breath even though I wasn’t even touching her.

      I gritted my teeth, feeling her starting to cum as she reached down and gripped the back of Norel’s head, not unlike what I did when she was using her mouth on me. The thought made me smile, and distracted me just enough so that, as Norel quickly pushed toward her second orgasm, I couldn’t help but give in to one myself.

      I gasped, my fingers gripping Norel’s hips and holding her in place as I rammed her hard from behind, using all the leverage available to me as I was on my knees behind her. A low growl that had been building from my chest became a roar as I pushed myself harder and faster, feeling my cock twitching inside her.

      I could feel our power joining and growing as a result, but my focus was distracted by the way I could feel their orgasms mingling with mine. Feeling three at the same time was an intense experience. The kind of thing that could make any man almost forget to breathe. I leaned back, my hips still thrusting into Norel before slowly grinding to a halt. My eyes were closed as I worked hard to keep myself on the high of our climaxes.

      Unfortunately, I came down eventually, my body relaxing and my skin tingling with the power that filled me as well as the way skin did when experiencing something that exquisite.

      It didn’t change the fact that I had been tired before we started, and as the adrenaline and lust started to fade, I felt exhausted.

      I pulled myself out of Norel, leaning down to numbly kiss her back as I lay down next to them. I watched as Norel pulled herself from between Aliana’s thighs and kissed the djinn with a small smile on her lips before she moved to join me lying on the ground.

      “I could fall asleep right here,” I said, wrapping Norel in my arms first, and then when Aliana joined us, pulling her in close as well. I wasn’t lying. It could have been the exhaustion talking, but as things were, lying naked next to two gorgeous women was more than enough comfort for me despite the primitive nature of our location.

      I groaned, feeling myself slowly starting to drift. The two women with me were similarly tired. A few hours passed with us locked in this odd yet comforting embrace before I snapped up, looking around, reaching for the blade I’d turned over to Aliana for safekeeping as I heard someone stepping into the cave.

      My fears were put aside, however, when I saw that it was just Braire, recently returned from her hunting. She was carrying a small white-tailed deer. The small antlers told me that it was a young male, or so I assumed. I didn’t know much about deer, even though I had spent some time out here. Aliana had handled most of the hunting.

      Braire dropped the body to the ground, showing her pouch now full of what looked like edible roots and berries to add to the food. She pulled a knife from her pocket and started to clean the deer. The deft way she handled both her knife and the process showed that this was not the first time she’d done it.

      It didn’t escape me that she was openly trying to ignore the fact that I was currently tangled up naked alongside Aliana and Norel.

      I pulled myself up, grabbing my clothes from where they had been discarded and quickly dressing. It wasn’t a matter of modesty, not really, but Braire seemed uncomfortable with my nudity and there was no need to make any kind of situation about it with her.

      Norel and Aliana woke from their quick nap and joined me in dressing and then helping Braire set up a fire and camp for us to spend the night. The silence among the four of us was starting to get uncomfortable until Aliana spoke.

      “You know,” she said, “you really should join us in our fun with Grant, Braire. All things considered, we are going to need as much power as we can get since we’re preparing to stand against Abarat. As fun as our trysts are, they also help increase and replenish our power. I can only imagine the benefits of adding you to it.”

      Braire looked up from placing the venison over the burning embers of the fire, eyeing Aliana and then me in succession.

      “I think I would rather be flayed alive,” she said. “No offense intended, Grant.”

      “None taken,” I replied smoothly. Like her sisters, Braire was a gorgeous woman. Different from Aliana and Norel, although the two were as different from each other as they could be. The thought of having her join us caused a tensing in my lower stomach that wasn’t completely unpleasant. There was still something about her. Whether she just plain didn’t like me, or if I somehow needed to prove myself to her before anything could happen, I just felt that time was needed before I was ready for her to join our trysts, as Aliana had called them.

      Aliana grinned, having noticed the way I reacted to the idea as she leaned closer to me, whispering so that only I could hear what she had to say.

      “Don’t worry, Grant,” she murmured, pulling me closer to kiss my cheek tenderly. “Like with Norel, she will change her mind. Just give her time.”

      I didn’t reply, simply stroked Aliana’s hair and smiled while completely avoiding looking at Braire.
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      The meal was quickly finished. None of us seemed to have any intention of starting any of the conversations we wanted to have. There were questions that needed answering, statements that needed addressing. The most important was what we were going to do next, but it could all wait until we’d rested.

      There was no telling what kind of bad decisions we’d make if we tried to plan when we were this exhausted. As the fire started to dwindle, I leaned back into the wall, feeling my eyes drift shut as Aliana laid her head on my lap. I could hear Norel and Braire talking softly, but eventually they too fell asleep, wrapped around each other. I wasn’t exactly sure when I drifted off, but by the time I woke the sun was high in the sky and shining right into my face through the cave’s entrance.

      I shook my head, trying to turn away as my body resisted the need to wake up. We had a lot to get done today and every other day for the foreseeable future. What was the harm in catching a few extra minutes of rest before we got started in our fight against Abarat again?

      But as the sun’s warmth started to spread across my face, it became a battle against inevitability that I eventually lost. I turned to look out the entrance. It was late morning, and if we were going to keep sleeping any longer, we might as well plan to do something at night. I took a deep breath, not realizing how much I had missed the fresh, cool air of the forest. I gently pulled Aliana’s head from my lap and stood, careful to exit the cave before pausing to stretch and groan. While my sleep had been delightfully dreamless, waking up after sleeping in an upright position meant that I was going to be sore in all kinds of places, some I wasn’t even aware I had.

      When I was finished, I turned to inspect my surroundings, pausing and feeling a shot of embarrassment send blood to my face as I realized Braire was sitting outside the cave as well, and had been staring at me.

      “Sorry,” I said, rubbing my eyes as I moved over to join her where she was sitting. “I didn’t realize anyone else was awake.”

      “There’s no need for an apology,” she said softly, looking down at what she was working on. She was running her fingers over what looked like a small round pebble, the kind that could be collected from the nearby waterfall. At first it looked like she was just polishing it, but as I looked closer, I could see the tiniest hints of runes being inscribed on the smooth surface.

      I nodded, not wanting to intrude or break her focus. Rune scribing was a skill I still hadn’t learned, although I’d seen it done a few times before. I still had the runes that were burned into my hand from when we’d first fought a hellhound, and they had helped me gain control of my abilities by leaps and bounds.

      It was something I wanted to learn, but it apparently required years to become proficient, which meant it was something that could be handled another time. I tilted my head as I studied what she was doing. I could hear her whispering soft incantations so I waited for her to stop and put the pebble down before speaking.

      “Aliana told me you took a trip back when…well, before…” I stuttered, unsure how to describe the spell that had changed their lives. From the look on Braire’s face when she turned to look at me, she knew what I was talking about so I pushed forward. “Anyway, when you returned, you had learned a few techniques and abilities that were considered unique.”

      “If you want to know how I learned those powers, I don’t think we have the time for me to tell you stories of my adventures,” Braire said, shaking her head.

      “No, nothing like that,” I quickly back-pedaled. “I’m just curious about where you might have gone. There isn’t much written about what lies beyond the borders of the Empire, even less about what lies beyond the shores of this continent. I’ve already read that there is more to be found out there, but there don’t seem to be many people who want to go and find out.”

      “From my experience,” Braire said softly, “staying is the wiser choice.”

      Her tone indicated an end to the conversation, and I didn’t want to keep on prying into what sounded like a delicate subject. I nodded, looking down at the ground as I heard Aliana and Norel starting to wake up. I breathed deep, pushing the questions out of my mind for the moment.

      The two sisters joined Braire and I once they were done waking up.

      “Did you tell them what we talked about?” Norel asked Braire.

      “I was waiting for everyone to be assembled,” Braire replied. “Norel and I were talking last night about returning to the Imperial City. That has to be where Cyron and Abarat have gone.”

      “If that’s where they are, doesn’t that mean we should be as far away from them as possible?” I pointed out. “At least until we’ve gathered our strength and are able to put together a proper strategy, which is something we were lacking in the last time. And we all know how that went.”

      “We won’t be able to develop a proper strategy if we don’t know what Abarat and Cyron are up to,” Braire pointed out.

      “What else could they be up to?” I asked. “Two of the most powerful human and elf mages working in tandem can’t have too much need for subtlety.”

      “The Emperor is still alive, as far as we know,” Norel said softly. “His power should never be underestimated or taken lightly. Cyron knows this and will be planning for it. We need to know what he is planning if we are to combat it.”

      “Where has the Emperor been all this time?” Aliana asked.

      “From the last reports I saw, he was still spending the summer in meditation at his palace in the Summer Isles,” Norel stated. “He was not to be interrupted for any reason, which would explain why he hasn’t returned to deal with the shit that the Empire has become in his absence.”

      “It would explain why Cyron has been waiting this long to enact his plans,” I said softly. “Waiting for the Emperor to be unreachable and unable to stop what he has planned had to be vital for his success.”

      “All that said,” Norel continued. “It would seem the best move for us to make now that we are reasonably rested, would be to go back to the Imperial City and find out what Cyron is up to.”

      “And if he’s not at the Imperial City?” I asked.

      “Then that will be where we base ourselves to find him,” Braire said. “Being back in this cave is fucking distracting.”

      I quickly reined in my questions for the moment. I didn’t really have any reservations about heading back to the city other than the fear of facing Cyron again gnawing at the pit of my stomach. Having seen him at his full power in the underworld made me realize just how weakened he’d been when we first fought him. And now he had an ally who was just as powerful, maybe more so, than he was. That wasn’t promising news.

      I knew we were going to have to face him down eventually, just as I was aware that facing him sooner rather than later would be better since their power had to be growing with each day that passed. But the dread remained. I didn’t want to do it.

      I gritted my teeth as I felt Aliana stepping closer and placing a hand on my shoulder. I wasn’t proud of this cowardly side of me, and one of the downsides of this bond I shared with the both of them was that there was very little I could do to hide it.

      “Let’s get something to eat,” I said with a firm nod, faking what I couldn’t feel. “And then we head back into the city.”

      Aliana and Norel nodded. Braire showed no reaction, but her lack of resistance to my suggestion said that she was going to follow through with it. The way she moved back into the cave and started setting out what food was left over from the night before told a similar story.

      We ate our meal in silence. I realized I wasn’t the only one having trouble coming to terms with the fact that our actions were leading inevitably to a battle that none of us were sure we could win.

      I took a deep breath, wolfing down some berries and the cold meat Braire set out for us. Fear made the world a colder place, I realized. I remembered the heat and strength I’d felt when I first set out with Aliana. Things were uncertain, but the fact that my powers were only just starting to be tapped made hope something I could lean on. Now, it was something we couldn’t even cling to. We needed to prepare knowing that anything we did might not be enough.

      I finished my food first and took the advantage to move out of the cave first, closing my eyes and gathering myself, pulling myself together.

      I felt a hand on my back and turned to see Norel standing behind me, sporting a reassuring smile.

      “Something to remember, Grant,” she said, her voice soft. “Fear can be a paralytic, or it can be a powerful motivator. It can break your focus, or it can make everything clearer. The emotion itself isn’t what defines you. All creatures feel fear. What becomes a part of you is how you use it, or how it uses you.”

      I nodded, catching a glimpse of a wince on Braire’s face as she walked out of the cave to join us. Aliana followed her out.

      “We’re all ready, then?” Braire asked, looking around at the rest of us. “Aliana, whenever you’re ready.”

      Aliana nodded, taking hold of Norel’s and my hands, and we brought Braire into the circle as Aliana closed her eyes. It was draining for her to transport this many people at once, but we knew she could do it even under the most demanding circumstances. It took a moment as Aliana picked out a spot for us to land and then opened the portal. I felt the familiar ache in my teeth as we were twisted into it.

      The headache from this trip was considerably less than the one I’d felt from our trip out of the underworld, but it was still there, like an evil imp beating mercilessly on an anvil inside my skull. I shook my head, blinking a few times before looking around, finding our bearings.

      We were inside the city, I mused, and not too far from Norel’s estate in the merchant’s quadrant. That wasn’t the first thought that sprang to mind, however, as the city itself was unrecognizable. Smoke was rising across the expanse of it. All of the buildings looked like they had taken at least some damage, with a good number having been completely levelled. The shops and stalls that usually inhabited the square we were in had been turned to kindling, crushed and ground to nothing more than dust.

      “What the fuck?” I asked, looking around. “It looks like a battle happened here.”

      “No, it doesn’t,” Braire said.

      “Look at the damage,” I said, gesturing at the destruction. “It’s like siege engines took this place apart.”

      “No bodies,” Braire pointed out simply. I looked around and realized she was right. This place had been a hub of commerce before but now it was deathly silent. There were no bodies around, and no sign that any had been moved. No blood, no viscera. Not even hints or stains that might indicate that any of the violence might have claimed any victims. Of course, we could look around and search through the ruins for bodies, but there would be no real point right now.

      It should have been good news, but there was something about this scene that just didn’t sit well with me as we started heading deeper into the square. I wasn’t sure what was rubbing me the wrong way. Everything about this place just seemed wrong.

      I did notice that the Lancers’ building was still intact in the distance. I couldn’t tell if there was any damage to the structure from this far off, but from the looks of it, the towers and the spires were still there, stabbing grey daggers into the sky.

      “We need to keep moving,” Norel pointed out. We all agreed, stepping out from the square and heading through the streets. The pattern of seemingly random destruction could be seen everywhere. There were marks of fires that had gotten out of control in the middle of it, and no sign of anyone having tried to stop it. There had been some rain at some point to put them out. And still no sign of any bodies.

      “How long were we down there?” I asked, giving voice to the question that had been nagging to me. “How long did it take for all this to happen?”

      Aliana shook her head, lacking any answers for the moment as we picked up our pace, heading toward Norel’s estate.

      While the destruction in the rest of the city seemed to be random, the condition the estate was in was clearly very methodical. There wasn’t anything of the impressive building higher than my ankle left standing. It had been torn to pieces, destroyed utterly and completely.

      “Well, this is hard not to take personally,” Norel said, her hands clenched into fists. “This the second house I own that Cyron is responsible for tearing apart.”

      “You’re seriously concerned about a house at this moment?” Braire asked, turning to face Norel.

      “Not concerned, no,” Norel replied, shaking her head. “Just angry. It’s like he’s is trying to wipe any evidence of my existence here out.”

      “Or he was searching for something,” I pointed out, “and all the destruction was meant to hide what he was looking for. I don’t suppose you left anything behind that he might have been able to use?”

      Norel paid me a glare that answered my question. “Of course not. I took everything of any kind of power with us when we left.”

      “If he was looking for something, what might he have been looking for?” Aliana asked, taking a closer look at the rubble.

      “Didn’t some of your sources mention that Cyron was still looking for the ring, even though Aliana was no longer tied to it?” I asked Norel.

      She nodded. “We assumed he wanted it to get into the underworld. I thought it was destroyed when we used it to get to the underworld ourselves.”

      “It was or is a powerful artifact,” I said softly. “There is no reason to assume there was only one use for it. Who knows what Cyron has in mind for it?”

      “Aren’t we all forgetting that Oro was taken captive by Cyron?” Aliana asked. “If the ring survived taking us to the underworld, it would make sense that Cyron already has it.”

      “We need to move on,” Braire said.

      I didn’t turn to her, walking into the middle of what had once been a dining hall. “This seems like something we need to focus on. If Cyron has an artifact that powerful, we all need to be concerned.”

      “That said,” Braire said, her voice a bit more insistent. “I think we have greater concerns at the moment.”

      The alarm in her words told me there was something about this conversation I was missing. Somethings, I realized as I looked up. I had felt a gentle tremble in the earth but hadn’t paid it too much mind. As I looked up, the source quickly became clear when I saw the massive creatures made of mud and rock traipsing through the city.

      “Golems,” Aliana said, hands clenched. “I guess we know what left the city in such a sorry state.”

      “Agreed,” Braire said. I could see Norel already chanting a spell, gathering the power into her hands for her customary lightning strike. I looked over at Aliana. She already had my sword in her hand, which she tossed to me. I paused, making a note of the way the longsword twisted through the air before catching it deftly, spinning it smoothly a couple of times to get a feel for the weight and balance of it again before gripping it with both hands. Flooding the blade with my power seemed to be such a natural action now. Where accessing it used to be a trial as unreliable as it was powerful, now it was almost second nature. I was seeing benefits of dedicated training sessions.

      I made a mental note to thank Aliana for taking the time to train me at a later date. She looked over at me and grinned, her knives in her hands. There was always going to be a part of her that loved the fight. She wanted it, needed it, even. It was a part of her nature as a djinn. I was once again impressed by the fact that she was able to control it as well as she did, unleashing it only when it was needed for survival.

      And when it was unleashed, it was a beautiful thing to see. I grinned, gripping my blade, feeling some of her glee starting to seep over to me through our bond—and damned if it wasn’t infectious.

      The golems saw us, isolated as we were in the ruins of Norel’s estate, and seemed to drop everything they were doing to march toward us. More joined their ranks as they came closer. They were all smaller than the ones we’d faced during our first battle with Cyron, but that didn’t really matter, considering there were at least three dozen of them coming toward us.

      Once they got closer, they started to charge. The combination of all of the creatures rushing forward made the ground shake like it was an earthquake, to the point where it was difficult to keep our balance.

      “Do we have a plan for how to deal with this many of them?” Norel asked, looking around at the rest of us. I could see the power glistening in her hands, the lightning jumping from one hand to the other like she was struggling to maintain it.

      Braire nodded, closing her eyes. Her lips moved quickly as she formed a spell from the runes in the pebble I’d seen her working on before. She took a step and tossed the pebble forward. I saw it spark, like the air around it was causing friction. As it hit the ground, I saw the air around it warp in the same way it did when Aliana opened one of her portals, except this time, something moved through before any portal opened. It seemed like a summoning spell, and what was being summoned became very clear as a massive snake burst forth, quickly followed by a wolf that was larger than most horses. There was a third creature, I realized. A falcon, or eagle, only slightly smaller than the wolf. All three burst from the spell ready for battle.

      “Well, that evens the odds a bit,” I said, moving forwards as the beasts engaged the golems before they reached us.

      The golems seemed annoyed by the attacks from the snake, falcon and wolf, but saw them as less important than the four of us. A few stayed behind to try and keep the beasts at bay, while the rest continued running toward us.

      I watched the runes lighting up all the way up my sword, gritting my teeth as the power that was being gathered was almost too much for me to handle on my own. I need to think about getting a familiar, I thought as the power started to form an impossibly bright white light, extending from the blade. If I did, I would have to treat them better than Vis had treated me.

      What an odd thought to have at a time like this.

      I took another step forward, focusing my energy at the golem closest to me, watching as the falcon rose above the golems that were trying to corral it and coming down to help as the three sisters engaged the rest.

      I let out a pent-up roar as I took another step forward, unleashing the full power that had been gathered into the sword, watching as the brilliant blast of white light shot out from it faster than my eyes could follow. It impacted with one of the golems and I watched it fall to pieces under the strike. The blast continued, rocketing forward to hammer into another one, beheading it smoothly. I watched as the creature collapsed to the ground while recalling Oro’s advice that the spell keeping all that mass of mud and rock together was in the mouth.

      A third golem was impacted, but it wasn’t enough to kill it. It dropped onto its back, but it quickly regained its feet, missing a right arm but otherwise untouched by the attack.

      “Focus your attacks,” I heard Braire say to me, sounding irritated. “Pace them. You could have killed five or six of them with that attack.”

      “Right,” I replied with a nod. I didn’t have much time to really absorb her advice. She was correct in her assessment, as most of the power had been wasted with the strike on the first golem that had been obliterated. I needed to pace myself or go dry at a point when I might need it the most.

      Filling the blade up like that again required time. Time I didn’t have as a couple of the creatures closed on me. Their mouths opened in rumbling roars, showing the hatred of their master as they swung their club-like arms down at me. I took a step back to avoid the strike from the one on my right and then dove to my right to avoid the strike from the one on my left. I landed on my shoulder, rolling smoothly to my feet as I avoided the strike of yet another one, ducking under the swinging arms and slashing my blade across the leg, sending a pulse of power into the slash. It worked, partially anyway. The leg came away clean from the rest of the body, sending the golem stumbling to the ground.

      “Hellhounds and golems,” Aliana said. “Does the man not have anything more creative to attack us with?”

      “We’re having a difficult time with these as it is,” I replied, ducking another strike and jumping up to swing at the creature’s head, adding a blast of power to the strike like the last time. The head came away, and this time, the beast dropped to the ground in a pile of useless mud and rocks. “I’d suggest avoiding giving him any new ideas.”

      “A good point,” Aliana agreed as she ducked around the strikes. As Braire’s beasts broke away from where they were being contained, the fighting became harder. I could feel myself getting drained with each strike I landed on the creatures. The sword itself wasn’t enough to deal the damage necessary to sever their heads, so I needed to dig deep, calling what power I had inside me to fight them back.

      The numbers of golems were dropping, but not quickly enough. I realized what Braire had meant about conserving my energy. As satisfying as unleashing all that power in a single strike had been, I was feeling the effects of it now.

      The four of us pulled into a tighter formation. With Braire’s control of her beasts and Norel’s ability to strike at the golems from afar with her lightning bolts, they were able to keep back as Aliana and I held the front. I could feel the sweat dripping from my skin, the burning of my muscles as I hacked and slashed at the creatures, trying to keep them from reaching the rest of the team.

      “Grant, look out!” I heard Aliana say. I looked around, not seeing anything close enough to me to warrant that kind of warning. I realized they didn’t need to be close as I watched one of the golems hauling a massive boulder from the ground, a piece of one of the destroyed buildings. The boulder was lifted and thrown at me at an incredible speed.

      As I watched the massive chunk of rock speeding toward me, I knew I didn’t have time to stop it. I raised my blade, pouring what little power I had left into it and swinging it to strike back.

      I could feel the impact traveling all the way up my arm, shaking my whole body as I was knocked backward a few paces to land heavily on my back. The power was enough to make sure I didn’t feel the full weight of the boulder crush my body, but there was enough left over to tear the breath from my lungs.

      “Fuck,” I gasped, looking around, trying to catch my breath. The chunk of building had exploded after I’d hit it with my sword, sending pieces everywhere. My hands were bleeding and there was a long gash up my right arm. I could also feel that one of the pieces from the stone had hit and broken one of my ribs.

      All in all, it could have gone a lot worse.

      I pulled myself to my feet, gasping as I saw Aliana lying on the ground.

      “Shit,” I cried, rushing over to her side. I could see blood pouring from the side of her head where one of the rocks had hit her, but from the way her chest was rising and falling, I knew she was alive, at least.

      “We need to get out of here, now!” I called, picking Aliana up from the ground, careful to keep my sword away from her.

      “We can’t leave!” Braire roared back. “We have them on the run!”

      I turned around, inspecting her claim. They had given us a respite, that much was true, falling back since they had taken heavy casualties. I’d never really thought of golems as the type to use a tactical retreat, but as they did, I could see more coming from the rest of the city to join them. They would be charging again, and in greater numbers than before.

      “They’ll be coming back, harder this time,” I said. “We won’t be able to push them back again!”

      “Speak for yourself,” Braire snarled in response.

      “Your sister is wounded!” I shouted as I walked over to her, still holding Aliana in my arms. “They’ve given us space. We need to use it to fall back, regroup, and recover. You complained about risking lives yesterday. Find that same logic in yourself now!”

      Braire snapped out of her bloodlust, and even Norel seemed surprised that I was yelling at her. But both agreed. Without Aliana, not only did we lose a valued part of any kind of strategy we might have, but we also lost our ability to beat a quick retreat should it be needed.

      “Norel, you need to cover our retreat,” I said, taking charge as we started heading toward the forest near the ruins of her former house.

      She nodded, pausing and laying back as she gathered what power she still had in her. I watched as she stood alone against the mass of golems rushing toward her. She closed her eyes, lips moving as elvish words turned into spells. I could see the sky starting to darken despite the lack of clouds as she raised her hands, like she was calling something down. Sure enough, just as Braire’s beasts rushed past her, a lightning bolt flashed down, landing in her hands.

      Amazingly, she absorbed the incredible amount of power. I could see it roaring and sparking across her skin, singeing her clothes as she extended her hands. With a roar that I felt more than heard, she unleashed it all at the surging horde.

      For a moment, I was blinded by the attack. The light was so intense that it seemed to suck the brilliance from everything else in the world for a moment. I blinked to recover my eyesight. Some of it came back, showing a blackened crater where the first line of golems had been, with the rest rushing back for a moment in fear of another attack like it.

      I could vaguely make out Norel rushing toward me, grabbing my shoulder and guiding me toward the forest as we took advantage of the distraction and made good on our escape.
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      I could still feel my body burning and aching from the amount of power I’d spent during the battle. Braire was running like she wasn’t feeling any such encumberment, not even bothering to mount her wolf.

      Norel looked like she had taken the brunt of damage, though, I realized. She was exhausted, like that last strike had drained her of all the power she had, and it was all she could do just to stay on her feet. Eventually, as Braire took Aliana from my arms, I let Norel drape her arm around my shoulders, helping her as we kept on moving through the forest. I couldn’t help the feeling that we couldn’t know if the beasts would be following us or not, which made me wonder just how far we would have to run to get away from them for good.

      Eventually, though, we needed to stop for rest. Nobody needed to say it, as even Braire was starting to look drained. Calling up her beasts from another dimension had required a lot of her power and guiding them through the fight hadn’t done much to help. We finally ground to a halt when we reached a small hill, the most defensible part of the woods we had encountered so far. I was gasping for breath, but took the time to help Norel sit down, leaning her back against a pine tree.

      Braire set Aliana down on the ground gently, careful to lay her head on Braire’s pack before turning around to the wolf, snake and falcon that followed us. She whispered a few words that the beasts seemed to understand, and the three quickly broke away, heading back the way we’d come.

      “They’re backtracking to see if our enemies are following,” Braire explained as she dropped next to Aliana, running her fingers lightly over the woman’s wound and whispering a quick healing spell. Another section of magic I wanted to discover. These three women were all experts in so many forms of it, I was almost jealous. Sure, they had however many centuries to train and practice in what could only be described as art forms, and I supposed that was the reason why I was jealous. Barring anything unforeseen, I would be looking at five or six more decades of it myself.

      Aliana broke my line of thought as she gasped for breath, rising from the ground and coughing forcefully for a few seconds before she sank into Braire’s arms, holding the woman close to her.

      “We need to find a place to regroup,” Braire said as Aliana recovered. “We’re too exposed out here in the open.”

      “Won’t need to go far,” Aliana said, her voice soft but firm. “There are ruins of the old city near here that we can use to rest and recover in. There are spells and wards in the walls that should keep the golems from being able to attack us.”

      “Should keep?” Braire questioned.

      “That’s a better chance than remaining out in the open,” I snapped. “We shouldn’t delay.”

      Braire opened her mouth to respond, but I had already turned away. I heard her say something in elvish, the kind that needed no translating, but I ignored her for the moment. I was still angry that she had wanted to remain and keep fighting even with Aliana hurt. Yes, we were fighting a war and I knew there were going to be casualties, but that didn’t mean we couldn’t be careful with each other’s lives. Recklessness at this stage of the conflict would not get us anything.

      Later on, however? Who knew?

      I dropped into a crouch next to Norel, whose eyes had drifted shut as she leaned back against the tree.

      “Can you walk?” I asked. She took a deep breath and her eyes remained closed for a few more seconds until she finally looked at me.

      “Five more minutes?” she asked, tilting her head.

      “We need to move,” I answered, apologetically. “There’s no telling if those golems are still following us through here.

      She nodded and reached out to me. I gripped her arms and helped her to her feet. She struggled for a few steps before I decided to take matters into my own hands, sweeping her from her feet and carrying her the way Aliana and Braire were already headed. I picked up the pace even though I could feel fatigue starting to fill my muscles, causing the burning to get worse and worse. The ruins finally came into view.

      “I’m never going to be free of this place,” I said softly. Norel had wrapped her arms around my neck, holding herself close to me, but her eyes had closed again, her head leaning against my chest. I hugged her closer to me, slowing my pace as I saw Aliana and Braire waiting at the entrance of the ruins, looking around for me.

      The falcon swooped down from the sky, flapping its wings faster to let it gently land on one of the arches as it looked down at Braire. It let out a long, low screech just as I approached the steps leading up into the ruins, panting and sweating and feeling utterly undignified.

      “The golems pulled away from their pursuit just outside the forest,” Braire said as the falcon shot back up into the sky. “My darlings will stay on the lookout. There is enough food around for them to stay in the forest indefinitely, so we can rest easy for the moment.”

      I nodded, finally reaching the top of the steps and setting Norel down. I had a hard time pulling myself back up, needing a moment to rest. I’d been more tired than this the day before, I knew, but there had been something different about that. I felt exhausted, but now my whole body was radiating it.

      As I moved back outside where Aliana and Braire were still talking, I looked up into the sky, surprised that the sun showed it to be less than an hour after midday. Of course, I had felt the heat and it had been a large part of the fatigue that filled my body, but for some reason, I felt like the battle had lasted longer than it had. It had only been three hours since we stepped into the portal away from the cave.

      “What do you think, Grant?” Aliana asked.

      I brought my focus back to the present, looking at the two women who were watching me and waiting for an answer to a question I hadn’t heard. I shook my head.

      “Think about what?” I asked, deciding that honesty was the best route to take at this point.

      “I was telling Aliana that we might want to use this place as a base for our operations,” Braire said, clearly forcing her tone to be civil as she turned to look at me. “Since we now know—thanks to seeing where their golems came from—where Cyron and Abarat are, it would be better to remain somewhere closer to them, should the situation we were faced with today happen again.

      I nodded. “That seems reasonable to me. Do you think we could defend this place should they discover that it’s where we’ve hidden?”

      Aliana turned back to Braire, who nodded, looking confident. “My darlings are more than capable of giving us ample warning should any attack come through the forest. With the wards and spells I see carved into the stones of this place, we should have a good deal of protection if it comes to a fight. They could always do with some retouching, but since we’re going to be stuck here for a while, it seems, it’s nothing we can’t handle.”

      “Excellent,” I said, forcing a smile. “It’s decided. We’ll stay here for the time being. With that decided, should we talk about what we will do from here on out?”

      “Shouldn’t we wait for Norel to be awake to weigh in as well?” Aliana asked.

      “She needs rest for the moment,” I replied. “We won’t make any decisions without her adding her ideas, but that doesn’t mean we can’t consider what to do next.”

      Braire nodded. “Well, it seems we can’t wander freely through the Imperial City, not with those golems crushing through it. Finding Cyron and Abarat might prove difficult.”

      “I noticed that the Lancers’ headquarters was still intact,” I said softly. “That and the Emperor’s palace might be the first places for us to look, all things considered. Cyron seems like the kind of man who would stake his claim on the empire by taking over the Emperor’s possessions like that.”

      “It’s the obvious choice,” Braire scoffed. “Cyron is just smart enough to know that would be the first place we’d come looking for him and will set a trap for us should we be stupid to look for him there.”

      “Cyron isn’t hiding from us anymore,” I replied. “He has Abarat on his side now, and as I see it, he has no need to hide anything he’s doing anymore. He has no more need for subterfuge.”

      “That doesn’t mean he won’t use it,” Braire said. “Underestimating his intelligence is not a mistake I want to make.”

      “Enough, the both of you!” Aliana snapped. “It’s clear that we won’t be reaching a consensus right now, so the only thing to be done is get some rest, eat some food, and try to have a more civil discussion when Norel awakes.”

      I opened my mouth, but it was obvious that Aliana was right. Braire and I weren’t going to agree with each other willingly, so it would be the wiser move to just let it rest and see if a better idea we could all agree on didn’t come to us later.

      I finally nodded, and Braire did as well, and the three of us moved back into the ruins to check on how Norel was recovering.

      I had my work cut out for me over the next day or so. Recovery was something we didn’t need much time to do, so most of the day was spent setting up our little camp in the ruins of what Aliana called the old city. Norel, once she was recovered from our fighting after a little rest and some food, helped Braire with reforming the runes and wards around the ruins to make the place as difficult to find and attack as possible.

      Which left me with time alone with Aliana. She clearly was not happy with how the battle had been handled, which resulted in most of the afternoon being spent with her going through a long series of training, mostly just reaffirming what had been taught already. It had been a while since we’d actually had time to focus on battle training like this, which meant we needed to get back into the rhythm.

      Well, not that long, I mused as I moved through the various battle techniques Aliana was reviewing with me. Less than a week had passed since we left Norel’s estate behind to go and help Oro escape from his prison cell. It felt like a lot longer, though.

      As the afternoon wound down, I noted that Aliana’s thoughts toward my training were centered on focus and pacing my power, as Braire had pointed out during the fight. She hadn’t said anything, though she clearly hadn’t missed it. She was a good instructor, making me wonder if she had some experience in the role in her past life. She was harsh and demanding when needed, but she knew when a gentler touch was needed as well.

      By the time the sun had set and an evening meal was being prepared, I found myself more tired than I had been at the end of the battle, bone-weary. After a quick and quiet meal, I drifted off to sleep with Norel coming in to sleep next to me first, and Aliana quickly joining her.

      A few moments before I fell asleep, I noticed that Braire seemed isolated from her sisters. There wasn’t any hurt in her eyes, but there was a bit of acceptance as she stood and moved out toward the entrance of the ruins to stand watch with her beasts.

      I felt a twinge of empathetic pain for the woman but was too tired to act on it and was soon lost in thankfully dreamless sleep.

      I woke up the next morning to find that Norel and Braire were gone. I looked around, pulling off the blanket we’d used. I wasn’t sure how Norel managed to disentangle herself from me when we were wrapped up together like this. I must have been dead tired.

      I was dead tired. The sleep had done away with some of it, but my muscles were still aching from the day before.

      “Norel and Braire went back into the city,” I heard Aliana say. I turned to see her standing near the doorway, some food in her hands. “They thought it would be best if they were to go inside, try and find out if there are any people still alive and if they would be willing to help us.”

      I nodded. “Why didn’t we go with them?”

      She shook her head. “You need more training before we get involved in another situation like we had yesterday. Until you’re ready, it’s best that we keep our numbers smaller and work with a bit more subtlety than the four of us would manage together. Norel and Braire have worked like this before. They always were better at it than I was.”

      I nodded. “Well… I can understand that. I don’t particularly care for it, but I will admit that I didn’t handle our battle yesterday particularly well.”

      Aliana smiled. “You’d be surprised at how difficult it is to get mages to comprehend their limitations, fewer still who would openly admit it like that. I thought you would put up a bit more of a fight over being left behind.”

      “I thought you were going to put it down to men,” I said with a grin.

      “Gender has nothing to do with the arrogance that usually plagues those gifted with magical powers,” Aliana said, sitting next to me and putting some food out for me to eat. “But that’s something you should know a thing or two about already.”

      I nodded, not bothering to respond as I started eating the berries and dried meat that had been left over from what Braire had hunted for us on that first day. We would have to collect some more today before Norel and Braire got back, but as I finished with the food, I realized it was going to have to wait. Another long day of training was waiting for me.

      While the heat and tension between us was still there, with a very physical need that required satisfying, there was also the need to hone my technique. I could feel her controlling herself, holding herself back from jumping on me. Power volume was not my problem. It was controlling it, and that seemed to be what we were going to work on today.

      Which was a pity, I mused. I really wanted to jump her as well.

      We took a quick break at midday to get out of the sweltering summer sun, but that just meant meditation exercises inside the ruins. Once the sun was past its peak, we were back out where our attacks wouldn’t potentially level the place we wanted to call home for the moment.

      Just as the sun was starting to disappear behind the mountains in the west, when I looked up from where Aliana had knocked me to the ground for what felt like the hundredth time, I saw a massive wolf striding through the forest toward us. I gritted my teeth, brushing the dirt from my bare skin as I saw that both Braire and Norel were riding the wolf.

      “Does he have a name?” I asked as they came in closer.

      “He does, indeed,” Aliana said. “Though I still can’t pronounce it.”

      “Me neither,” Norel said, jumping off the creature’s back. “I just call him Beav.”

      “And he still hates that you do it,” Braire said, giving the wolf a scratch behind the ears before dismounting. “Call him Giant Wolf, or Wolf, or by his real name. Or nothing at all. He prefers nothing at all, since he’s not actually a wolf, giant or otherwise.”

      I shook my head. That was a lot of information that didn’t answer my question. Well, it did, technically. Now I knew that the wolf did in fact have a name. And if Aliana couldn’t pronounce it, then I probably shouldn’t even try.

      “You’ve been teaching him to fight properly, then?” Braire asked, still not paying me so much as a look as she pulled a pack from the wolf’s back. “Should do us some good. With all the sex the three of you have been having, he has enough power to match any one of us, if he could only control it properly.”

      “Was that a compliment?” I asked. “That sounded like a compliment.”

      “It most definitely was not,” Braire said. “It was a statement of fact.”

      “Anyway,” Norel cut in. “What we discovered in the city. As you suspected, it seems that Cyron and Abarat have taken up residence at the Lancers’ headquarters. They’re doing something in the dungeons there, but we couldn’t get close enough to find out more.”

      “What about the people of the city?” I asked, wiping some sweat from my forehead. “Are there any survivors from the golems attacking?”

      “Many,” Braire said softly. “A good many have already aligned themselves with Cyron. No mention of Abarat, which makes me think that the dynamics of their relationship might be different than we imagined. There are others, of course. Some avoided the destruction of the city and are trying to find a way to leave. Others are trying to fight back. What few mages remain in the city are leading something of a war of attrition against Cyron and his golems. They are helping those who want to leave, although most that remain are there to fight, any way they can.”

      “You found all this out just today?” I asked.

      “Gods, no,” Braire replied with a chuckle. “The darlings have been doing a lot more than just watching over our haven here. My falcon gathered most of the information about the escapees, the snake found the people fighting, and the wolf has been keeping watch over us.”

      “All we found on our own was where Cyron made his home,” Norel explained. “And we spent most of the day trying to find a way into that damned fortress. As it turns out, the various weaknesses in the wards have been fixed since we were gone. I think Cyron knew of all of them, and while he enjoyed exploiting them, I don’t think he feels the same way now that he is in charge.”

      I shook my head, noting that Aliana and Braire hadn’t shared a word since Norel and Braire had come back. She looked annoyed and felt annoyed too. Like she didn’t approve of the fact that the return of her sisters had interrupted our training.

      “We need some food,” I said softly, bringing myself back into the moment. “Should we take the time to go hunting?”

      “No need,” Braire said with a grin, tossing the pack right into my chest. I caught it but was forced back a couple of steps as she walked past me, heading deeper into the ruins as I looked into the pack. There were loaves of bread, a half wheel of cheese, a handful of fruits and vegetables as well as what looked like a skin of wine.

      “Where did you find all this?” I asked, looking around at Norel and Braire.

      “While our friends the golems are very enthusiastic about destroying the city around them, they have little interest in looting the buildings they destroy,” Norel explained. “Some of the abandoned buildings were well-stocked with food that nobody was ever going to return for, so we wondered, why let it go to waste?”

      I nodded. “That does make sense.”

      “And while we eat, we can discuss our next move,” Aliana said, putting on a smile and taking the pack from my hands.
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      Days passed. Not many, but enough to make me feel anxious about our inaction. Well, technically, Norel and Braire were acting, doing something. Norel had contacted the mages and people that had remained in the city. They wanted to fight, they told her, but they were afraid. Cyron’s power had grown to unimaginable heights, but there was no mention among those who had seen him of a powerful elf at his side.

      We had misjudged the relationship between the two.

      What we discovered about Cyron’s actions ever since he’d returned gave more weight to the fear that the people were feeling. Only stories had come to light, but the implications were disturbing. Blood magic was being used, that much was clear from what could be sensed from the outside, but the bodies that were being brought to the surface told of a power that was far, far worse.

      “Necromancy has been banned for hundreds of years, maybe thousands,” Aliana told me after Norel shared the news with us. “The use of dead bodies was never what influenced the decisions of the elders at the time, of course. Morality was never their highest priority when it came to what the mages in the world could and could not do. Summoning spells like the ones used on the golems and hellhounds we fought are relatively simple and lack the infusion qualities that are required in necromancy. To summon up the dead and use their bodies requires one’s mind to be connected to what is summoned, and as you well know, the connection of minds always spans to both sides. The decay and the darkness of the dead is…damaging to the mind. Dangerous. The fact that one’s mind already needs to be in a dark place to even think of doing something like this doesn’t help either. The mages known for using necromancy are also known for going quite mad.”

      The combination of the amount of power required coupled with an unstable mind had consequences I didn’t even want to think about. So many stories held their villains as someone who wanted evil things simply due to the fact that they were evil. Reality had proven that concept wrong so far, but from what I could tell, there were things that required a twisted mind to attempt. The goals of someone who wanted that were beyond my ability to actually comprehend.

      My thoughts were brought to a halt when I saw someone coming out of the forest. I gripped my sword, narrowing my eyes and trying to make out who it was. I knew that Norel was coming close, but with the way we were all feeling over the past couple of days, there was no harm in being utterly sure about it. Whatever Cyron and Abarat were doing, whether it was necromancy or anything else, was making things difficult. Like the air itself felt heavier. I had no idea what it was, or even if it was something that was coming from those dungeons, but at this point, I couldn’t rule it out.

      As I got closer, the question was quickly answered.

      Norel jogged up to us, wrapping Aliana in a warm embrace. They shared a few words in elvish before Norel pulled away and came over to me.

      “Can you two take a break from training?” Norel asked after kissing me firmly on the lips. “I discovered a few things I need to talk about.”

      We nodded, heading back into the delightful shade of the ruins. Aliana had been pushing us hard over the past few days, and I could feel the results already. Physical strength was there, and it was reflected in the way my power could be used. Fine-honing technique made for a tired body, though, and I was looking forward to the rest times more than the training lately. It was new. I’d always enjoyed my time training. Well, no, I did still enjoy my training, but the pauses in between became more of a relief than a frustration.

      I dropped onto one of the makeshift beds we’d set up. We had set up four, but we almost never used them all at once. The sisters were close even if they weren’t related by blood, despite their more recent differences, and I was close to them as well. Beds were shared.

      Norel laid next to me, pulling my hand up to stroke her hair as she rested her head in my lap. I had placed the sword hanging from my back on the ground to keep the hilt from hitting me in the head when I sat.

      “What did you find?” I asked. Aliana sat next to me as well, taking some of Norel’s hair in her hands and starting to braid it. “Is everything all right, Norel?”

      She nodded, closing her eyes and pressing a light kiss on my arm. “All right… I don’t think we’ve been all right since we got back. But that has nothing to do with what we found out. I managed to contact some of the members of our original circle, the men and women I trust who were part of the gentry. I left them with a message to find us and gather anyone else they could find who would be willing to fight Cyron.”

      “I imagine there are plenty of people still alive in the Empire who would want to see his head on a damn stake,” I said, keeping my voice as soft and gentle as I could, even though I could feel a gentle tremble enter my fingers. I was learning control, yes, but as time passed and I spent more time training than releasing the rage I still felt toward Cyron and Vis, the harder it became to keep that control.

      And Norel noticed. She pulled herself up, placing a light kiss on my neck and running her fingers over my shoulders. It was a comforting move on her part at first, but eventually, there was a hint of arousal that started to spread between the two of us.

      Aliana smiled, still braiding Norel’s hair. “Plenty of people who want him dead, yes. Not many of them have the means or the balls to try and actually act on it. Those that have both are what we’re looking for when it comes to allies… Would the two of you just fuck?”

      I was distracted, admittedly. Norel’s kisses had climbed up my neck, connecting with my lips and staying there as she moved over, straddling my lap and gently grinding herself on me. Her petite yet still curvaceous frame pressed firmly into mine, letting me feel her soft breasts against the hard, planed muscles of my chest.

      Norel pulled away from the kiss, letting me pull my shirt over my head and toss it aside. “Are you not going to join us?” she asked, tilting her head and pouting at Aliana.

      “No, I think I’ll watch,” Aliana said, a coy smile touching her lips as she stood. “Not unlike how you used to watch when it was just him and me.”

      I did have to admit there was something delightfully decadent about being watched as I fucked someone. Aliana didn’t move too far away, and I could feel her getting hot from watching as I ran my fingers down Norel’s back, slipping underneath her loose, flowing robes to stroke the warm, pliable skin. Norel’s lips parted as she started pressing harder into me, pulling closer and moaning my name as my fingers slipped lower. I gripped her ass with both hands and pulled her into me, letting her feel and grind against my growing cock, which was pressed neatly between her thighs. I could feel the heat and wetness there.

      “Grant…” Norel gasped, her hands moving down between us, rubbing her fingers over my shaft, still concealed. “I want you to fuck me. Now.”

      I didn’t comply with what sounded like an order immediately, enjoying the need and lust radiating from her. I didn’t even need a connection to see it in her eyes, feel it in the way she was touching me, but the bond made it so much better.

      I pushed her off my lap and onto the bed. She squeaked and giggled at being manhandled like that. Her eyes closed as I moved on top of her, kissing her neck, spreading her thighs around my hips as my hands moved down over her body. Even with the lightness of her clothes, they were still too much. Too much standing between myself and her. My fingers gripped the fabric, bunching it up and trying to move it aside. When that failed, I gave a firm tug and felt them rip.

      I licked my lips at the look of need in Norel’s eyes as I tore the rest of her clothes off. I didn’t know if she had any other clothes to replace them, and at the moment, I didn’t care. I needed there to be nothing between us. I lowered myself over her naked body, kissing her lips roughly, hungrily. She reached out and gripped me, moaning as she slipped her arms under mine and over my back, nails digging into my skin and raking all the way down to my hips. I growled back at her all the way down, feeling a shiver of pleasure rushing up my spine as she gripped the hem of my trousers and pushed them down. Shoved, really, almost tearing at them as they resisted her efforts at first.

      She gasped as she felt my cock pressing between her thighs, panting gently as she reached down between us, taking the object of her desire in her hands. There was no teasing, no preparatory stroking as she looked up into my eyes, guiding the hard, throbbing shaft down between her legs to press it to her pussy.

      I needed no encouragement to push my hips forward, filling her with a firm thrust. Her back arched and she pushed back, reaching down to grab my ass. I placed a hand over her shoulder, giving me something to lean on as the second settled on her breast, enjoying the feel coupled with the sight of the heavy orbs jumping each time I pushed myself into her. She moaned, eyes closed as she gripped me tighter, nails digging into my skin, the pain fueling the pleasure as I picked up my pace, feeling my hips slapping the insides of her thighs with each thrust.

      “Harder… Right there… Yes, Grant,” she gasped, pressing her breast into my hand as she tried to match me stroke for stroke, wanting more. There was a greediness about her that set her apart from Aliana. She was demanding, and not uncomfortable with taking what she wanted.

      It was intoxicating.

      “Oh…fuck…” Norel gasped, her body shuddering as I felt her walls tightening around my cock, her orgasm drenching my shaft.

      I looked up to see Aliana watching us, as she said she would be, but I could see her fingers slipping inside herself, matching my thrusts into Norel over and over again, as her other hand grabbed her breast, squeezing the nipple and showing everything for me to see. My eyes were drawn to hers, feeling Norel coming down from an orgasm just as another was rising to meet it as I gave her no respite. I knew she could feel my pleasure matched with Aliana’s, and she was reveling in it, almost lost in it, letting her body take what it could have.

      As full of their pleasure as I was, it was impossible to resist when I felt my body begging for release. I ducked my head, my growl becoming a rumbling roar as I felt Norel’s fingers coming up to tangle with my hair. She pulled me down to feel her breasts against my lips just as I jerked into her, feeling that telltale wave of pleasure washing all over me, sending shivers up and down my body. I settled down over Norel, hearing her gasping and moaning. I slowly stopped my thrusts, feeling her warm, sweat-touched skin pressed into mine, her eyes still closed, her mouth still open as she struggled to catch her breath.

      “Gods, Grant,” she whispered, kissing my shoulder and licking her lips. “Every time with you is just… Fuck.”

      “Amazing,” Aliana whispered, moving closer, sitting on the bed next to us and running her fingers over my bare back. “I think that is the word she was looking for. Oh, look at these…” She chuckled as she let her fingers run over the spots Norel had scored with her nails.

      “I think those will stay for a while,” Norel said with a soft, breathless giggle. “You don’t mind that, do you? Reminders of our time together?”

      “I think I can live with it,” I replied, kissing her lips then pulling myself up to savor the taste of Aliana’s kiss as well. She gripped the back of my neck and pulled me in for a longer, hungrier kiss.

      “I’ll take what you have next,” she said, and I grinned in response.

      “I think I can fit you into our busy schedule of training,” I replied with a cocky raised eyebrow.

      She opened her mouth to reply, but our attention was drawn to the sound of horses being ridden nearby. Close enough that we could hear them, in fact. As far as I knew, Cyron’s golems had no need or use for horses, but I also didn’t know much about the other forces the man had at his disposal. This was no time for making assumptions. I pulled away from the bed, pulling my trousers back up and collecting my shirt as well. I could have fought without it, if the situation called for it, but I felt more comfortable in it. I pulled it over my head and swept up my sword, jogging over to the entrance of the ruins.

      I knew who it was almost before I reached the door. The banners being held and the way the men outside were dressed told me that these were men of the gentry, and what men at arms they still had command over. I still gripped my blade in hand, watching them. I wasn’t sure who was on Cyron’s side and who wasn’t. I actually had very little idea who the banners belonged to, and as their faces were all hidden by heavy helmets, I wasn’t taking any chances.

      I was quickly joined by Aliana and Norel, though both lacked the battle readiness I was carrying. Norel, for her part, was already dressed and there was no evidence of the rough fucking we’d just shared. Even her hair was done up in the neat braids Aliana had started. And here I was, still sporting the marks she’d left on me.

      “You will have to forgive our Varion’s enthusiasm, my lords,” Norel said, taking on the voice she always used when talking to these men. “We have had little chance for civilized negotiation over the past few weeks, which has us on edge. I can see you are in a similar state. Less than half our number remain.”

      One of the men dismounted from his armor-plated horse, pulling his helmet off his head. Despite the sweat and dust from what looked like a long trip, I still recognized the bearded, stout man as one of the members of the circle we’d been working with before leaving the city.

      “Lady Norel, a pleasure to see that the rumors of your death were heavily exaggerated,” he said, his thick, booming voice easy to hear as he took Norel’s offered hand and kissed it lightly. “We were worried that we had lost you, your sisters and our Varion in the onslaught when Cyron took the city.”

      “What news do you have, my lord?” Norel asked, quickly taking command of the situation. “What happened to the city?”

      “Most of us were commanded from the city to deal with attacks on our borders,” the man replied, showing Norel deference despite her clearly elven features. “We were halfway there when news about Cyron attacking the Imperial City arrived. What troops we had were quickly recalled, although the battle to attempt to retake the city was overly brief. Cyron is more powerful than he ever was, and he has taken a horde of familiars to house his power. Pollock and Vis are among the lords that have been seen among their number.”

      Just hearing the man’s name was enough to set my blood to boiling. I took a deep breath, but I could still feel the heat coming from the runes branded into my hand. The runes in my sword also started to take on a soft glow, visible even in the sunlight that remained in the day.

      Aliana placed a hand on my shoulder, and I could feel my anger starting to seep away as I closed my eyes, relaxing my body and letting her consciousness touch mine, soothing it.

      Norel noticed the silent interaction but made no mention of it as she turned back to face the man.

      “From what could be seen, Cyron’s destruction was basic and random, letting his golems run wild once the battle was over, but he appeared to be searching for something,” the lord continued. “Anyone who had any kind of magic was put to question. There was… Well, an elf was seen with him, though not in a state of prominence. Is that…”

      “Abarat, yes,” Norel said. “It seems that their relationship is a good deal less equal than was originally thought, and yet… Well, there is still very little we know.”

      The lord nodded, squaring his shoulders. “We took heavy losses in attempting to retake the city, but our numbers are still sizeable. Most of the powerful mages are still inside the city, unable to get out, but if we were able to coordinate with them, we might just be able to take it. With your help, of course.”

      Norel nodded, taking a deep breath. “Where are all your men?”

      “We’ve made camp in the words,” he replied without hesitation. “Spread out as well as we could, so that we can’t be found.”

      “You should stay here for the evening,” Norel said quickly. “Once you are rested from your journeys, you should tell your men to reposition here. With the fortifications and the wards in place, it is the most defensible position outside the city. With our numbers joined, we will be able to set Cyron back.”

      The man nodded, turning back to face the men he’d brought with him. “We will camp here for the night!”

      I smiled. It was interesting sight to see these men follow an elf so readily. Of course, if things hadn’t been as bad as they were, I had no doubt there would be a lot more questioning and a lot more prejudice—but when the time came for survival, humans were willing to ally with whomever offered them the best chance.

      It was one of the best and worst traits of my race, I thought as I saw Braire coming closer. There was an annoyed look on her face I didn’t understand until I realized she had been watching the exchange between Norel and the lords, and she wasn’t pleased with the results.

      Questions sprang to mind in that moment. Ones that weren’t easily put aside as I joined Aliana and Norel when they reentered the ruins.
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      The next morning, the four of us were together in seeing the lords ride off. They had separated their forces throughout the whole of the forest, leaving them hard to track down by Cyron and what forces that he had. While they were well-fortified within the city, the golems lacked the mobility to keep up with an army on the move, and it seemed that Cyron was more than content to let them roam the forests until he was ready to handle them on his terms.

      My only hope was that we would be ready in time to catch him off-guard and be able to force him to fight on our terms.

      I gritted my teeth as I watched the men riding away to give their respective troops their orders. I looked away and walked back into the ruins, followed by the three sisters, in relative silence. There had been some breakfast set up, but I wasn’t feeling particularly hungry. I nibbled on a piece of bread that was already starting to taste a bit stale, keeping my eyes down for fear of them looking up at Braire.

      “All right,” Aliana finally said as the silence threatened to last forever. “The two of you have either been staring daggers at each other or avoiding each other’s gaze. Would you care to explain what the problem is?”

      I looked up at her in surprise when I realized she was talking about Braire and me. It was true enough, I supposed, even if I didn’t think there were any daggers in my stares. There certainly had not been any intended.

      Braire looked equally surprised. “I have no idea what you mean, sister,” she replied coolly.

      “Grant?” Aliana asked, turning to me. There was no escaping this, I thought, placing the bread back down.

      “There is nothing hostile, I promise,” I said, still trying not to look at Braire. “I just question at what point Braire became aware of the fact that there were potentially friendly forces waiting for us to make contact with them.”

      Aliana and Norel turned to look at Braire, leading my gaze to her as well. She was clenching her teeth, picking the piece of bread in her hands to pieces but not eating any of them.

      “My beasts caught sight of smaller camps of troops spread across the forest,” Braire said softly. “I assumed they were refugees moving away, and as I had my darlings moving closer to the city, they were not seen anymore, thus making me think that they were moving away from the city. Since none of them were anywhere close to these ruins, and didn’t seem to be headed in our direction, I didn’t think it was important enough to note.”

      I wanted to call her a liar. Tell her that she was wrong not to tell us about what her beasts had seen or make the decision of what was and wasn’t worth mentioning to us. But considering that we had enough enemies beyond our little group, there was little reason to start dividing the few people I knew were on my side. We all needed each other, and my saying something that would crack the bond of trust between the three sisters while lacking proof wasn’t an intelligent move.

      I clenched my teeth and nodded, keeping silent so I didn’t inadvertently say something I would come to regret.

      Braire noticed my restraint, and smiled in appreciation.

      Meanwhile, Norel and Aliana weren’t convinced that the topic was put to rest, but from the way Braire and I were looking at each other, they knew nothing more was going to be shared.

      “I need to go for a walk,” Aliana finally said. “Would you come with me, Norel?”

      Norel nodded firmly and the two of them quickly stood, making their way toward the door of the ruins, heading out into the forest beyond and leaving me alone with Braire. Sometimes things needed to be settled just one person to another.

      “I see that my sister is helping you with your restraint,” Braire said softly. “I suppose I have her to thank for your silence as well as you.”

      “I don’t think you’d be able to get away with thanking her without spilling some of your secrets,” I said with a small smile, toying with the food in front of me.

      “I will tell them in time,” she replied with a chuckle. “I…I am just not ready to share some parts of how I’ve changed since we were last together. Too much time has passed, too many things happened for me to be with them as we were before.”

      I nodded. “Since I’m not privy to any of the history, would you consider telling me the real reason why you kept the sight of the army a secret from us?”

      She tilted her head and took in a deep breath. “The humans might be willing to work with us now, and may even think they trust us, but… You have to understand that the bad blood between our species stretches back longer than either care to remember. As the monsters of our past start to resurface, it’s hard not to think that old grievances would as well. I… Well, I knew we had to be enough to beat Cyron on our own, since we can’t afford to give any hope to an alliance with the humans.”

      “I’m a human too, you know.” I said, trying to keep my tone light.

      Braire chuckled. “I know, but you’re different. You always have been. Those men… I could see it in their eyes. They only need the slimmest excuse to hate and they will.”

      “I’m guessing they tried to hurt one of your darlings, too?”

      She laughed. “Yes… they tried to shoot my falcon down when they saw her in the sky. So there is that as well.”

      I nodded, letting my face take on a more serious look. “I understand how you feel. Well, I know, not really, since I lack all the experience you carry, but… You need to realize you’re not in this fight alone. Others have their lives and their hopes and dreams tied to the outcome of our battle with Cyron, and they have a right to fight as well. And… If we start to trust each other again, maybe this time we can do it together, from a position of greater strength than before.”

      Braire took a deep breath before pushing herself to her feet, standing over me. “You have to understand that the last time I placed my trust in a human, I ended up having to put one of my own, a man I once considered one of my closest friends, in a hellish prison of which I made myself the warden, and thus isolated myself from the world for gods know how long. My trust isn’t something that is easily granted and is easily broken. But…you have given me hope for the rest of your race, I suppose.”

      I smiled. “Well, that’s a start, anyway.”

      Braire grinned down at me before offering her hand to help me to my feet. I took it, and was soon standing in front of her, staring into her pearly eyes. This was as close as I’d ever been to her…intentionally, anyway. The heat radiating from her skin wasn’t quite the same heat that came from Aliana, but it was there and difficult to ignore. I could feel her staring back at me, looking for… Something. I wasn’t sure what.

      I realized I was searching for something as well, and I wasn’t entirely unsatisfied with what I found. It did make me quickly look away and take a step back, disengaging my grip from hers, which had lasted a bit too long to be comfortable.

      I was embarrassed for a moment, thinking she might see the reddish hue touching my cheeks that had nothing to do with the amount of sun I’d absorbed over the past few days, but it disappeared as I saw the same tint touching hers.

      Interesting. I didn’t think elves were capable of blushing. Had I ever seen Norel blush before? My memory was feeling a bit fuzzy at the moment.

      “We should find my sisters,” Braire said quickly, moving away from me and toward the door Norel and Aliana had used. “We have a great deal to do today.”

      “Agreed,” I said softly, leaning down to pick my sword up and strap it to my back before I followed her.
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      Training had to continue despite the fact that our little fortress was now flooded with soldiers. The lords hadn’t been lying when they said that their forces, while modest, were still sizeable. I counted at least five hundred moving into the vicinity of our ruins by the end of the first day, with more coming in through the night.

      I decided I wasn’t going to keep count. I wasn’t going to be commanding any of these men. I didn’t know anything about leading soldiers into battle. I didn’t even know how this many people were being fed while they were all out in the forest. In fairness, they did look rather gaunt when they joined us, to the point that Aliana started to make runs into the city, using her portals to quickly jump in and find what food could be looted from the destroyed houses and bring it back to help with their rations.

      But, training needed to continue. With Aliana needed to help build supply trains for the gathering army, Braire and Norel both offered to pick up where Aliana had to leave off. Having two new instructors was interesting—for about a minute. The two of them had very different training styles. Norel was more of an academic, and focused on learning theory and then practicing. Braire was almost the complete opposite, saying I needed to focus on learning what I needed to know in the heat of the moment, since that was when I was usually going to be using it.

      In the end, after a few hours of being tossed around by the two of them, I decided that if anyone was going step in and set some order to this particular brand of chaos, it would have to be me. I ended up letting Braire leave for the morning so I could focus on meditation, with Norel staying to instruct me on my spellcasting technique in her quiet yet demanding way.

      As the afternoon came around, though, I realized I needed some physical exertion. I had been pushed to the limit with Aliana over our previous sessions, but once I had recovered from that, there was very much a need to be pushed again.

      And I just knew that Braire would be more than willing to help me with that.

      Norel stood nearby as something of a referee, someone to keep us from going too far in our engagements. It wasn’t too long before Aliana joined us in the secluded little spot we’d picked out. It was a small inlet near a river that was far enough away from the troops that we wouldn’t put them at risk with all the power flying around, while still close enough to the ruins that we wouldn’t be too far away if anything happened.

      Although with Aliana here and able to transport us back to the camp, that became something of a moot point anyway.

      I gripped my blade tighter, feeling sweat starting to soak my hands, making the hilt a bit more slippery than I expected. Braire had brought a couple of knives to bear, similar to Aliana’s, and at one point brought a strike in a bit too close, tearing my shirt to the point where it wasn’t necessary anymore. I had decided to keep any other clothes away lest she decide to ruin those as well.

      Which I was still sure she was doing on purpose although she had quickly denied it, making it a favor I would have to return once I was able to get close enough. I remembered Aliana’s training session where she had me fighting for my life back at Norel’s estate, but this was different. Braire was different. She was dangerous and unpredictable. To me, anyway.

      Norel and Aliana seemed to trust her, though. That was enough for me.

      I drew a deep breath, feeling the burning in my muscles lessening as Braire pulled away from the tree she’d been leaning on, waiting for me to recover from our previous session.

      “Ready to go again?” she asked, a grin playing on her face as she realized the multiple ways her question could be taken, depending on the circumstances.

      I wasn’t really in the mood, though. I clenched my jaw, taking a deep breath before bringing my sword up into a ready position.

      “Come at me,” I said, not intending the double entendre but not willing to go back on it, either. I started moving toward her. She grinned, tilting her head and flicking her hands, bringing her knives out. They were longer than Aliana’s, almost to the point of being short swords, and they were sharp and wickedly curved. She moved her right hand forward, sending the blade flying toward me.

      I quickly brought my sword to bear, deflecting the knife away from me and throwing it into one of the many nearby trees. It was an impressive move but it caught me off-guard, bringing my charge to a halt as Braire jumped forward, power gathering in her suddenly-free hand. She launched at me with a cry.

      I dove to the right, landing on my shoulder, rolling and quickly regaining my feet the way Aliana taught me, although really it was one of the first things I’d learned while being trained to fight under Vis’ tutelage. I heard air swishing around steel as I came up. Knowing better than to turn and see what it was, I flooded my consciousness into the air around me, watching as Braire called her blade back to her fingers—with me standing between her and it. Without looking, I twirled my sword behind my back, knocking the knife away.

      As I did, I saw Braire launch another magical strike at my chest. I felt my power flooding my rune-hand. The familiar white light launched forward, crashing into her power and sending it to the ground where it exploded in a small ball of fire, leaving a charred crater on the ground.

      “Impressive,” Braire said, breathing hard. “Your defense is hard to penetrate, Grant. But not impossible.”

      I ducked as she once again called her knife back to her hands and took a running leap forward as she caught it, immediately transferring the power of her jump into a swing at my neck with both knives.

      I wasn’t there to greet it. I’d jumped to the right, keeping the sword up in case I needed to block or deflect. She hit the ground then lost her balance when her blades hit nothing but air. I quickly reversed my sword into a downward swing, trying to take advantage of her struggle to stay on her feet.

      She raised her knife to redirect the blow away from her neck, pushing it just above her head as she reversed her other knife as well, swinging it toward my stomach. I honestly had no idea if she intended to disembowel me, but there was no sense in risking it. I sidestepped the strike, moving around it and using the momentum of my redirected attack to go low, catching her on her armored greaves and sweeping her feet out from under her.

      She dropped but quickly rolled, wrapping her arms around my leg and pulling me down beside her. I hadn’t expected the move, clearly, and as she rolled over my knee, I quickly found myself in the position of either dropping the rest of the way or having a broken leg for one of the largest battles of our time together. I chose to not have a broken leg.

      It wasn’t acceptable or fair, but that didn’t change the fact that I was on my ass, feeling the impact jarring the blade out of my hands. Braire was quick to climb on top of me, pushing me onto my back as she straddled my hips.

      I reached up, seeing the gleam of her blades coming closer to me as I trapped both of her wrists in my hands, keeping the blades from getting any closer. I knew she wasn’t going to kill me, but this was all-out training so there was no sense taking any risks. I groaned, fighting against her leverage as she leaned on her arms, but my combat training came back to me.

      Do not become entangled with someone who is larger or than stronger than you. Aliana’s words. All things considered, I was larger and physically stronger than Braire. All I needed to do was reverse the momentum.

      “Yield!” Braire demanded.

      “Not…happening…” I muttered through clenched teeth. I wasn’t sure why, but there was nothing I could do to push her arms back. Either she was using magic to infuse her muscles with additional strength, or I was more fatigued than I’d thought.

      You’re a rogue mage, I remembered. My strength wasn’t in overpowering anyone with my physical strength but rather, using someone else’s strength against them.

      I shifted my body to the right as I watched one of the blades inching down toward my chest. With a sudden jerk, I pulled myself out of the way and let her hand go. She gasped as her knife shot down, sinking into the ground as I rolled over her hand, knocking the knife from her grasp as I used the fact that she was now off balance to roll on top of her. She kept her legs wrapped around my waist as I looked down at her, my hands taking hers by the wrist and pinning them to the ground above her head. I was suddenly very aware of how naked I was, as well as the fact that we were pressed quite close to each other.

      “Well,” Braire said, breathless. “Isn’t this an interesting position to be in?”

      “Quite,” I agreed, breathless as well, but as we remained locked in place, I discovered that my breathlessness might have a different source. I didn’t want to give up this advantageous position but if I didn’t, soon…

      Then again, from the way she was tilting her head and letting her eyes drift down between us, maybe that wouldn’t be necessary.

      “I think this fight is over,” I said, trying to keep my voice soft but finding that it had dropped a few tones.

      “Not until one of us yields,” she replied, cocking an eyebrow. I could feel her wrapping her legs tighter around me, not giving me any room to escape. I let one of her hands go, using it to pull the other knife away from her softened grip, moving it down to rest at her neck.

      “Yield,” I whispered, almost afraid she was going to agree. To my relief, she shook her head stubbornly.

      “Never,” she hissed, jutting her chin out as I ran the blade down her neck and over her shoulder. The hook of the blade caught on the top she was wearing. I looked up as I felt her thighs squeezing me, pulling me in against her. Her eyes spoke of excitement, hunger and need as I pulled her top lower, letting her right breast out of its confining wraps. It was perfectly round and heavy, drawing my eye and the touch of my hand as I looked back into her eyes.

      Her free hand came up to grip the back of my neck, her fingers slowly threading through my hair as she pulled me down to her. I felt her tongue running lightly over my lips before pressing inside, letting me taste her as she held me close. I could feel her teeth and nails digging into me, mixing with the pleasure flooding my body as I palmed her breast with one hand, releasing her hands to glide my right hand smoothly down her arm to pull her other breast out before exploring the rest of her body, inch by delicious inch.

      “Fuck,” she gasped, shuddering gently. I could feel that shudder in myself as well, as the first tenuous touch of a bond appeared between us. I pushed my hips forward, grinding my growing cock between her thighs. She moaned against my lips, letting her fingers run down my back before gripping my ass. The heat from our training session hadn’t been expended. If anything, it grew hotter as I felt her pushing into me as I fumbled to pull the light dress she’d been wearing for our training out of the way. She sank her nails into my ass as I let her feel my cock rubbing over the bare skin of her thighs.

      I felt another pair of hands run over my back, as a third tilted Braire’s head back. I’d almost forgotten that Norel and Aliana had been following our training session. I wasn’t sure how. Maybe the heat between Braire and me had been enough to fog my memory of everything else. I leaned my head up, being rewarded as Aliana pressed her lips to mine just as my hips thrust forward, Braire’s hand guiding my cock inside her. I could hear her gasp, a shudder of pleasure rushing through her body as she tightened around me before I had even finished my thrust.

      Aliana let her hand drift down to my ass, grabbing it and pushing as I thrust into Braire again, and again. Braire’s eyes were closed, her body rocking each time I bottomed out inside her. She had reached up to grab Norel, pulling the elf closer as her other hand reached for me. Her hand on my chest quickly left nail marks to match the ones I was still wearing on my back. Her eyes opened and I could see something primal in them.

      “Harder,” she demanded. As requests went, it was simple enough to fulfill. My distraction with Aliana would have to wait, I realized as I leaned over Braire. I could see Norel, already naked and toying with her pussy as she watched us. Aliana moved over to her side to help, as well as watch.

      It was enticing in all the right ways. I found myself struggling to keep my focus as I put one hand over Braire’s shoulder for support as the other wrapped lightly around her neck, drawing her attention and her eyes solely on me as I quickened my pace, pushing her for what she wanted. I could feel her tight, wet walls wrapping tighter and tighter around me as her back arched.

      “Grant,” she whispered, her eyes closed as she pulled me closer. I felt her cumming on my cock. I shuddered, feeling her pleasure rushing into my body. The sensations were intense—I could feel her release in addition to my arousal, as well as Norel’s and Aliana’s.

      The latter of whom was quick to note that Braire was finished for the moment. Aliana was feeling greedy in a way that would have Norel pushing for competition, I just knew it. I was pulled out from between Braire’s shaking thighs as Aliana, already naked and wet in need, pulled me closer to her.

      I grabbed her hands, pulling them away from me as I turned her onto her hands and knees over Braire as I took my place behind her. My cock, drenched with Braire’s cum, pushed deep inside Aliana as I watched Norel playing with herself, soft moans coming from her lips as she watched me roughly fuck Aliana from behind.

      I took a handful of Aliana’s hair, pulling her back to take me in over and over again as she panted, moaned and gasped for me over Braire, who was still struggling to recover as the newly-formed bond between us pushed her toward another orgasm. I could see her hands grabbing Aliana’s breasts, bouncing with each firm thrust from me. I reached down, grabbing one of Braire’s breasts as I watched Norel reach down to toy with her pussy, slipping a pair of fingers inside her and thrusting in time with my cock sliding in and out of Aliana.

      It was difficult to tell which orgasm was more intense. Braire’s body was already drained from her first, and she gave herself over to the climax as it washed over her. I could see her body shivering as she moaned something in elvish, bucking her hips against Norel’s hand. For her part, Norel maintained her composure remarkably well, all things considered. Her focus wavered as she felt me approaching my edge, and it was quickly swept away with Aliana’s wet pleasure washing us both away. I couldn’t hold myself in as my hands gripped her tight enough to leave marks on her smooth skin. Hips bucking and cock twitching inside her, I filled her with my cum.

      The intensity of our four bodies joined in pleasure was astounding. The power grew inside me until the prickling I usually felt was more like a burn, searing into the nail marks on my skin, and the minute scratches left on me by Braire’s blades. It was like the power was looking for somewhere to go, like my body wasn’t able to contain all of it.

      I finally dropped to the ground, joined by the three women. I didn’t feel drained, nothing like that. I’d actually never felt quite this invigorated in my life, but the way the orgasms just kept washing over me, over and over again… It was all I could do just to stare through the tree cover and into the clouds.

      “Holy…fuck…” I said, shaking my head as I finally regained the ability to speak. Norel didn’t respond, and I saw that her eyes were closed. I sucked in a deep breath, watching as Aliana laid her head on Braire’s stomach and idly traced her fingers across the bare skin.

      Braire, for her part, looked thoughtful, almost pensive, like she wanted to find out they why of what had happened. I didn’t blame her. I was struggling with that a bit myself.

      Finally, after what felt like hours of the four of us just lying there, Braire lifted Aliana’s head gently, playing with her horns with a small smile before pushing herself to her feet.

      “Thank you, Grant,” she said, her voice soft and… I couldn’t think of a better word than musical. “This was…most interesting.”

      Interesting. That was one way to describe it. Like she’d been conducting an experiment with me. Though as she passed, she reached down to gently brush her hand over my shoulder in the thoughtless sort of action of someone growing more intimately comfortable with another.

      “I think Aliana will have to resume your training for now,” Braire said softly as she quickly fixed the clothes we’d never actually gotten around to fully removing. “I think I need a bath. Yes, a nice…hot bath.”

      I smiled, tilting my head and looking over at Aliana, who was staring up at me.

      “You know, I think she’s warming up to me,” I said with a cheeky grin.
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      That evening I found the shared silence in our little camp was different than usual. The three sisters looked rather more relaxed than I’d seen them in a while, as though they’d finally come to terms with something and were glad they could move on from it, but now the question was, “where next?”

      I looked around. I felt uncomfortable, but not because the silence itself was. This unspoken bond between us remained, and there was comfort and silence from Norel, Aliana, and now Braire. It was interesting to have a third member. I needed to find a way to section off my mind to know which one each separate feeling belonged to. They weren’t sisters of blood, but mentally they were all annoyingly similar. When there were three of them and focus was at a premium, I just knew that mix-ups and confusion weren’t far behind.

      “What’s the matter?” Aliana asked while turning to face me, concern showing in her eyes as she leaned closer.

      There was no way I was going to lay out what I was actually thinking. It was too embarrassing. Instead, I decided to share something else that had been plaguing me since this afternoon, when a light post-sex training session with Aliana ended the day.

      “I just feel guilty,” I said softly, lowering my eyes. “Here we are, standing against one of the greatest threats that humanity has faced this century, and I was enjoying myself. Having fun with the three of you. I don’t know why I feel this way.”

      “We’re still gathering our strength,” Braire replied with a small smile. “If we were ready to fight Cyron, we would be. And when we are, it will happen. Until then, there is no harm in enjoying the small pleasures of life, and certainly no need to beat yourself over it.”

      “Small pleasures is nothing like what we experienced this afternoon,” Norel interjected, chewing on a leg of a pheasant that had been found in the city, still relatively fresh.

      Aliana chuckled but Braire didn’t say anything, simply lowered her head. She had been trying all afternoon to block the bond we now shared, but she didn’t seem to be very good at it. I didn’t want to intrude on what she wanted to keep private, but there was a warm feeling in her mind that made me smile and change the subject.

      “I just think that if we were doing something concrete to take Cyron on, I might feel…better,” I said, not quite sure what I was trying to say. “Is there something we can do? Could I at least go into the city with you on your scouting missions?”

      There was a moment shared between them as they quickly and silently conferred on the subject. It wasn’t like I couldn’t handle myself if it came down to a fight, but we were in a situation where anything we did had risks, which meant the risks we actually took had to be kept to a minimum, no matter what I felt. I shook my head, knowing they were going to discard the idea, which I knew was the right decision.

      “Actually,” Norel said, breaking the silence. “There’s something I’ve been meaning to do ever since that first trip we took into the city. Remember, Braire?”

      The beastmaster tilted her head thoughtfully but nodded, her curiosity growing.

      “When we got close to the Lancers’ fortress, we felt the kind of power Cyron was using,” Norel continued, putting the piece of pheasant down. “It was coming free from the fortress somehow. I’ve been thinking about that. Knowing the kinds of wards that were built into that place, and the ones Cyron added… They should have been keeping it isolated. We shouldn’t have felt anything coming from it, and yet we did.”

      “And it was strong too,” Braire recalled, shuddering as she did. “Like something was coming out. Trying to get out, even.”

      “There are underground rivers running through the entirety of that place,” Norel said. “Hundreds. They draw a lot of power from deep inside the earth—it’s why that dungeon was built there.”

      “So, what are you saying?” I asked. “What do you propose we do, precisely?”

      She gritted her teeth, blinking quickly. She had started to plan this, but it hadn’t been thoroughly thought out.

      “If that breach is somewhere near the fortress,” Braire said, thinking out loud, “someone could theoretically reach into it, find out what Cyron is doing, and sabotage it without him knowing. It would be a delicate process, but technically, it is possible.”

      “And the downsides to this plan?” I asked. I knew there would be catches. Nothing was going to be easy regarding what we were trying to do here.

      “For starters, I would be leaving myself vulnerable to the powers Cyron is drawing from,” Norel said. “Vulnerable to Cyron himself, if he detected me. If I were the one performing the spell, anyway.”

      I nodded. That was one hell of a risk, but I had a feeling more were coming.

      “Second, she would need to be closer to the fortress than we should ever feel comfortable being,” Braire said.

      “You were both that close before, weren’t you?” I asked, noticing that Aliana was staying silent during this whole conversation.

      “For very short periods of time, yes,” Braire said. “What we intend would have us there for a good while longer.”

      I looked at Aliana, who was staring into the fire. As silence ensued, she realized that she was the cause and shook her head, picking up a twig from the ground and tossing it into the fire, watching as the flames quickly licked up around the thin stick.

      “We’re not ready,” she finally said, looking at her sisters first and then at me. “We rushed in to fight Cyron once before when we weren’t prepared, and we almost got ourselves killed. We almost got Frarris killed, who then had to save us all, and even then, Oro died and Abarat was released into the world. What is it you think we would be able to do against that now?”

      “We wouldn’t be unprepared this time,” Norel said softly. “We know what we are facing, or have a better idea of it, anyway. And we wouldn’t be charging at Cyron head-on this time. We’re using subterfuge and deceit to weaken our enemy before we face him in battle.”

      I looked over at Aliana, who still looked divided about what we were suggesting. I needed to say something, to give her more time to think about it.

      “If we do this,” I said, picking up the conversation. “We have to minimize the risks of what Norel would be attempting. I assume you’ll be performing the spell, yes?”

      Norel nodded in response.

      “To reduce the risk, we need to make sure Cyron is engaged elsewhere,” I continued. “If he were there, doing whatever the fuck he’s doing, chances are he’d realize Norel was trying to sabotage his work, and she would be vulnerable, yes? So, we’d need to distract him.”

      “So,” Aliana interjected, shaking her head. “We’ve gone from subterfuge and sabotage to jumping into the mouth of the beast and banging on pots and pans to keep him distracted.”

      “While Norel is up to her pretty pointed ears in subterfuge and sabotage,” Braire said with a nod as a small grin touched her lips.

      “It’s an idiotic plan,” Aliana said. “There’s no kind of logical reason why we should expect it to work, and yet we’d all be risking our lives to make it happen.”

      “Our lives are at risk if we let Cyron finish whatever he’s planning,” Norel replied. “At least this way, we’re taking the fight to him on our terms.”

      A lull in the conversation filled our little camp in the ruins of the old city as Aliana paused, rubbing her temples. From the way her horns were glowing, I knew she was conflicted about this. She wanted to attack Cyron as much as we did, but she also knew we couldn’t afford to risk everything at this point.

      “This isn’t a majority vote, Ali,” I said softly, reaching over to squeeze her shoulder. “If you decide against it, we won’t do it. We’ll need your help it in it anyway, so if you feel the risks outweigh the benefits, we won’t do it.”

      I looked at the other two and got a confirmation from each that they agreed. We were a team—if we were going to do something like this, we would do it together or not at all.

      Aliana sighed deeply, shaking her head, and for a moment I felt my heart drop to my stomach.

      Then she spoke. “It’s a good plan. Well, better than any other plan we might have come up with. there I just wish we had something a bit more solid before we actually head into the thick of it.”

      I nodded, leaning in to kiss her forehead. “I’ll tell you what. We’ll sleep on it and see if it’s still a good idea in the morning. If it is, that means we’ll have come up with a way to make it less risky.”

      Aliana tried to maintain her stony exterior for a little while longer before leaning into me, sighing softly. As the fire started to burn down to embers, I found myself in one of the beds with her. Norel joined us soon afterwards. Braire did as well, but she pointedly made it known that she was reluctant about the whole situation. Before long, we were all drifting off while tangled in each other’s arms.
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      We hadn’t come up with a better plan than the one we’d thought of last night. Aliana still thought it was a bad idea, and in all honesty, I had started to come around to her way of seeing things. Distracting Cyron was one thing, but the fact remained that he wasn’t the only powerful mage involved in this. So far, we all more or less knew what Cyron was after, but there had been no sign of what Abarat was planning—if he was planning anything. The elf had just come out of a tomb he’d been trapped in for centuries. The man either had hundreds of plans or none at all.

      And yet, despite all that and not knowing exactly what we’d be doing to distract Cyron and hopefully Abarat, we still planned to draw them away from their plans long enough for Norel to find out what it was they were doing and try to sabotage it. I shifted my sword in place to make it fit better on my back as we all moved into the square in front of the Lancers’ former fortress. We’d managed to avoid the golems so far, since they’d apparently noticed their enemies were gathering in the forest and had started to move out toward the edges of the city in anticipation of a fight.

      Which left the center, where the fortress was, completely defenseless.

      It just seemed too easy. It was making me uncomfortable. I looked around the empty city, unable to shake the chilling sense of emptiness. I gritted my teeth, trying to steel my nerves as we approached the fortress. The closer we got, the more I understood what Braire and Norel had been talking about.

      The air seemed thick, somehow. Like walking through porridge. Breathing required an effort that was soon going to become tiresome. No, that wasn’t quite it. Something out there was draining my will to keep moving forward. It wasn’t fear, but it was sapping the mental strength I needed to walk up to that fortress and make what might be the biggest mistake ever in a shorter-than-intended life. I gripped the sword, feeling it fueling me somehow, and kept pushing forward.

      Norel had disappeared right after we’d left the portal, heading deeper into the city to find a spot where she could perform her spell. Aliana had gone with her at first, and would find Braire and I at the square when Norel was ready to get started. There was no sense in getting Cyron out and fighting earlier than was required.

      “So,” I said as we found a hiding spot inside one of the nearby buildings. “Would you care to talk about what happened yesterday?”

      She looked at me. “Yes, I was impressed with how quickly you’ve taken to controlling and focusing the power inside you. Now we just have to see how that training translates into actual combat.”

      “I didn’t think so,” I replied, peeking out into the window, trying to see if Aliana had arrived yet. “It doesn’t have to mean anything, you know. From what I could gather, you were curious, and once we were finished it was satisfied.”

      Braire sighed, rolling her eyes, clearly not thinking this was the time or place to discuss this, but I was in desperate need of something to distract me from what we were about to do.

      “Ugh, fine,” Braire said, taking in a deep breath. “For one thing, I never engage in sex with someone for the mere purpose of indulging curiosity. Yes, there was a hint of that as well, but there was a tension between us, if you will, and our sex did wonders for dissipating it. For the moment, anyway. There was satisfaction, considering that I…ah…well.”

      “You don’t need to say it,” I grumbled under my breath.

      “Well, I’d spent the past few centuries stuck in the underworld with only an elf trapped in a coffin for company, so of course, it had been a while,” Braire said, ignoring me. “And I hope you don’t mind my saying that I thought my first time after so long would be disappointing, but thankfully, you more than lived up to what Aliana and Norel have told me about you.”

      Moving right past that, I mused.

      “Of course, I don’t mind,” I said. “Why, is it some kind of elf thing that men should be ashamed of or modest about their sexual prowess?”

      “Nothing quite like that, no,” Braire said with a shrug. “I just thought it was forward of me to say.”

      “At this point, I don’t think there’s anything that’s too forward, if I’m honest,” I said with a cheeky smile.

      “Fair enough, but even so, some boundaries…” Braire started to say, but interrupted herself to quickly peek out the window. I felt the all-too-familiar power spike associated with Aliana’s portals a moment after. Sure enough, there she was, standing in the morning sunlight, wings and horns on proud display.

      “Time to die,” I said, pulling my sword clear as Braire and I stepped out into plain view as well. Part of me hoped we wouldn’t need to get too close to the closed gates before Cyron noticed us and we could start running.

      No such luck. The three of us standing there wasn’t going to attract the attention we needed.

      “Fuck,” I said under my breath. We needed to do something. Norel had to be starting her work by now, so we needed Cyron distracted. I gripped my sword tighter and started walking toward the tall, forbidding portcullis, whispering a spell under my breath.

      “Grant,” Aliana said, stepping forward to try and take my arm. “What are you doing?”

      “Something.” I paused my chant as I avoided her hand. She was trying to stop me, and it was taking all the courage I had left to put one foot in front of another. I gripped the blade with both hands, feeling some of the power that was still in me from the day before flooding into it, lighting the runes with a pale glow.

      I stopped chanting, having gathered enough power to perform the spell I had in mind. I took a deep breath, taking up a ready stance as I started going through a series of motions. I couldn’t focus while looking at the imposing gates in front of me, so I closed my eyes as I went through the motions I’d practiced hundreds of times with Aliana, letting my consciousness flood the air around me. It gave me a good view of the area as I flowed from stance to stance, pushing forward until I was ten paces away from the gates. I could hear movement on the other side, but it wasn’t going to come in time. I pulled the blade over my head and with a powerful swing, pushed only as much power as was needed into it with a low roar. My eyes opened just in time to see what I was attacking.

      The massive black gates towered in front of me, but I couldn’t falter now. Focus, dammit, focus. The power pulsed from the blade at the apex of the swing and a blast of white light exploded from it, rushing toward the portcullis in a wave, growing larger and larger.

      It crashed into the metal and wood frame with a thunderous boom, splintering the wood and warping the metal, violently bending it inward to the point of tearing into the wooden gate behind, leaving a gaping hole as the white power disappeared.

      “Knock, knock,” I called, inhaling deeply. Thanks to the intensive training, it was easier to use precisely the amount of power needed and no more. A week ago, I would have used all the power I had and it would have torn through the gate and then into the building as well.

      As a couple of golems came through the gate swinging spiked clubs, I wondered if maybe leveling the fortress with all the power I had wouldn’t have been the worst idea. Well, at least this way I had enough power left that I didn’t need to worry about tiring out in the middle of the upcoming battle.

      I took a couple steps back as I watched Briare toss her pebble forward. The summoning spell called in her three darlings, who waited instead of charging into the fray as five more golems pushed their way through the gate, completing the semicircle that Braire, Aliana and I were forming outside.

      “I’m having so many second thoughts about this,” I said softly, spinning the blade around a few more times as I took another step forward to make sure I didn’t accidentally hit anyone. Aliana and Braire pulled their daggers as the golems started to charge. If these seven were all that were in there, this would be an easier fight than I thought.

      I looked into the sky when I heard the low, rolling sound of thunder. The feeling of dread in the air intensified to the point where I actively resisted the need to run away as quickly as I could.

      “Something’s wrong,” Aliana said softly.

      “We’re committed, now,” I reminded her. “We have no way to go but through them.”

      I pushed forward, sending off a series of strikes of white light in quick succession, hoping that attacking would drag my attention away from the sinking feeling starting to fill me.

      My first strike cut into one of the creatures in the chest, slicing upward through the head and knocking it to the ground with a heavy thud we could feel halfway across the courtyard. The rest of the strikes flew into the air, some hitting the golems, others careening off harmlessly into the walls behind them.

      It wasn’t enough. I still needed to hone my powers when it came to this, I realized, steeling myself as one of the golems quickly closed on me, bringing the spiked club that was actually its arm into the air and with a low, vibrating roar, slammed it on the ground, crunching easily into the cobbles I had been standing on not half a moment before.

      I jumped to the right to avoid it, almost knocked off my feet when the ground shook from the strike, but still managed to pivot on the balls of my feet and bring my sword down on the creature’s arm. If it had been an ordinary sword I knew it would have bounced clean off, leaving the golem with nothing but a dent in its mud and rock body.

      Thankfully, the sword was made of something more, the runes gleaming with power as I chopped right through the creature’s arm. I raised my hand, feeling the runes in my hands burning as I launched a blast toward the creature, hitting it full in the face and blasting its head clean off.

      There was something satisfying about watching the golem crumble into a hundred different pieces, like it had been put together meticulously and in a second all that work had been undone.

      Hells, for all I knew, that might just be what happened, since I didn’t know a damned thing about how golems were made.

      I raised my blade again, feeling icy wind whipping around me as lightning flashed across the sky. The thunder boomed painfully less than a second later and I closed my eyes, the flash of light making it too bright to see for a moment.

      There was someone standing in front of us. A man, not a golem. It took me a moment to recognize him. There were hundreds of runes carved into his skin. They looked like they had been etched with a knife—crude and badly made, some still bleeding. They were glowing with a sickly green light. There were even two of them etched into the man’s eyes, making him look all the more deranged and terrifying.

      It was Cyron. It had to be. No other man would be willing to do that to himself. I shuddered to think about what the man was even planning if he was power-mad enough to deface his own skin like that.

      “Fools,” Cyron said, and in that one word, I could feel the growing storm around us calming almost instantly. The dark clouds remained as well as the lightning and thunder, but the wind died down, giving the whole square a sense of eerie calm. “You seek to control the power of the dark elf, but failed to realize that his power is bound to my will. He is mine! And no other’s!”

      I took a step forward, trying to force courage I wasn’t sure I felt. “I wouldn’t come between a man and his elf even if I could, but I think you and I have something to discuss regarding what you’ve done to my home.”

      “Your home?” Cyron asked, tilting his head. The runes in his eyes flickered and went out, leaving just the sight of his clear blue eyes. It seemed that he was seeing me for the first time. “It has been my home for longer than there has been an Emperor, Grant. For longer than there has been an Empire, almost. I thought you understood this.”

      “Why and how the fuck would I understand that, Cyron?” I asked. Here we were, distracting the monster Cyron had become. If Norel was going to do anything to sabotage his work, it would have to be now.

      “I will tell you, but first, I think we need a bit of privacy,” Cyron said, smiling as he looked around at Aliana and Norel. They were charging forward, blades gleaming in the brightness of the lightning flickering above us, but as Cyron snapped his fingers, I felt myself being pulled forward like a puppet on strings and into a blue sphere that suddenly formed around Cyron and I.

      “I was hoping we could have a little chat,” he said, smiling.
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      I looked around, trying to make out what was happening. There was a blue orb formed around Cyron and me, and it was just standing there. There were no runes glowing, no other sense that magic was being used and yet, as I looked beyond the translucent sphere, I could see the world had gone almost completely still.

      No, not entirely. I looked up and saw the lightning still flashing, but so slowly that I could actually see the individual arcs spreading across the sky, jumping from cloud to cloud. I looked over at Aliana and Norel, noting that they were at a complete standstill. Even the golems were utterly motionless beyond the borders of… Whatever this was.

      “How are you doing this?” I asked. For the moment, my need to kill the man was abated in favor of my curiosity.

      “I wouldn’t want to keep you here all day,” Cyron said with a small quirk of his lips. “But don’t worry. I haven’t caused your friends any harm yet. Suffice it to say that through a technique that is difficult to master and yet easy to perform, I have been able to slow time outside of this little bubble to a crawl, allowing you and I to speak without interruption.”

      I took a deep breath. While he was in here, he wasn’t attacking Norel when she was in a vulnerable position trying to identify and disrupt his plans, so even if my stalling tactic wasn’t quite going according to plan, I had to keep pushing it.

      “Well then,” I said, keeping my sword pointed toward him, reminding myself that he was the one I’d stolen it from. “What would you like to talk about before I kill you?”

      “To business, then,” Cyron said, putting on a smile. “You know by now that Vis acted on my orders when he murdered your parents and brought you under his care to be one of his familiars, with less than stellar results, yes?”

      I gritted my teeth, feeling my blood starting to boil. “You wanted this to be a short conversation, then?”

      Cyron chuckled. “Your parents were simple peasants. They owned a farm just beyond the edges of the city. They were poor, and the harvest hadn’t brought in enough to feed them through a harsh and early winter. They borrowed money from me, and when they could not repay it, I cast a spell invoking the law of surprise, telling your father that what he found and did not expect when he returned home would be offered to me in payment. Your father found your mother with child, bearing you, of course.”

      I blinked. I’d heard of the law of surprise, an oblique way of saying that one had made a deal with the devil. It certainly fit in this case.

      “Your parents refused to pay me what was owed, Grant,” Cyron continued. “They hid you away, and your father tried to pass off a stray cat’s kittens as what he had found. When he called on the Lancers to protect him, I knew that I could not take you myself. Vis proved to be rather useless in the action, having to kill both your parents to bring you to his abode.”

      “Why are you telling me this?” I asked, trying to control the impulse to attack the man and cut his head from his shoulders. There was no telling what would happen if he died while this spell was intact. I could be caught in this limbo state forever, for all I knew.

      “To show you that I did you a favor, Grant!” Cyron snapped, shaking his head. “You were powerful, more powerful than any mage for a hundred years, and yet your parents would have had you digging beets out of the ground and milking goats. After seeing everything you’ve become here and now, are you really complaining?”

      I stared at him. “Are you really telling me I should be thanking you for taking me away from parents who loved me, killing them, and tearing me from a life of peace and tranquility where I wouldn’t have been a slave to a bootlicker like Vis? In robbing me of the life I should have had, you were doing me a favor?” I struggled to control my anger as I worked my way through saying that, my voice growing from a low rumble to a barely contained roar.

      Cyron twisted his face. “Well, say anything in that tone of voice and of course it’s going to come off poorly. But in sum, yes. Through my actions, you were allowed to be everything you could achieve. Yes, if you had been less problematic for Vis to train, things might have gone a bit differently—but why are we talking about the past when the future holds a much brighter picture?”

      I was trembling. I could feel it. Every inch of me wanted to skewer the man, and while the fact that I wasn’t was a testament to how much my self-control had improved over the past days, Cyron could still clearly see my anger.

      “I know you loved your parents, Grant,” he finally said, hanging his head. “Their sacrifice, while necessary, was a heavy loss to me as well. And you should know that as my powers have grown, so has the breadth of what I can do for those who follow me. Those lackeys, do you really think they have any kind of devotion for me? Even their fear falls short of fully bringing them to purpose. No, I have to show them that what I have to offer is something they’ve always wanted, nay, needed in their lives. And I can give it to them. Give it to you, Grant. Your heart yearns for family, true family, and I can bring them to you.”

      I looked up at him, surprised at feeling hot tears starting to touch my eyes. I quickly brushed them away before he could see them.

      “You don’t care about my parents,” I said. “You never did.”

      “Of course, I didn’t,” Cyron said with a chuckle, rolling his eyes. “I honestly thought that knowing the kind of fate I helped you escape from might make you more amenable to my point of view, but if you wish it, I can bring your parents back from the afterlife.”

      He flicked his hand toward the back of the orb, and two figures came through the broken gates from inside the castle. They were moving slowly, but as they approached, I found myself walking over toward them, my sword hanging from numb fingers as I narrowed my eyes. No, it was impossible. There was no power in the world that could bring the dead back to life.

      “In the life I’ve lived, Grant, I‘ve found that there is nothing in the world beyond the grasp of someone who has the will to take it,” Cyron said, seeming to read my mind as he moved next to me.

      It was impossible. I knew that. And yet… Old memories came to mind as the two figures came closer. A man with a hooked nose, broken in a fight I remembered him coming home from. A plain mother with a full, homely figure and freckles on the bridge of her nose, her red hair coming down in a forest of curls. Hard-working folk who didn’t much mind the fact that they had to work hard for their keep, as long as the peace they loved was part of the bargain.

      Old memories that I thought were gone forever came back to the fore of my mind as they stepped closer, standing just outside the bubble. I reached out to touch them, but Cyron caught my hand before I could. I snapped an angry look at him, and he shook his head.

      “Touch the edge of the bubble and it explodes with enough force to kill us both, Grant,” Cyron warned. “But your parents remain part of the bargain. Everything you’ve ever dreamed is in there as well. Over my many, many years on this earth, I have acquired powers that many would consider to be unnatural. But no less real. All the promises of riches, power, comfort and luxuries are included as well, but just think about it, Grant. Your parents, alive again, loving their powerful and successful mage of a son as you provide them with all the creature comforts they could ever desire. At the age they were, I think they could have had more children as well. Brothers and sisters, Grant—and you can bring them back.”

      I smiled, tilting my head. I could feel the tears running down my cheeks freely now as I closed my eyes.

      “There were never any brothers or sisters in store for me, Cyron, not of blood anyway,” I said, trying to keep my voice from cracking. “My mother was barren. Something that would have condemned her to a life of selling her body had my father not married her. He knew that she could bear him no children. They said I was their miracle.”

      “And you can be again,” Cyron said. I could feel the manipulation in his voice, hear the silver on his tongue and the honey in his words, but I couldn’t help the temptation. The primal need for a family that was torn from my grasp, suddenly within my reach once more. Nothing alive wouldn’t feel that call.

      Although some could resist it.

      I gritted my teeth, inhaling deeply as I turned to look at Cyron. “That’s what you’ll never understand. About family and love. It’s always going to be a concept that calls to a man, appeals to him, and I’m no different. But family isn’t just some arbitrary name you assign to faces you recognize. Family is those you care for. Love. And if protecting those I love in this world means letting my parents remain in their graves, resting forever, I can make my peace with that.”

      Cyron tilted his head, the pleasant look on his face fading, and I could once again see the marks of a man who had carved runes into his skin with what looked like a skinning knife.

      “Gods, I wish you had just said yes or no,” Cyron said, flicking his hands. “I do so abhor heroic speeches.”

      I turned when I saw movement from the corner of my eye. My parents, or their figures, stepped into the bubble. While they held their form, their eyes had gone dark, showing no reflection, and no sign of there even being any sockets inside. Just blackness as they stepped through. Evil smiles played across what had been kind faces only moments ago as I saw a flicker in my vision. For a moment, the figures of my parents disappeared, replaced by massive black shadows seeping toward me like oil.

      And then they were back to the figures I recognized.

      “Kill him,” Cyron said with a chuckle. “And then deal with the elves. I have no real preference for how, but I do want it to be memorable. The elves, not him.”

      My parents nodded, under his sway, and started to advance toward me.

      I took a step backward, a hint of panic touching me. Although I knew these were some kind of dark spirits preying on my imagination to make me more vulnerable, there was still the fact that I couldn’t raise a blade against the forms they wore. They knew that, I realized, and were smiling as they advanced on me. Cyron had turned and was walking toward the edge of the bubble, assuming I was going to die.

      There was no sense in sitting here waiting for that, I realized. I needed to do something, and it had to be now.

      I took a step backward, feeling something resisting my next step. I watched as Cyron turned to see what I was doing, a moment of panic filling his eyes as I closed mine, taking another step into the bubble. I could feel Cyron reaching out, whispering some words of power as he gestured and pinned my feet to the ground.

      I looked down at the binds on me, shaking my head.

      “You still don’t get it, do you?”

      “Get what?” Cyron asked, loosening his grip.

      “The reason why Vis was never able to train me,” I replied, stepping free of the man’s grasp and leaning back. I could feel a bright hot pain touching my back. “You will, though.”

      At that moment, the world exploded into a bright expanse of pain and light.
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      The light disappeared, but the pain didn’t. It remained, screaming and searing into my back as I groaned, feeling a lack of energy to pull myself up for what felt like forever. Opening my eyes felt like a chore, but I knew I’d have to do it eventually. Cyron hadn’t been a dream, and neither had the shadow things that had taken the forms of my dead parents. I needed to come back. I needed to break whatever the damn spell was that was keeping Aliana and Braire stuck in time. I needed to come back. I needed to help them.

      I groaned again. The pain in my back was slowly dissipating, telling me that at least it wasn’t going to be something permanent, like the runes on my hand. I hoped, anyway. The pain disappearing could also mean I was dying. That wasn’t something I wanted Aliana, Norel, or even Braire to have to handle. It was still early in the fight against Cyron and we couldn’t afford to be down anyone.

      I shook my head, finally summoning the strength to open my eyes. When I did, I was surprised to find that I was lying on my stomach, and I could feel a pair of hands pressed against my back. Feminine hands, I realized, and they were touching bare skin, too. I could have sworn I’d been wearing a shirt.

      I turned over, looking up to see Norel standing over me, the healing power that I remembered as being a soft, pearly color receding back into her fingers.

      “Are you all right?” she asked, lightly touching my face.

      “I…I think I am,” I said, shaking my head. The weakness was starting to disappear along with the pain and the brightness, showing off the destruction that my little stunt in Cyron’s bubble had caused. Most of the square was gone, leaving nothing but a massive crater. Most of the front of the fortress had been torn to pieces as well.

      “Wait,” I said, quickly jumping to my feet and looking around. “Where are Aliana and Braire?”

      “We’re here,” Aliana called, waving to call my attention over to where she and Braire were standing, looking over the destruction from a safe distance. Barely.

      “What happened?” Norel asked. “Aliana and Norel told me that Cyron pulled you into a massive blue bubble and a second later it exploded, throwing you from it, badly wounded.”

      “Thanks for, you know, helping with that,” I said, leaning in to kiss her gently on the cheek. “I’m not sure. Cyron said he did something that was able to stop or slow time down, letting us talk. He tried to turn me to his side. I refused, he got angry, and things exploded. I’m not fully sure what happened more than flashes of memory.”

      “Allow me to fill in the gaps!” I heard a massive, booming voice echo across the sky above us like a crack of thunder. I looked up to see Cyron about twenty feet overhead, frozen in place as the massive thunderclouds started to spin around him. It was a truly terrifying sight, seeing him manipulate the elements like that. I could see him glowing, every rune on his skin glowing visibly, painfully.

      “Fuck!” Braire snapped as she and Aliana rushed over to where Norel and I were still standing.

      “What’s he doing?” I asked, tilting my head. “Why isn’t he attacking us?”

      “He’s gathering power for a strike,” Aliana said softly, looking up at him. The wind had picked up again, tossing her long hair around haphazardly.

      “He’s pulling power from the clouds,” Braire said, looking afraid for the first time since I’d seen her. I was starting to feel rather anxious about this whole situation myself.

      “With that kind of power, he could blow this whole city off the face of the map!” Norel said, covering her face as the wind’s intensity grew to the point of a violent storm.

      “We need to do something!” I said, stating the obvious.

      “Any attack we send his way could detonate the power he’s already gathered,” Aliana explained. “Killing us and destroying most of the city, anyway.”

      “Why would he destroy the city?” I asked, looking around. “Isn’t it his home as well?”

      “Do you really think Cyron is capable of anything we’d consider rational thought at the moment?” Braire snapped. “Enough talk. We need to act. We need a plan.”

      “I have one,” Norel said softly. “Individually, our power isn’t enough to bring him down without consequences. But together…”

      I nodded. From the look on the sisters’ faces, I could tell they saw what I did. I had been training to be a familiar for years and years without actually believing it. I’d never thought I‘d see that training come to fruition after I had left Vis and started to use my powers. It was something I’d assumed was behind me.

      Was I ready for it? I took Aliana’s and Braire’s hands in mine and closed my eyes. I still had no idea if I could do this. I had grown used to my power being difficult to control and had adapted to it, with a bit of help. Would Norel be able to do it in my stead?

      I smiled since the decision that Norel would be the one to be carrying the weight of all our power combined had been made almost instantly. Again. It wasn’t that she had volunteered, and it hadn’t been a vote she’d lost and grudgingly taken her place. The decision was unanimous and had come with the speed of people knowing and trusting each other, who knew that any mistakes now would be paid for in our blood.

      The soft chants I’d memorized from the time I’d been a child came back to me almost instantly as I felt Norel reaching through our bond. I could feel my power resisting her control for a moment but as I relaxed, she reached out and took it. Or rather, it came to her. It was an interesting feeling. Like someone taking control of your body, only a bit more intimate than that. The power each mage had reflected who they were in a way that others would only catch glimpses of during their life. In a sense, becoming someone’s familiar was the most intimate thing someone could do.

      One of the most intimate things, I mused, although I quickly chastised myself by saying that it wasn’t the time.

      Norel closed her eyes once we were all connected to her. Sometimes, when the time was right and you only had one chance, you needed to go with what you were familiar with. I could feel it as she drew the lightning from the air around her, making it more and more powerful with each moment that passed. She gritted her teeth, trying to breathe as she continued to bring the power in until I felt it build to a peak. Reaching the point that four powerful mages could attain was something of an achievement, I realized, but Norel was heavily motived. This place had been her home as well, and unlike Cyron she had no intention of seeing it a thing of the past.

      She screamed in pain, drawing in one last gasp of breath before raising her hands. I could feel mine raising as well, and I knew that Aliana and Braire were reacting the same way. We were tied to one another now and committed. I quickly sucked in a breath, feeling the runes in my hand burning hotter than they ever had before a second before Norel released the most powerful bolt of lightning I’d ever seen.

      The ear-splitting crack! of the power being released was enough to knock me onto my back, my hands covering my ears as my eyes were momentarily blinded by the bright light that had erupted from Norel’s fingers. She’d released us just in time to watch as the bolt flickered up, faster than the eye could see, striking Cyron as he stood suspended in midair.

      For a moment, it seemed like he had somehow absorbed the blast. The storm suddenly went silent, like we were passing through its eye.

      Just as it came to a halt, I heard a roll of thunder. I looked up at Cyron, seeing his runes glowing brighter than before, gleaming in the darkness caused by the storm clouds. I could hear him screaming in pain a second before something exploded from his fingers. It looked like a massive fireball, as large as a house and burning intensely as Cyron released it into the distance. I didn’t watch it however, as it seemed that Cyron had needed to release that power. It took me a moment to realize the brilliance of Norel’s move.

      She hadn’t attacked Cyron directly. She saw him gathering power into himself for an attack, and knew that attacking him outright would end badly for all of us. She chose to feed him all the power we had inside ourselves instead, filling him faster than he could deal with. It had left him with too much power in his body, almost fit to burst, meaning he had to unleash the blast.

      He dropped to the ground, falling to his hands and knees as the four of us approached. I looked around, trying to find where Braire’s beasts were, but at the moment, we had greater worries to handle. Norel had taken possession of almost all our power for her attack. Even though Cyron looked like he was just as spent, he was still dangerous. A wounded snake that still had venomous fangs.

      “Do you think this is over?” Cyron asked, panting and looking up at the three of us.

      I looked around at the three sisters before shrugging, pulling my sword and pointing it at his neck. “Not particularly, no.”

      Cyron looked up at me, a smile touching his lips as he pushed himself to his feet, brushing what looked like ashes and cinders from his cloak, showing that his exhaustion had been an act. “I always knew you were smarter than you looked, Grant. I’ll bring you around to my way of thinking yet.”

      “Dream on,” I said, gripping the sword tighter.

      “It’s all a man can do,” Cyron said with a chuckle, as I watched his hand come up then drop. The result was a soft pop and the air suddenly filling with a foul-smelling smoke that made me gag and pull away, making sure to keep my sword up in a defensive stance. If Cyron was going to attack us through this cloud of smoke, there wasn’t much chance the sword could do anything if I couldn’t see him, but I also knew the odds were considerably lower if it was kept down.

      I finally managed to pull away from the damn cloud. The instinct to desperately swing my sword around was quickly quelled as I remembered I was in it with three people I’d rather not hit accidentally, so I quickly retreated, keeping my eyes open for the man. He never came at us openly. Never tried something anything so archaic as honor in a fight. There were always schemes and deceptions.

      But not this time. Well, technically, there was a deception, I realized as the smoke dissipated, revealing the fact that Cyron had made his escape as we were recovering.

      “Fuck!” I snapped, shaking my head. “I really thought we had him this time.”

      “You did?” Aliana asked, tilting her head. “After everything, did you really think it was going to be this easy?”

      Easy? This was an easy battle for them? I shook my head, planting the sword into the ground and leaning on my knees as I struggled to regain my breath.

      “No, but I like to live in hope,” I said, shaking my head. “Thinking that eventually things will go my way and I will be pleasantly surprised.”

      “Grant?” Aliana said, a bit of alarm in her voice bringing my head up almost immediately. “I think you might want to bring your sword up again.”

      I looked around and saw that she was right. While we were recovering from the fight, the golems in the city had been called back to where we were standing. I wasn’t sure why they weren’t attacking. Had they been waiting for Cyron to leave?

      “How many of them are there?” Braire asked, looking around.

      “A hundred?” I replied, pulling the sword out of the ground and raising it in a fighting stance. “I’ll take the fifty on the right, you ladies take the fifty on the left?”

      “Well, we’ll just have to start on each end and see where we meet each other in the middle,” Aliana said with a small grin. The levity was appreciated, but there was no mistaking the fact that we were thoroughly, utterly fucked.

      I took a deep breath. I had been thinking our greatest threat here would be Cyron, but as it turned out, we were going to be dying at the clubbed hands of his simple-minded golems.

      I started moving forward, wanting to get this over with as quickly as possible. Then I heard the sound of horns and battle cries from men rushing in from outside the city. The golems were suddenly distracted from the four of us and drawn into something a bit closer to a pitched battle. There were more battle cries coming from the ruins of the fortress. Prisoners were rushing up from the bowels of the dungeons and starting to take up arms against the golems.

      Even so, with two armies and the four of us in the middle, it was going to be a battle.

      “Fucking hell,” I muttered to myself. “I was really looking forward to dying early and not having to deal with this exhaustion for too much longer.”

      “Hey!” Aliana snarled, and punched me in the shoulder. “Don’t even joke about that, all right?”

      I nodded. I had only been half joking. It seemed like it had been forever since I had felt properly rested. I had been pushing myself as hard as I could over the past few months, and it felt like it was never going to end. Now Cyron was gone in a puff of smoke and Abarat with him, I assumed, off to cause more trouble and leave us all in more danger than before.

      My focus was waning. I needed to stay on track.

      Aliana and Braire took the lead as our little party rushed toward the line of golems that were being pushed back by the lords’ forces. I found myself being shuffled to the back of our troop, covering the back as we started pushing toward the line of soldiers. They were doing admirable work. I quickly realized that the survivors from the attacks were appearing amid the ruins of the city, starting to take it back now that they had help from the the lords who hadn’t been there for the initial defense. Hard-pressed as they were, the mages and the common folk were helping them get the upper hand, aided by the fact that the golems seemed to lose any semblance of tactical order. I guessed that since Cyron was no longer close enough to control them, they reverted back to mindless beasts of destruction.

      “My lord Gahar,” Norel called, waiting for the stout, bearded lord. He was atop a horse and his armor was dented from an attack. He quickly turned to face us.

      “Lady Norel, once again, seeing you alive and well warms my heart,” he said as he came closer, his voice muffled by the heavy plate helmet he was wearing.

      “I’m afraid the pleasantries will have to wait!” Norel called over the din of the battle. “Tell your men to aim for the head or neck. The spell keeping them in this state is in the mouth.”

      Gahar nodded but was detained in spreading the word as Norel quickly grabbed his horse by the reins. “Another thing, my lord, is that we have men pinned down near what is left of the Lancers’ fortress. If you could liberate them, they would add to your numbers by a significant margin.”

      “Of course, my lady,” he said, heeling his horse into a gallop.

      “Should we have told him that the people coming from the fortress are all coming from the dungeons?” I asked, looking at the advancing troops. We were taking heavy losses, but it seemed these men had noted that the defenses around the city were weakened, and if there was ever a time to retake the city, it was now.

      “The men coming away from the dungeons weren’t common prisoners, you know,” Norel said with a small grin. “They were collecting armor and fighting in formations I’ve seen only one group of soldiers use in my time in this Empire; the Lancers. They must have been taken captive instead of killed when Cyron took the city. I wonder why. The man’s a pragmatist, and he would have to see the dangers of keeping enemy soldiers alive.”

      “A topic for another time,” I said, feeling renewed vigor fill my body. “Let’s take this fucking city back.”
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      I looked down at Norel, watching her sleeping in our little camp like we hadn’t just been through one of the largest battles we’d faced together so far. Knowing what I did about the history of the three sisters who weren’t sisters, I knew they’d been in even larger battles in the past. It explained the ease with which they took control of the offensive, commanding troops and making sure the city was taken before falling back to our little camp. Sure, there were spots in the city we could have camped out in instead of staying in the forest, but most of the city had been destroyed and what little remained was being used to house the soldiers and common folk who had remained and joined the fight.

      The three sisters agreed that it was best if we just headed back to the ruins of the old city to rest and recover. For myself, I thought that after how draining the fight against Cyron had been and considering that we would be leaving the advantage of numbers behind, we might have been better off remaining inside the city for the night, but my thoughts had been mostly put aside. The three sisters didn’t much care for spending the evening surrounded by humans just off a day of fighting.

      I had to say I didn’t blame them.

      Norel had settled next to me, laying her head on my lap and closing her eyes, drifting off to sleep as I pulled her closer, playing with her hair as she curled up even closer to me, making soft noises as she dreamed.

      I wasn’t lacking in wounds and exhaustion either, but my wounds were considerably less debilitating than the ones my teammates sustained. I leaned against the wall behind me, taking slow, deep breaths as I looked over to where Aliana and Braire were helping each other recover from the fight. They were speaking softly in elvish. The musical tones of the language made it difficult for me to stay conscious, as comfortable as I was, and as comforting as it felt to have Norel breathing deeply as she slept on my lap.

      Braire moved across our little camp to come sit next to me. I popped one eye open, watching as she ran her fingers over Norel’s back. I could see the healing magic she was using. I noted that it wasn’t quite as pure white as Norel’s, but it seemed to be doing the trick, filling the air with a light, fresh smell I couldn’t quite place.

      She tilted her head to look up at me and smiled,. “Do you need some help?” she asked.

      “Not at the moment,” I replied with a soft chuckle. “Sleep should be enough to help me recover.”

      Braire reached over, pulling my arm out from under the blanket I had over me to ward off the cold. My skin had more than a few scratches and bruises, mostly acquired after the explosion that happened when I broke Cyron’s spell, although I knew there were going to be a couple of minor wounds I’d missed.

      “You don’t need to heal those,” I insisted, taking hold of her hand gently. “They are just simple wounds that will heal over time. They’ll be a little unsightly at first, but scars harden a man, right?”

      Braire smirked and uncharacteristically left her hand tangled with mine. “I wouldn’t know much about that. I do know that scars aren’t that physically attractive to me, but maybe humans like them better?”

      I chuckled softly. “I have no idea, really. But these are just scratches, and they won’t leave any scars. Nor will my bruises, so maybe your efforts would be better used on yourself or saved for when someone else needs them.” I patted Norel gently for emphasis. The elf didn’t wake up, but she did shift so that she was pressed a bit more snugly against me. I smiled, stroking her hair tenderly.

      I looked at Braire, who was peering at her sister with a similarly affectionate gaze.

      We both looked up from our comfortable silence, hearing the sounds of horses hooves hammering on the ground outside. Not enough to indicate that the whole of the army was returning from the city, maybe just the lords and their close retainers after leaving the troops to maintain their position in the city. With all the destroyed sections making it difficult to set up defenses on the outer edges, they would have set their camps and defenses up closer to where most of the buildings were still standing. There were even some walls that could be built up should Cyron decide to attack again. Sure, when facing a man with as much power as Cyron had,they couldn’t rely solely on the walls, but it was better than not having any.

      I pushed myself up, gently moving Norel off my lap, then strode out of the ruins. Aliana took my place as Braire joined me to see what the nobles really wanted. The battle was over but the war would continue, and they needed time to prepare for Cyron’s next move. I pulled the sword sheath over my shoulder and made my way to where the lords were setting up their camps.

      Gahar was the first one to march over to me, his eyes narrowed as he looked around for Norel and Aliana, surprised to find only Braire and me there.

      “My sisters need their rest after the battle,” Braire said. “As I am sure you and your men do.”

      Gahar nodded. It was clear that he’d intended to talk to Norel but wasn’t so unwitting to think that he do anything but give Braire the same kind of trust he gave her sister. Or me, for that matter. I still wasn’t sure just how much the man trusted me. I did hold a title, but I also doubted that my status as a former slave was anything resembling a secret. Some higher-ranking lords and ladies might take offense at being ordered about by someone like me. Or maybe it was just my belief that I had no place here due to my former status. I had no idea.

      “The city is taken,” Gahar told us. “However, Cyron remains at large, and from the looks of it, in possession of a great deal of power that I believe he would have no issues with bringing to bear against us once he has recovered from his defeat.”

      Braire nodded. “All my knowledge of the man tells me that he will be licking his wounds and preparing for a larger fight in which revenge, not conquest, will be his main priority. He has been gathering power in the depths of the dungeon. While it would seem that his ambitions are a good deal more expansive, he will be focused on making sure history doesn’t remember his first step in his campaign as a massive defeat.”

      I looked over at Braire, narrowing my eyes, wondering where she was coming up with this sort of thing. She leaned closer to me, whispering.

      “Cyron, as I remember, was obsessed with his legacy and how he would be recorded in history,” she explained with a small smile. “To that end, I think he will be bending every inch of his will to retaking the Imperial City before the Emperor returns. I’m certain he believes that is the one man in the world who can stop him, which is why he took so long with his attempt at bringing his plans to fruition.”

      Gahar rubbed his chin, cleaning some of the soot that had collected on his heavy features. “I almost forgot about the man. He hasn’t spent much time actually ruling over his empire.”

      “Be that as it may,” Braire said. “We can be sure that Cyron will make his very best attempt at taking the city back, which begs the question of, how are you planning to defend the city as it now stands?”

      “Right now?” Gahar asked, looking around. He clearly hadn’t been anticipating this line of questioning. Honestly, neither had I. I couldn’t picture Norel or Aliana asking these questions. I wondered if there was some kind of relation between the three sisters that made Braire the one more inclined toward knowledge of battle tactics, even if Norel had shown herself to be an able commander during the fight.

      Gahar cleared his throat, nodding and straightening his back as though he was speaking to a superior. “The walls are being rebuilt in shifts. There are many who were wounded in the fighting that need treatment, and as such have been brought into the Lancers’ fortress. A great many of the soldiers are still scouring the city to make sure all of Cyron’s golems have been destroyed, with what mages we have in our number assisting them. The rest are creating defensive barricades to make the city streets narrower and more difficult to navigate without challenge. We were unprepared for Cyron’s attack before, my lady, but we shan’t make the same mistake twice.”

      Braire nodded with a small smile. “That is good work, my lord. Apologies if it seemed like I was doubting your abilities, or that of the men under your command.”

      Gahar opened his mouth, clearly expecting to have to defend his actions, but the small moment of silence from him told me that he was allowing his first impressions of Braire to be put aside. “Thank you, my lady. It has been a difficult time for our people, for everyone. We can only hope this was the first step taken to putting this nightmare behind us.”

      Braire smiled and nodded. “You look like you need some rest, my lord. I think we all do. Difficult times are coming, and we need to be ready to stand against them. Together.”

      The man nodded and quickly moved back to where his men were setting up camp for the night. From what they were saying, I could tell they wanted to make sure their command structure was kept as far apart as possible, to ensure that no one strike from Cyron could cripple them.

      I moved back into the ruins alongside Braire. It wasn’t something I would have thought about. While it seemed like a good idea, I didn’t know enough about the implications to be able to judge if it really was or not. I did know we could all use some rest, and if Cyron was going to be licking his wounds, we needed to do the same.

      As we reached our little camp again, I realized that Aliana and Norel were curled up together, both fast asleep. Aliana had eaten something but had apparently been too tired to finish it. I quickly knelt beside them, wrapping the bread and cheese up in the waxed cloth to preserve them. That done, I moved over to the other side of the camp, sitting down next to Braire.

      “What’s the matter?” she asked, her voice soft and probing.

      I looked over at her, wondering for a moment how she knew there was something on my mind.

      “This bond we have,” Braire explained, anticipating my question. “It is not something I can explain. Human emotions are different from what I’m used to feeling, but after some time spent processing them, I can see that they come from a similar place as mine. And I realized there is something bothering you. I cannot promise to be the most sympathetic ear, but if you need to talk, I can try.”

      I nodded. I wasn’t sure that anything I could say would help me process what I felt roiling just under the surface of my consciousness, but if something could help, why not try it?

      “I was stuck in a moment of time with Cyron,” I said, my voice soft. “A bubble in time that allowed him to speak to me. He was trying to get me to turn to his side. I think he wanted it to happen in a way that would allow me to be his man without any of you finding out.”

      “When was this?” Braire asked, leaning closer.

      “A second before that massive explosion,” I replied. “He offered me riches and all kinds of power, and when he realized I wouldn’t be swayed, he offered me the power to bring the dead back to life. And he…he showed me my parents. I hadn’t seen them since I was very young, and I’d almost forgotten what they looked like. Seeing them again…”

      I clenched my teeth, feeling hot tears rising in my eyes. I struggled to keep them contained. If there was anyone I didn’t want to seem weak in front of, it was Braire. I didn’t want her thinking that I had no control over my emotions, not after spending a day in battle proving her wrong.

      I took a deep, shaky breath, brushing my hands roughly over my face, wiping at the few tears that escaped.

      “Seeing them again made you wonder if you made the right choice?” Braire said.

      I nodded. “When I refused, it turned out that they were some kind of evil spirits that had only taken the form of my parents, but there was a moment where I wanted to do it. I wanted to take his offer. Family has always been an important concept to me, something I lost as a child and wasn’t ever likely to have again. For a moment, I considered betraying you.”

      Braire nodded, wrapping her arm around my shoulder and pulling me closer to her. It was a tender gesture, and one that she didn’t seem quite used to making.

      “Thoughts occur to us all, Grant,” she whispered, and ran her fingers down the side of my face. “Impulses, wants, and needs all spring to mind regardless of what we might really feel or want. What matters, in the end, is how we act. You picked us over the thought of having your family back, Grant. That is the kind of sacrifice I don’t think I could ever make.”

      I looked at her. “You don’t trust me less for having thought about betraying you?”

      Braire shrugged, still stroking my hair. “No, but then, I never trusted you that much to begin with. Get some sleep, Grant. You’ll feel better in the morning.”

      I nodded. We both laid down opposite Aliana and Norel, Braire settling down in front of me and pulling my arms around her. From the way her breathing changed, I could tell she had quickly drifted off.

      Sleep didn’t come quite so easily for me.
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      I looked over the landscape and watched as morning dawned. Well, as it should have dawned, anyway. The sun was hidden behind a heavy layer of clouds, giving the everything a dense appearance, like it was caught in some kind of fragile twilight.

      My sleep had been filled with dreams of my parents and the monsters they had turned into before my eyes. I had read enough history to know that there were a lot of people who were considered to be heroes until one looked deeper into their lives and saw that the mighty appearance they were remembered for was supported by lies and propaganda, a foundation that only stood because people needed heroes and didn’t much care where they came from. I was remembering my parents through the rose tint of nostalgia, and had almost thrown everything away for people who only existed as an idealized memory.

      Just as the sun began to rise, turning the sky from black to grey, I heard the sound of rain starting to come down over the forest. A droning drizzle that made me feel sleepy and unwilling to move from the spot where I was wrapped in a blanket, trying to get control of my thoughts. The world was changing a bit too quickly for my taste, but I couldn’t help the feeling that everything I was doing here was making it worse. Or maybe it was better. I wasn’t quite sure.

      I heard footsteps coming from behind me and I looked up to see Aliana moving toward me. She looked like her sleep had been deep and long, and as if she hadn’t quite fully woken up yet. I smiled as she sat beside me, wrapping her wing around my shoulders as she leaned closer to me, kissing my neck before laying her head on my chest.

      “Sleep well?” I asked.

      She smiled and nodded. “It was the kind of sleep I needed, I think. Just something dreamless and deep to help with recovering the power we used. It isn’t the most efficient way of helping us get our power back, but it is still satisfying.”

      I smiled, reaching down to gently stroke her hair, letting my fingers toy with the base of her horns.

      “You didn’t sleep well, though, did you?” she asked, looking up into my eyes.

      “Yesterday was difficult,” I said. I’d told Braire about the why of it, and while it had given my feelings an outlet and had helped, it didn’t change the fact that I was still feeling guilty about what I’d thought about doing.

      Aliana nodded. My bond with her was the strongest of the three sisters. I had been with her the longest, and she was the one who had stood by me through all of it. Out of anyone, hers was the one whose opinion I respected the most, the one I didn’t want to know about my moment of weakness.

      She didn’t press me to talk. She knew something was wrong and that I didn’t care to share it at the moment, so she wouldn’t ask me until I was ready. I smiled, leaning down to kiss the crown of her head, nuzzling her gently as I leaned into her.

      “It’s going to be a long day,” she murmured, tilting her head up to press her lips against mine for a moment before pulling herself to her feet. She offered me a hand to help me up, which I took after a moment of hesitation. As much as I was dreading facing the day again didn’t make the fact that I had to do it any less true. I took her hand and let her help me to my feet, groaning as I felt the bruises and aches from the day before hitting me harshly.

      I put on a brave face, though, smiling and quickly gaining my balance as I looked around. Norel and Braire were both up, and with a quick spell, they started a fire to warm the area. Even at the tail end of summer, rain had a way of making everything seem cold and forbidding. A small fire was enough to make the whole situation a little better.

      I moved back to our campfire, taking the time to eat some food. I wasn’t feeling particularly hungry but I needed to keep my strength up. My power needed to be working at full capacity. Norel told me once that leaving the power well inside me empty for too long would only result in an odd form of atrophy. I had no idea how connected it was to how muscles reacted when they weren’t used, but I had to imagine it was similar. My power was just an extension of who I was.

      I looked up, seeing Gahar stepping into our little camp with a group of the other nobles that had been part of the fighting. They looked like their night had gone about as well as mine had. They were human, and while they had seen war and battle before, they had never faced something quite as dangerous as the threat Cyron posed. It wasn’t difficult to realize that they were going to have some bad dreams, too. I gritted my teeth, seeing a very familiar haunted look in their eyes, quickly averting mine and avoiding looking at them. I didn’t need more reminders of what I had been dealing with all night. I had enough already.

      I looked at the man, seeing the way Gahar was looking down at Norel, Aliana and Braire, almost ignoring me completely. There was a part of him that distrusted them, but he also knew he had to trust these women if he wanted to regain everything he’d lost in the battle that came before.

      Or maybe I was just seeing things.

      “The city is secured, my ladies,” Gahar said in a firm voice. “Our soldiers are currently in the process of consolidating the capital to make sure Cyron has no foothold, but the question remains of what we should be doing in preparation for when he returns. There is no question that he will return, and we must be prepared. Lancers who survived the battles are joining our ranks and helping train the civilians, and more than a few mages were sprung from the dungeons Cyron had locked them into. Our forces are being bolstered, but there is still much to do before we can stand against anyone of Cyron’s power.”

      “We would be wise not to forget that Abarat is among Cyron’s allies as well,” Aliana said.

      The three sisters got to their feet, and I followed their example.

      “We need to speak with what remains of the gentry,” Norel said, in the voice I recognized as the one she used when she was taking control of a situation. “No decision can be made without every member of the gentry having their say. It’s their home, after all, as well as ours.”

      I didn’t want to come off as contrary, but there were others who’d had their homes destroyed in the attack. They were trying to rebuild the city while the gentry were out here, making decisions. I was a little biased, of course. I refrained from saying anything as we moved out of the ruins.

      The rain had been coming in a steady, drizzling stream and showed no signs of stopping. We moved quickly through it to reach the massive tents that had been set up for the men and their entourages to spend the night.

      The rest of the members of the gentry were already assembled, telling me that Gahar might have maneuvered us to speak with them, but as I looked around at the three sisters, they didn’t look overly concerned and our bonded connection didn’t tell me anything different. They could have been hiding something from me, but at this point, what would be the difference?

      “Setting up the city’s defenses is paramount!” one of the lords was yelling, turning red in the face as he hammered his fists on a nearby table. “Whether or not the city is made viable again is irrelevant until the threat brought on by Cyron and his goons is put to rest.”

      “The people need to survive, regardless,” one of the others retorted. “There would be no point in setting up defenses only to have the people you claim to defend dying of disease and hunger. The reconstruction of the city needs to be the priority for both manpower and resources and building the defenses remain a secondary concern.”

      I looked around, unsure which side to choose. If these people died of starvation and sickness, would that make their deaths any more meaningful than if they’d died at Cyron’s hand? I tilted my head as I watched Aliana, Norel and Braire take quick council, speaking quietly and in elvish so they wouldn’t be understood, before turning back to the council assembled in front of them.

      “The people need to be sustained,” Norel said, her voice decisive and bringing silence to all the men assembled. “What is the point of walls if there are none to man them? There are resources and men aplenty for both tasks, and I say there should be a focus on providing food and shelter for those who put their lives at risk to retake the capital city. Building walls and defenses can be remanded to those men who are not required for the rest of the effort, since the city provides them with the resources they need. If there are any who disagree with that, they may voice their dissent now.”

      I looked around, feeling the tension in the air and resisting the urge to reach for my blade as I watched a handful of the nobles contesting Norel’s words. I was surprised to find that none of them were doing it on the grounds of Norel’s heritage and elven features, but in fact because they thought the time would come for them to rebuild. Any losses sustained during this time of waiting would be negligible compared to the loss of life that would come should Cyron attack when they weren’t ready to mount a defense.

      But in the end, they found themselves quickly coming to terms with the fact that morale was the greater issue here. Death by sickness and starvation would have a heavy toll on how well the assembled men would fight, regardless of how well the defenses were mounted.

      The arguing quickly turned to which resources would be allocated for the building of housing for the civilians that had joined the ranks. These were men and women that had never touched a weapon in anger in their lives, and while they lacked the skill and effectiveness of the trained soldiers, they required just as much food and space.

      Decisions were quickly reached, and messengers dispatched back to the city with orders to be laid out as location was reached. Over the length of the morning, I found myself being pushed to the sideline. I truly had no experience when it came to the logistics of commanding an army. While I had read a great deal about famous battles in history and the various problems the generals, leaders, and kings had faced when the time came to actually move their troops from place to place, my attention had quickly been drawn toward the grandeur and history of the engagements themselves. I had little to add to this conversation. After a few hours of remaining idle and silent in the corner of the tent, I went outside. The rain hadn’t changed much. It wasn’t more than a light drizzle, but the constancy made it rather miserable.

      As I reached the ruins, I saw Braire stepping out of the rain as well, cursing softly as she shook the water from her hair.

      “Is everything all right?” she asked, coming closer. “You seem a bit down, even after last night.”

      “Last night was… Well, I’m still coming to terms with it,” I replied, forcing a smile to my lips.

      “Why did you leave?” Braire asked.

      “I’m young and inexperienced,” I replied as honestly as I could. “I don’t know much about fighting battles other than what I can bring to them with my sword and power. While there is a lot to be learned in that tent, I thought I might be better placed by preparing for the role I will play when the fighting starts. Meditate, train, and be more useful than someone who is learning at the feet of masters.”

      Braire smirked as she came closer. “Not a lot of people would be willing to admit that they are unsuited for command. Young humans are usually arrogant to the point of difficulty.”

      “I’m glad I break that conception,” I replied with a soft chuckle. “Why did you leave the tent?”

      “I was worried about you,” Braire replied. “It’s not that I think you aren’t strong enough, but…”

      “You don’t think I’m strong enough,” I completed her statement after her voice trailed off. “And while I don’t appreciate the thought, I do appreciate that you wanted to help.”

      I closed the gap between us and wrapped my arms around her in a tight, if short, hug. I felt her stiffen in my grasp but after a moment, she relented and grudgingly wrapped her arms around me, giving me a quick squeeze before pushing me away.

      “Stay strong, Grant,” she said softly. “And work hard on your training.”

      “I was going to do that anyway,” I said with a cheeky smirk before moving deeper into the ruins. I could hear her heading back out to the tent, since she did know a thing or two about how armies should be run. I sat next to our fire, which was fading into embers, and closed my eyes, bringing myself into a state of mind that allowed me to meditate without wandering into the various emotions that had been tearing into me all day and night.

      The time to handle those would come later.
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      It was late in the afternoon before the council drew to a close. The tent was pulled down as the various members of the gentry quickly mounted up, having their own tasks to attend to before the sun started to set. The rain had come to a halt a few hours prior but the clouds remained. The steady drizzle had left the ground wet and difficult to navigate with large numbers, delaying their departure for a few long hours. The sun was already setting, just barely visible as the rainclouds started to part, giving us a hopeful view of the colorful yellows, reds and oranges that were gratefully accepted after a long day of drab grey.

      After spending another night in the ruins, the four of us decided that our time in this place had come to an end. We weren’t hiding anymore. We needed to be seen, we needed to be part of the effort to defend the city—and damned if we were going to do it from beyond the defenses. Thanks to the rain there was a lot of mud, which meant we were either going to have to portal into the city each time we wanted to join them, or trek through the tough terrain to get there on foot.

      Aliana wanted to make sure she was holding as much power as possible in reserve for the actual fighting, which meant we needed relocate to expend as little time and energy rejoining the people we would be fighting alongside when the time came.

      As morning dawned, we gathered our supplies and Aliana opened a portal into the city.

      The first thing I noticed as we stepped inside was the changes the city had undergone over the day and a half since I had last been there. The widespread destruction was something that had stuck with me during my time away. As we returned, however, I saw that much had changed. The work of thousands of people trying to rebuild their homes after the attack was truly impressive.

      While most of the buildings in the outer reaches of the city remained in a state of desolation that was indeed worsened when their resources were plundered, the inner city that had been retaken soldiers had been rebuilt impressively. The signs of destruction were still there, though, and it would probably be years before all the remaining scars were fully washed away.

      “The way these humans rebuild is truly spectacular,” Braire said as we moved through the city, looking around at the people we’d avoided not too long ago due to Aliana and Norel’s appearances. “Most elves, when faced with this kind of destruction, would have left to resettle elsewhere. It’s interesting how stubborn humans can be about remaining in a place that has seen so much death simply because it reminds them of life.”

      I smiled as we moved closer to the Lancers’ fortress, which had been mostly rebuilt at this point. It was as close as Braire was going to come to actually complimenting humans. While I appreciated that her preconceptions weren’t unfounded, it was heartwarming that she was starting to see, or remember, the brighter aspects of life that my kind brought.

      As we approached the fortress, more than a few Lancers were there to greet us. Not all of them were wearing the armor I had come to associate with them, but there was something about the way they held themselves that made them unmistakable. I looked around, trying to make out what they were trying to do, then realized they were part of the rebuilding process. The massive courtyard between the walls and the main building behind had become one of the centers of construction in the city, providing housing and shelter for most of the women and children, giving them a place to stay that was behind some form of protection.

      “My ladies,” said the man who appeared to be in charge. He was wearing heavy Lancer armor and tapped his chest and bowed his head in deference. “An honor to have you among us at last. Most of the defenses have been set up, with most of the efforts going into narrowing the streets and providing our men with open kill zones to make sure that any troops Cyron might bring into the city face heavy losses before they even reach our defenses proper. Most of the buildings outside our defenses have been leveled and the rubble has been used for reconstruction to make sure that any attack can be seen from a distance.”

      I narrowed my eyes at the man as he started to guide us deeper into the building, and down into the dungeons. From the look of things, the whole place had been abandoned. Even the men and women outside that needed a place to stay out of the elements had avoided the place, and honestly, I couldn’t blame them. There was an essence of darkness that permeated the dungeons, making it the absolute last place anyone would willingly remain.

      All the empty cells didn’t help much with the visage. It seemed that even the Lancers were doing their best to avoid the place. And then I remembered that many of them had been kept in these very same cells while Cyron held the city, only released when the explosion after my chat with Cyron had broken everything open, letting them out to release their fellows and allowing them to join the fight. They understood the kind of dread the place had.

      “Why are you bringing us down here, captain?” Norel asked, noting that we were being led down into the lower levels of the dungeon. Even I could feel the strength of the malicious power that was radiating from the walls. That might have been related to the pain and death that had occurred here, but there was something else. I didn’t know what it was, but there was something older, primal almost, radiating from the black stones.

      “I wasn’t sure what to make of a sight that greeted me when we came down to release my brothers in captivity during the battle, my lady,” the captain replied, looking back at us and indicating for us to follow him with his torch. “There were greater issues to be dealt with at the time so I put it aside for later, but I feel that it needs to be addressed before we fight Cyron again. You should know that most of the cells above us were full to bursting with hundreds of inmates who were either serving their sentences or awaiting trial. When my brothers were imprisoned by Cyron’s men they were empty, with no sign of death being dealt to the men and women who previously occupied them. I assumed when I was locked in that they had all been sent to die elsewhere, but as I reached the lower levels, I found… Well, it was a disturbing sight that made my mind wander toward forbidden legends and stories of the past.”

      Norel nodded, taking one of the torches as we were led into what looked like a massive chamber underneath it all. I had no idea how deep underground we were, but there was something about this place that tapped into a very deep-seated fear. I wondered if all humans feared the dark and unseen.

      “This place has been used to bury the bodies of the men and women that have died in these dungeons over the centuries,” the captain explained. “For various reasons, this was never shown to the people.”

      “Fuck,” I said, looking across the massive expanse of the room. “How many died down here?”

      “None actually died down here,” the captain pointed out. “This was just used as a burial ground, except… Well, see for yourselves.”

      He raised his torch to give us a better view of the place. The ground had been torn up, showing off holes of massive proportions, some much deeper than any one grave had any right to be.

      “Gods,” Aliana whispered. “There must have been hundreds. Thousands.”

      “Which again raises the question from when we first arrived in the city,” I reminded them, taking a step closer. “Where are all the bodies?”

      “We don’t know,” the captain said. “There was no sign of them being removed from the fortress before your attack. Like the bodies of the people killed when the city was taken they’re all just…gone.”

      “Not gone,” Braire said, closing her eyes. “One of the reasons why I banished Abarat to the underworld was his willingness to learn any magic that could give our people a chance to win the war. One of which was a way to raise an army that would never need to be fed, had no issues with morale, and had the added benefit of filling any who fought them with the terror of fighting their own dead.”

      “Necromancy,” Norel said, shaking her head. “Did it really get that bad toward the end?”

      “Worse,” Braire said, her voice soft as she turned away from the massive, dug-up graves.

      “Cyron was raising the dead down here for what? Why?” I asked, looking around to the rest. “If he had an army down here that numbered in the thousands, why didn’t he use them to fight back when we were trying to take the city?”

      “More importantly,” Aliana said,” why did he come up and fight us himself instead of sending his undead monsters up to fight for him?”

      “Necromancy is not an exact science,” Norel replied, looking around the chamber. “Depending on the actual age of the bodies he found down here, he would have had to find ancient spirits to command them, in enough numbers to bring this many bodies to life, all while lacking in enough power to make them amenable to control. There is a reason, after all, why the use of necromancy was banned.”

      “Not because it was a horrifying atrocity?” I asked, turning to look at her.

      “The ancient councils of mages very rarely gave precedence to morality in their decisions,” Norel said with a sad shake of her head. “No, the real reason why necromancy was banned was because of just how tempting it would be for younger, powerful wizards to attempt, and then inevitably lose control of their horde. The thought that it might one day turn into an epidemic which could threaten all life on the planet made it one of the first full forms of magic to be banned from use and even study.”

      “Which would explain why Cyron didn’t want to put his forces to the test, either,” Braire said. “Like you said, it is not an exact science. I think there would be a lot of trial and error before he could fully control an army of the undead.”

      “Nice to know he now has all the bodies he needs to raise an army,” I said, shaking my head and turning away to leave this horrifying chamber. “And the time he needs to fully bring them to heel. I need some air. And sunlight. And the thought of hope.”

      The three sisters and even the captain looked like they felt the same way. The vestiges of what had been done down here clung to the air like a foul taste and smell that would linger for what felt like an eternity. The place would never be clean of it. I wondered if maybe after all this, it might not be a good idea to bring this whole fortress and dungeon down and bury every horror that had been perpetuated here beyond the reach of any power-hungry mage who might want to use it.

      “When you reached into this place,” I said to Norel as we made our way back to the surface, “could you tell what Cyron was trying to do?”

      “There was no trying about it,” Norel said softly. “My attempts at sabotaging his work were enough to make him leave it, which is probably why he came out to fight us himself. But, the fact that he got all the bodies clear of this place, probably using Abarat’s ability to create portals, says he has more than enough power to raise them. All he needs is time.”

      “Should we start looking for him?” I asked as we finally reached the fresh air outside. I paused to take a long, deep breath, feeling cool and refreshed after a couple of gasps. “Deny him the time to try and control these spirits?”

      “At this point, it might be a better idea to give him the time to prepare and use it ourselves,” Braire said, her voice still sounding haunted from what we’d just seen. “Breaking what has to be a tenuous connection to the bodies he’s raised is dangerous. We might end up unleashing them on the world as-is. If they are forced under his control, there is the potential of him binding them to himself, making them less likely to revolt against him, and thus giving us a way to end any fight by killing him directly. The metaphor of cutting the head off a snake comes to mind.”

      I shook my head. “In that case, I think I’ve had enough death today to last me a lifetime. We should try to help them rebuild the city, and see if we can’t add any ideas we might have about killing undead to the defenses.”

      “There isn’t much to add,” Braire said, shaking her head. “Killing them isn’t too different from killing any other creature, except that these don’t seem to fear death of any kind and in fact seem to welcome it. Any defenses we might have must be altered for that. It will be the hammer of Cyron’s attack, and we must be ready for it.”
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      I looked out into the city, trying to make out something that was pricking at the edge of my consciousness. We had taken over some of the rooms in the Lancers’ fortress over the past few days. It kept some space between us and the rest of the city that allowed us to continue training and preparing for the fight while still being close enough to what was happening.

      We even invited a handful of the other mages to join us in training since most of them had never dedicated much time or effort to honing their skills in combat magic, but after a few hours with them, I realized I’d outstripped them in power and technique a long time ago, at least when it came to fighting. Few of them had ever given it much thought, thinking their time was better spent running through the various meditation forms to develop their power.

      They would be useful in the battle to come, but not on the front lines.

      I pulled my sword and sheath off my back and laid it down on the table in front of me, gently running a clean cloth over the steel blade. It was interesting how it never seemed to dull, no matter how much I used it, or for how long. I guessed it had something to do with the magical runes that were carved into it, but that was neither here nor there. I cleaned it thoroughly before slipping it back into its sheath, the way I’d been taught, and turned to clean myself.

      Aliana was waiting for me when I finished. She was sporting a small, coy smile as she watched me approach my bed. I looked around, wondering what she was doing, then realized the clothes I’d set aside to wear afterward were gone.

      Dressed in a drying cloth around my waist and nothing else, I tilted my head as I watched Aliana standing in front of me.

      “If you wanted to get rid of my clothes, all you had to do was ask,” I told her, smiling as she came closer to me. She paused a moment before stepping close enough to run her fingers down my chest, letting them trace lightly over my bare skin as she leaned in. Her lips skimmed lightly across my shoulders then down over the hard planes of my chest as her fingers tugged insistently at the cloth wrapped around my waist, pulling it away.

      “I do like to take matters into my own hands,” she whispered with a grin as she tossed the cloth aside, leaving me completely naked as she kissed her way down my stomach, letting her fingers toy with my cock, caressing and stroking the growing shaft as she dropped to her knees in front of me.

      I took a deep breath, feeling a rush of pleasure climbing up my spine that left a wave of goosebumps in its wake as I looked down. She was peering up at me as she placed a long, tongue-filled kiss on my hip as her fingers kept working my cock, pulling me closer. My hands moved of their own accord as I reached down to run my fingers through her hair, toying with her horns first, using motions similar to how she was stroking me. I could feel how much she enjoyed having her hair stroked and played with through our bond, but the way her wings fluttered showed me a similar story. Her kisses moved lower and lower until I could feel her lips wrapping around my cock, still at half-mast but growing quickly to fill her warm, wet mouth.

      “Fuck,” I gasped. She began bobbing her head as my cock started to throb, my hands moving down to push her clothes away. I’d done it before, but there was always a nice sense of surprise at how light and easy to manipulate her immodest clothes were. As they fell away, I found my fingers trailing down to cup and squeeze her breasts, toying with her nipples and shuddering with pleasure as I felt her moans vibrating into me.

      I suddenly felt a pair of hands running up my back. Distracted as I was, I hadn’t realized that someone else had entered the room. I turned my head, careful not to disturb Aliana’s work, and saw Norel’s face as the elf leaned in to lightly kiss my neck and shoulder as she ran her hand down my back, fingers gripping my ass and pushing me forward to fill Aliana’s mouth a bit more.

      “Mind if I join you?” she asked, standing on her tiptoes to lean against me and kiss my lips as she reached her free hand down to stroke Aliana’s hair. The djinn couldn’t respond with more than a couple of soft, approving moans that only served to send a shudder of pleasure up my body, but I was in a better position to respond.

      “There is a dress code involved,” I pointed out as I reached over, undoing the flowing white robes Norel wore so well and letting them drop to the ground. The sight of her naked body as she pressed into my side, letting her hands run over Aliana and me, only served to heighten the pleasure being shared among the three of us.

      Four, I noted, when I discovered that Braire had entered the room as well. She was still near the door, and there seemed to be a hint of resistance in her gaze, but it was quickly crumbling. I could feel that much as she stepped closer. Norel was indicating for her to join them, but she came over to me instead, watching as Aliana used her mouth to toy with my cock. Braire’s hand dropped to grip the back of Aliana’s head, pushing it to take me deeper until I could feel her throat tightening around the throbbing head.

      Norel peeled away from me and moved over to Braire, watching with a delicious smile before stepping in behind her. I could feel her eyes on me, dragging my gaze away from Aliana to where she was undressing Braire for my pleasure. I watched as the woman’s clothes dropped away.

      Norel’s fingers dipped between Braire’s thighs. I watched as she started to toy with the little nub of pleasure between her lips, rubbing a pair of fingers in a slow, circular pattern that mirrored Aliana’s head bobbing. I continued watching as her movements became hungrier, her stroking more aggressive, until I could see that she was pressing both fingers inside Braire.

      Braire’s eyes rolled back, her hands moving to grab Norel, pulling her closer. I couldn’t see where Braire’s hands were, but the shared connection between the four of us told me everything I needed to know. Norel’s pleasure at feeling her thrusting reciprocated made me shudder with need, my hands coming down to grip the back of Aliana’s head, pulling her closer, my hips pushing forward to make her take me deeper into her mouth.

      She moaned in appreciation, giving me control of the thrusting as her hands moved away, one reaching over to grip my ass, encouraging me to push harder and faster as the other hand dipped down between her thighs, filling her tight pussy with her fingers as I started to fuck her mouth.

      The view of Aliana on her knees, her mouth full of cock and her soft moans reverberating into me was difficult to pull away from, but the soft noises of pleasure and excitement coming from the other two attracted my attention as well. Braire had turned around to face Norel, hands exploring each other in passionate and hungry movements. Braire was guiding Norel over to the bed. I watched as she firmly pushed Norel onto her back then leaned over her, kissing and sucking her breasts before nibbling her way down between the elf’s thighs, using her lips and tongue to work over Norel’s clit and finally diving in to taste her wetness hungrily.

      I could feel their hunger starting to spread to me as I looked back down at Aliana. She was peering up at me, and I could tell she felt the same way. I had been reasonably gentle and soft in my touches up until now, but my control was starting to slip.

      And that wasn’t necessarily a bad thing.

      I pulled Aliana away from my cock, leaving it exposed to the air for a moment as I dipped my head to give her a firm kiss, which she returned passionately. I walked her over to the bed where Norel and Briare were, letting them watch as I pushed Aliana down onto the bed next to them and quickly climbed onto it as well.

      Aliana giggled as she watched me, moaning as one of my hands found her breasts and my lips wrapped around the other. I could feel her thighs squeezing my waist and pulling my still-hard and throbbing cock closer to her, pressing it lightly to her pussy as my free hand reached down between us to guide the thick head into her in a slow yet firm thrust. I felt her clenching tightly around me as I pushed deeper, my lips coming away from hers as my eyes closed, a low moan escaping me as I filled her, inch by inch.

      Aliana’s moans were softer but more earnestly felt as her hand drifted down my back, leaving a bright red trail where her nails scored my skin before she gripped my ass, helping me in pulling out halfway and thrusting roughly back inside.

      The bed itself wasn’t that large, barely enough for the four of us, which allowed Norel to reach over and run her fingers down my back as my hips were firmly thrusting my cock into Aliana, her prolonged moans punctuated with a soft jump each time I bottomed out inside her. I gripped her shoulder with one hand as the other remained firmly on her breast, feeling it move with each thrust as well. My eyes were closed, my body tense and in need of release. I could feel Norel’s nails digging into me as well as she started to cum on Braire’s lips.

      The shared pleasure quickly drove Aliana into her orgasm as well. I could feel her coating my shaft with warm wetness as her pussy tightened around me further, making it difficult to keep thrusting. I growled, struggling to keep control of myself as I felt Aliana gripping me with her hands, her fingers trailing back up my spine. Her hand found Norel’s and pulled her closer. I could feel Norel’s lips pressing to my hips as I brought a hand to her head, running my fingers through her hair as my thrusts slowed.

      Aliana grinned, disengaging from me and turning over. I could see Norel pulling Braire up onto the bed as well. I took in the view of Aliana on her hands and knees, kissing and nibbling at Norel’s lips as Braire straddled Norel’s head, leaving her own lips pressed against Norel’s pussy, allowing both to toy and play with each other as I started fucking Aliana from behind, feeling her warm pussy, still drenched from her last orgasm, wrapping tighter around me.

      She was going to be sore tomorrow, I thought with a small grin, giving her ass a firm smack as I grabbed her hips, the hunger starting to fill me again. I could feel the shared pleasure from Norel and Braire starting to bleed over through our bond, sending rush after rush of pleasure into me as I kept pushing inside her over and over. I gasped for breath, feeling myself getting closer to climax as I felt Braire pushing toward hers. Norel’s lips and tongue were joined by her fingers and I watched as the two toyed with and fucked each other. The sight was intoxicating.

      I dipped my head to press my lips into Aliana’s back as I reached the point of no return, my teeth lightly teasing her flushed skin while my hips started to buck into her. I could feel her body tightening around mine again, cumming hard as I kept my hips moving, filling her tight pussy over and over again as the sensations of pleasure from her orgasm joined mine, then Braire’s and Norel’s washed over me in an awesome wave to the point where I lost all control.

      I didn’t even realize how close I was to climax until I felt my body tensing and pressing into hers, the thrusts coming harder and faster than before as my cock twitched inside her, bursting and filling her with my cum as my moans and growls turned into a gasp. All sensations were pushed aside as the shared climax among the four of us washed me away. I dropped onto the bed. Aliana moved with me, my cock still inside her as her hips started to ride me out of instinct although I could tell she was in a similar situation. The sounds of our sex gave way to silence as we all enjoyed the long and drawn-out pleasure. It had been a while since we had last had this—since before the battle—and the wait had only made the pleasure more delicious.

      I groaned, unable to move for a moment as Aliana lay over me, her lips parted. I could feel her hot breath on my sweat-touched skin, sending shivers up my spine and slowly dropping my consciousness back into the reality of our situation.

      I reached over, toying with Braire’s hair and, to my surprise, felt her lean up, pressing back into the gesture and moaning softly in appreciation. I smiled, her contented murmurs touching me as she craned her head up to press her lips gently to my open palm. I sighed softly, stroking her cheek and reaching over to pull her and Norel closer.

      The power tingling inside me was a sensation I thought I might eventually grow accustomed to, and yet every time I wasn’t sure if I was going to be able to take it for granted. I leaned up, pulling Aliana’s head up to gently kiss her lips, stroking her cheek tenderly. Norel growled softly, sounding like an angry cat as she pulled herself closer.

      I chuckled softly, kissing her lips tenderly as well before settling back down on the bed. It had been a long day, fraught with training and hard work. Braire was already drifting off to sleep, I realized with a smile, with Norel and Aliana not far behind. I looked up at the ceiling bed for a moment. There wasn’t much of anything on my mind. I just didn’t want this feeling to end. Not ever.
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      I wasn’t sure how I could feel the approach. As the sun rose, I first found myself wide awake and unable to fall back asleep. I didn’t know what it was, but I did know there was something out there calling for my attention, and damned if I wasn’t going to answer.

      I pulled myself from the bed. As small as it was, it had fit the four of us rather snugly for the night, but even so it wasn’t difficult to escape without waking Aliana, Norel and Braire. I wasn’t sure if what I felt was something they would be worried about or if it was something I needed to investigate on my own, so I didn’t wake them.

      I pulled on my clothes after retrieving them from where Aliana had hidden them the night before, as well as the armor the Lancers had recently provided for me. I wasn’t sure if another battle was about to start, but there was something in the air that was making me feel uneasy. Almost like the way everything seemed charged and thick right before a massive summer thunderstorm. I strapped the sword to my back and headed out.

      I made my way through the defenses, seeing more than a few of the soldiers and even civilians up and about already, preparing. From the way they were looking around, grumbling and complaining about nothing in particular, it made me wonder if they were feeling the same tension in the air that I was.

      I looked around as I reached the walls of the fortress, stepping out from behind them as I made my way down to where they had set up a perimeter around where the people had started rebuilding the city.

      If it came to an open battle, I wondered just how many of these buildings would remain. I wondered if Cyron would be able to command golems even while controlling an army of the dead, and if they were going to be large enough to render most of the outer defenses irrelevant. If there were golems being sent in advance of a main attack, I mused, I, as well as Aliana, Norel and Briare, would have to step out in front of the troops to stop them from tearing into the small makeshift walls that had been prepared.

      I climbed to the top of one of the outermost walls. Most of the buildings outside this ring had been leveled, all the resources of stone and wood being brought in to help with the reconstruction and making it so that any approach to the walls could be seen from a good way off.

      Or would be, if there wasn’t a cloud of fog coming in.

      As the sun started to crest the horizon, I realized there was something starting to creep in from the forest beyond. The fog was visible from a distance, creeping in from beyond the city limits and rolling inward. I gritted my teeth. There was something off about it, and I couldn’t shake that feeling as the cloud drew nearer. I closed my eyes, taking a deep breath and pushing myself into a state of meditation, allowing my consciousness to spread out and reach forward to the edges of the city.

      I looked around, trying to make sense of what I was looking at. Bright red eyes could be seen inside the fog. As they came closer, I realized the eyes were connected to bodies. Or what had been bodies a long time ago. I could make out wisps of black coming from the corpses that were marching forward in formation, sticking close together. A handful turned and appeared to be looking at me, but for a long moment, didn’t bother to break away.

      And then, suddenly, they did. Five of them rushed out from the formed ranks of the dead, charging at me, screaming wildly and swinging weapons. I had no idea if they could hurt me in my current state, but I wasn’t willing to risk it. I backed away, and as weapons were raised toward me, I quickly broke my concentration and dropped back into my body.

      “Fuck!” I cursed as I fell to my knees, trying to shake the sensation of pure terror that had filled me out there, making me wonder just how powerful these monsters were if they were able to attack someone who was in a disembodied state. I looked around, realizing that there were men standing around me, peering at me with expressions varying from confusion to fear over what they were looking at. I pushed myself to my feet, trying to gain some semblance of composure before speaking.

      “Our enemy approaches,” I said, pulling my sword from its sheath. “They are at the edges of the city and are coming with the fog. Sound the alarm.”

      There was a pause. They were all looking at me in a way that made me feel uncomfortable. Like they were looking for something to comfort them, or maybe a powerful speech that would rouse both their morale and their will to fight.

      I looked around, realizing that most of the men standing around me were older than I was. Most looked more experienced in battles than I was too, with hardened looks about them. Even so, they had heard the news that they would be facing creatures that had been reserved for the horrors of night, never even gracing the stories that they had been told.

      And I had nothing to give them.

      “Sound the alarm!” I snapped again, raising my voice and taking a step forward. “Prepare to defend your homes, your loved ones, against an oncoming storm! Prepare for the fight of your lives, for the fight that will determine the fate of our homes! Do it now!”

      They snapped out of the lull, remembering that while they were fighting against creatures that were very much the work of nightmares, the stakes were founded in their reality. Their lives and those of their loved ones were what they needed to make a stand for, and they didn’t need an empowering speech from someone as young as me to make them see that.

      They quickly jumped into action, starting to run over to the various bells that had been set up and ringing them loudly and clearly. I could her commanders yelling at their men to prepare, dressing in armor and gathering weapons. Women and children were being herded into the fortress where they could be more easily defended, while every man and even woman capable of bearing arms was given armor and weapons along with orders about what needed to be done. There was a sense of urgency in their voices as they started moving, but a determination as well, a steel that was entering their looks as they mentally prepared themselves for what was about to come.

      I gritted my teeth, taking a deep breath and trying to do the same. There was a good deal more that was expected of me, and I wasn’t fully sure I could do it.

      The familiar warping sensation and the smell of ozone filled the air as I turned to see Aliana, Norel, and Braire stepping out from a portal that had appeared right next to me. They all had the same steely look in their eyes as the rest of the soldiers—the kind that came with knowing, more or less, what they would be facing and that they had it in themselves to do it.

      I was lacking their certainty, I realized, but there was a part of me that didn’t want to fail them. Not at this point, or with so much at stake. I didn’t know if I could stand up against a horde of the undead, not after seeing that the spirits which inhabited the bodies were eerily similar to the ones that had pretended to be my parents when I’d spoken with Cyron before. And yet, there was something about being out in the middle of it with the three women who I’d come to care for more than anything in the world that made me want to be man enough to stand up against anything we were going to face. I wanted to be worthy of the kind of trust they were putting in me.

      “What did you see?” Aliana asked, looking out into the fog that was still a good distance out but inching unstoppably toward the defenses.

      I realized she was talking to me and nodded sharply. “I looked out into the fog when it was approaching and saw more bodies than I could count, walking toward us in neat, military formations.”

      “What state were the bodies in?” Braire asked, looking at me.

      “I… What does that matter?” I asked.

      “Not a whole lot,” Braire admitted with a shrug. “I’m just curious if we are going to be fighting against the people that were dug up in the graveyards or something newer and fresher. It would indicate the amount of power Cyron is using to keep them afloat.”

      I shrugged. “I’m not sure. My attention was mostly drawn to the dark, wispy spirits that were emanating from the bodies. I didn’t see what kind of state the bodies were in.”

      The three nodded. I took a deep breath, trying to calm myself down as the fog started to reach the open area between us and the rest of the destroyed city. Even from this distance, I could see the hundreds of dead eyes glowing red in the fog as they approached. I turned to see a couple hundred men with bows and crossbows manning the walls. I wondered if we might have been better suited using siege engines for defense, but there was no time to question that now. I looked at Aliana, Norel, and Braire, wonder if they had any kind of offensive strategy in mind, or if they were waiting to see what Cyron’s strategy was. I certainly had no clue about the nuances of defending a city against an attack by the undead.

      Suddenly, it seemed like the fog was starting to peel back, or rather, the corpses that had been marching slowly forward under its cover suddenly started to overtake it, picking their pace up to reach the walls ahead. They were moving quickly, and I could hear high-pitched screams full of absolute hatred as they started charging at the defenses. I pulled my sword clear of the scabbard, feeling a sense of comfort washing away the uncertainty that had been plaguing me. My power flooded into the blade, illuminating the runes on the steel with a bright white light as I aimed at the advancing line of corpses now charging at the walls in a full run.

      “Ready!” Norel cried as hundreds of bows were fitted with arrows and pointed at the line of advancing monsters.

      I swung my blade forward, sending a controlled blast of white light toward the creatures. It wasn’t as powerful as it could be, since I was trying to hold as much power as I could in reserve for later in the fight, but it was still enough to carve a deadly piece out of the front lines. I watched as almost a dozen of the front line and even a couple from the second and third lines fell, blasted back by the force of it.

      “Fire!” Norel called, raising her hand and bringing it down quickly. A host of arrows was released, hanging elegantly in the air for a few seconds before dropping into the lines of the undead. I watched as the monsters—which were armed, but weren’t wearing any armor—were torn to pieces by the volley.

      Those that were killed were quickly pushed aside as those that survived picked up the pace.

      “Fire at will!” Norel called, turning to Aliana, who had her daggers drawn already. Braire had as well. The three sisters joined their powers together, flooding Norel with energy as she closed her eyes, hands raising as I saw massive storm clouds starting to gather. A low rumble of thunder was all the warning I had before Norel extended her hands, screaming something in elvish as a massive lightning bolt struck the center of the advancing line of undead.

      Dozens dropped from the strike, but not as many as should have, I realized. Something was protecting them, raising a shield that was stopping magical attacks as well as the arrows that were flying down on them in a steady stream.

      “That’s what we were waiting for,” Norel said, turning to Aliana again. Nothing else needed to be said as the woman quickly formed a portal for us to step outside the limits of the defenses without opening any of the barriers. Norel, Braire, and I joined her on the twisting path that dropped us just outside the walls, a good distance away from the advancing line of shambling corpses. I gripped my blade tighter, feeling a shot of fear at standing on the same ground as the monsters. A moat had been dug in front of the lines, but the lack of water meant that the only thing we could fill it with had been spikes, and hope that we could funnel the attacks into the more easily-defensible areas of the walls. It wasn’t a certain thing, but then, there didn’t seem to be much about this battle that was going to be certain.

      “Open a path,” Aliana said, turning to Braire, who nodded. The woman pulled the flat, runed pebble from her pocket and tossed it forward. I felt the twisting manipulation of a portal coming forward as Braire’s three beasts burst through it. The massive serpent, the wolf, and the falcon charged toward the line of undead headed in our direction.

      I forced myself to take a step forward, then another. And another. That was all I needed to do, right? I fought the need to run away from the monsters that were rushing toward us, taking it one step at a time.

      I took a deep breath, flooding my blade with power again as I took a few steps ahead of the three of them. I was glad the men on the walls had been informed about Braire’s monsters and knew not to shoot at them as they started attacking the line of undead. There were also about a dozen mages standing on the walls where we had been, sending down lightning strikes on the undead as they started getting perilously close to the walls.

      Norel had joined them. I could see her eyes had turned almost completely white as she sent strike after strike down to open a path for Braire’s beasts to open a wedge in the formations the undead were taking. They had broken away from the tight groups they’d been in before, staggering their lines to make it more difficult for them to be taken out in larger groups at a time. Someone was commanding this charge, but I couldn’t see any sign of them yet.

      It was the reason why the four of us were holding back from using our full powers at this time. We were waiting for them to come forward, make themselves known. I doubted that Cyron would be commanding this charge himself, but he would probably send one of his familiars with the undead to keep control over them.

      After a few long minutes of fighting, I felt the power on the battlefield surge as a man wearing long robes stepped forward.

      No, not a man, I realized. Long black hair drifting all the way down to his waist and left unencumbered didn’t do much to hide the long, pointed ears that showed this one to be an elf. Definitely a male, though, as I saw a long, wispy beard growing on his chin. He came closer, showing the whole of his skin was covered in intricate runes, more than I could count and many I’d never seen before. They were glowing in a sickening mixture of greens and reds, extending beyond his skin like they had been branded there, like my runes had been. His hands were raised, looking like he was putting more effort into defending the undead as they continued their charge. He looked up, scanning the battlefield.

      I felt a chilling, irrational fear as his eyes landed on me. There was no hatred or anger in his gaze as he started walking toward us at a leisurely pace, conveying the impression that although there was a battle happening around him there was no reason to hurry. His long black and grey robes flowed behind him as the undead creatures seemed to step over themselves to get out of his way.

      “Sisters,” Abarat said, coming close enough that we could hear him, although the way his voice boomed across the battlefield made it seem as though we would have been able to hear him from any point on it. “The three of you fighting here is like a sand castle standing against the oncoming tide. An admirable effort, true, but you must know you have no chance for victory. And why would you want it? You defend the very same humans you fought against when we were as one, however long ago that was.”

      There was something hypnotic about his voice, I realized. Something in each word that sank into my mind like silken ropes, light and unassuming, and yet bending me toward the will behind them. I felt the courage I had been putting forward starting to wilt.

      I blinked, feeling a shot of power rushing across the sky, watching it charging toward the wall. I could feel the way it seemed to be sucking the light out of the air, drawing on it, using it to add to the power of the strike. By the time it hit the wall, the destruction would be truly horrific, opening the city behind to attack by these monsters.

      I took a step forward, gripping my sword with sweaty hands and pushing as much power as I could into the blade, to the point where I felt it growing hot in my hands as I stepped forward in front of the blast.

      “Grant, no!” Aliana screamed. I could feel the doubt from the three sisters and knew that they had been similarly affected by what Abarat said, and might even be feeling it a bit stronger than I was, considering his words had been directed at them like a spell. More so, I mused, since they knew the elf and from what I’d heard of their history, actually fought alongside him. I could imagine their bond to him being similar to what they shared between themselves, and even with me—and Abarat had used their moment of hesitation to attack.

      Leaving me as the only barrier between his attack and our defenses. I gripped the sword tighter, feeling it slipping in my grasp as I watched the bolt of power speeding toward me. Time seemed to slow as I raised my blade, feeling my power arcing through my body, sending jolts of pain which I had to ignore as I sent a blast forward to meet Abarat’s.

      In the second when both attacks connected, I wasn’t entirely sure what happened. I hadn’t cast any kind of spell, just unleashed the power the blade was able to draw out of me, and yet when it connected with Abarat’s blast, I watched as both seemingly imploded. A low whine could be heard as they were sucked into each other like a storm gathering force for a tornado, and in a blast of unleashed power that echoed across the field, disappeared, leaving a massive crater in the middle and obliterating what creatures had been standing in its path.

      As the smoke and debris cleared, I looked around, seeing that there was a clear line between myself and Abarat. As he stared me down, there was something in me that wanted to run away and hide behind a rock to escape his glare. Once again, it wasn’t angry, or even overly confrontational. If anything, over the distance it looked like he was genuinely curious about what I’d done.

      Him and me both, I noted, gripping the sword tighter. I still had no idea what the hell kind of power my sword was capable of, although I was more than willing to find out.

      “You are a bold one,” Abarat said, his voice soft as he started walking toward me across the battlefield. In between steps, he blinked out of sight.
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      I paused, looking around at the hundreds, if not thousands of undead that were starting to attack the walls. The mages were doing their best to thin the horde, and the archers had moved behind the defenses to rain arrows down on our attackers, but they were still managing to scale the walls, sometimes climbing over their fallen to crest the top. The fighting atop the walls was growing heated as the Lancers poured in to hold their assault off.

      Where had Abarat gone?

      I looked around, feeling the spike in energy that usually came with a portal opening, realizing that the man had stepped in behind me. I dove backward, rolling over my shoulder to regain my feet as I watched a bolt of power soaring over me, striking where my head had been less than a second before. I came to my feet, using my blade to redirect the next strike.

      “Who are you?” Abarat asked, tilting his head as he pulled a short, arming sword from deep inside his cloak. “You seem familiar. Your presence is known to me, and yet your face does not bring a name to mind.”

      “I’m Grant,” I replied. “I was there when you were brought out of that coffin of yours.”

      “Ah, yes, Grant,” he said, smiling as he managed to mispronounce my name in a way that made it sound better and more melodious than before. “You were the one to swing the sword, that sword, which freed me. I would have preferred the blood of a dragon to a simple human mage, but we must all resign ourselves to small sacrifices.”

      “If you hate humans so much, why are you fighting for one?” I asked as I took a step forward, trying to buy time. I hoped the three sisters would come out of whatever spell Abarat had cast on them to come help me since I could feel that in terms of sheer power, I was absolutely no match for the elf standing in front of me.

      Abarat sneered, raising his hands, showing off a pair copper braces wrapped around his forearms. “Human arrogance is a thing of much amusement to me, I’ll have you know. I’m not sure how long Cyron thinks he can hold me without consequences, but I am curious enough about his ambitions to not fully sabotage him. What is your excuse?”

      “Well, I am human,” I stated, pointing out the obvious. “Why wouldn’t I fight alongside my kind?”

      “Except you aren’t, are you?” Abarat asked as he circled me, swishing his blade around in a series of glitteringly intricate patterns, some even making out what looked like runes out of thin air. “You have been fighting alongside elves and djinn, for causes not your own. In fact, you have been something of an outsider your whole life. Explain to me why a slave would choose to fight for the lives of his former masters.”

      “Technically, I am fighting against them, since they are on Cyron’s side,” I said, steeling my resolve. “All things considered, though, I would say just about anyone could unite against the kind of common foe that Cyron has proven himself to be.”

      “A good point, well made,” Abarat said, but his tone sounded condescending, like he hadn’t been expecting me to make any kind of point at all and was impressed by that alone. “However, as delightful as this conversation might be, I am afraid I must bring it to an end. I am glad you chose to die with honor, Grant. Greater men than you have wept and begged for mercy. I cannot tell if I should commend you for your courage or chastise you for your stupidity, but I digress. Goodbye.”

      I could see him gathering power, but what came wasn’t an outright attack. What he launched at me felt like long, slimy tentacles that quickly wrapped around my ankles and reached for my sword hand. I pulled away, losing my balance. I could feel my limbs slipping smoothly out of their grasp as I quickly fell back, stumbling to regain my balance and put some distance between Abarat and myself.

      I was only partially successful, since Abarat was on me almost immediately, his light and quick-moving blade spinning toward me in an intricate series of attacks. Even though I had the advantage of range with my blade, I quickly ended up on the defensive, having to pull back step after step as his masterfully-handled blade attacked again and again, missing my throat, head and heart by mere inches on multiple occasions.

      As Abarat suddenly gave me a moment of respite, I looked down, seeing myself sporting a handful of light wounds across my chest and arms which were openly weeping blood. I gritted my teeth. I couldn’t defend myself forever. If only I had some allies that would help me…

      My thought was accurately translated across my bond with the three sisters, breaking them out of Abarat’s spell. I could feel the ground shaking as Abarat turned to face the massive falcon and wolf that were charging at him. Braire’s snake looked like it was too deeply engaged with the rest of the undead to aid us.

      I watched as he flicked his blade around, quickly creating what looked like a ward out of thin air to block a bolt of lightning from Norel. He sidestepped Aliana’s pair of strikes and quickly shoved her to the side as the four of us, plus the two beasts, circled him.

      Abarat smiled. “Even at the height of your powers, the three of you were no match for me, which was why you asked for my aid in the first place. Even with your interesting addition here,” he pointed his blade at me, “you stand no chance of defeating me.”

      I gritted my teeth, but I couldn’t help realizing that he was right. He was at the height of his powers, even while bound to Cyron. We wouldn’t be able to defeat him unless he was weakened somehow.

      I took a deep breath. Aliana, Norel, and Braire needed to retreat, get back behind the defenses and hatch a plan. If I could help them survive to do that, I would. I moved forward, feinting a attack with my sword which Abarat quickly swung low to block but I reversed my grip, switching the blade over to my left hand as my right, with the branded runes burning a bright yellow, came forward with a shield wrapped around it. Abarat’s eyebrows raised in surprise a moment before my shielded hand crashed into his skull.

      Abarat was sent stumbling back a few steps, which irritatingly gave him enough space to regain his balance and his composure. I watched as his expression turned into his first glare of anger since the battle started. He raised his blade, and I saw the runes inscribed into it starting to glow a sickly green. I raised mine in defense, not sure what kind of attack was coming or if I would have time to defend myself. Then Braire’s wolf suddenly crashed in, howling a blood-curdling cry as it tackled Abarat, roughly tossing him to the ground, huge jaws coming down on him. For a moment, it seemed like it was going to work.

      Until low, primal growls turned into whimpers of pain as the massive, horse-sized wolf was suddenly tossed aside like a bug. I could see a smoking hole appear in its dark fur as the wolf whined and howled, struggling to quickly back away from the flurry of attacks Abarat was throwing its way.

      “No!” Braire roared, rushing to deflect the attacks, trying to defend her beast. I charged in, trying to draw Abarat’s attention away, sending a series of white flashes toward him, which were quickly eliminated as Abarat flicked his blade, easily avoiding the strikes and sending a handful right back at me.

      “Shit!” I dove to the ground and rolled to avoid the five strikes he had sent. From the way they cut into the stone ground, I knew they’d have little trouble tearing through my body no matter what kind of armor I was wearing. I was starting to question why I was wearing any in the first place, if most attacks would just tear right through them. I rolled to the left, pushing myself to my feet as I raised a shield against Abarat’s next attack.

      It worked, the impact showering sparks all around the battlefield as it sent me stumbling back a few steps. I looked up, realizing that the other three were handling themselves just as well. The falcon was trying to draw attention away from the people on the ground but not doing a great job of it since Abarat was more than capable of keeping all of us on our heels at the same time.

      This isn’t working, I thought. Braire was distracted, working to defend her beasts from Abarat’s attacks with little thought toward actually attacking. Her emotional connection was distracting Aliana and Norel, who were having just as difficult a time sending attacks Abarat’s way. If this continued, one of us would make a mistake and we would all be dead in short order. We needed to do something.

      I felt something new surging inside me. Something white-hot, flooding my consciousness as I looked at the battle happening around us. Since we were holding Abarat’s attention, the battle seemed to the fairly even. The men on the walls were able to hold the undead horde back, but since they kept on coming, it was only going to be a matter of time before things took a turn for the worse on that front as well. We needed to pull back, regroup, and think of a new strategy.

      Norel looked over at me, a panicked expression on her face as she realized I was right. Thoughts weren’t shared, but her annoyance over the realization was easy to read.

      I sucked in a deep breath, flooding my blade with as much power as I could spare. Things were coming to me more easily, helped by the cold fury I felt rushing through my body. I couldn’t explain it. I stepped toward Abarat, who felt that he could afford to pay less attention to me until I was actually attacking. I felt the blade heating up and joining with my branded runes as I rushed forward, taking a handful of light steps while I summoned as much power as I could and launched a wave-like strike.

      Abarat’s sudden look of surprise was all I needed. He was going to be able to absorb the impact, but it would take most of his attention, which would allow for something else to come in and deliver a finishing blow. I was under no kind of illusion that we’d be able to kill him here, but if we were able to force him back to recover and regroup, we might be able to do the same. It was a desperate tactic, but it was called for.

      Abarat raised his arming sword and formed a shield in front of his body with a quick flick. I gasped, trying to follow his movements to maybe emulate them at a later point. The strike lashed out and caught him. Even with his shield up, he was sent stumbling back a handful of steps as the strike disappeared in a shower of sparks. I gritted my teeth, trying to call up another attack, but there was nothing I could do that would be able to tear through that shield.

      Suddenly, another figure joined the battle. Long, sinuous, and slithering across the ground at an impressive speed, I almost missed it until Abarat spun around, trying to hit it with his sword and missing. The snake coiled up around Abarat’s legs, wrapping around and trying to lay down strike after strike with its venomous fangs, aiming to thoroughly tear into the man. Abarat was clearly struggling to defend himself, but I knew it wasn’t going to last. Any attempt to attack the elf now would serve no other purpose but rob ourselves of our chance to escape.

      It was tempting to stay, I mused as I watched the serpent sink its fangs into Abarat’s thigh. The elf roared, his blade lashing out and cutting deep into the snake’s side. It jumped away, faster than anything I’d ever seen, with black blood leaking from where the blade had bitten in.

      Aliana had raised her hand. I watched her forming a portal as I started running over to where she was standing. Braire looked the most reluctant to leave, but even she realized this wasn’t sustainable, so it wasn’t long before she pulled that pebble out of her pocket again and tossed it upward. In a blink of an eye, I could see the beasts disappearing into thin air. I had to ask her what kinds of runes that she had inscribed into that damned pebble.

      Soon, the four of us were gathered and I felt the twisting and dragging sensation as we stepped through the portal. It opened up on the walls that had been set up, where we could still see and hear the fighting. I looked down at the open space where we’d left Abarat behind. He was quickly pushing himself to his feet, limping on his left leg as he moved. He looked up at us for a moment before he opened another portal and beat a hasty retreat as well.

      “We need to help them push the attack back!” Norel said, pointing at the men and women still struggling to keep the undead from rushing past them. The fighting was fierce, but while it seemed like they might have a hold on things, that wasn’t going to last. The undead were still coming out of the mist in droves and there seemed to be no end to them.

      “No,” I said, taking a step forward. “Sound a retreat. We’ve lost too many defending these walls. Send them all back to the fortress. It can be held with fewer men.”

      Braire nodded, and so did Aliana. Norel shook her head for a moment, trying to come up with a good argument that would allow her to disagree with what I was saying, but it didn’t take long before she realized it was the only way. I knew why she was reluctant, though. The fortress was our last line of defense. Behind that was nothing except vulnerable women and children.

      Finally, she came to terms with it. “Sound the retreat,” she said. “We’ll stay behind with those who will keep the undead at a distance and use a portal to help them escape as well.”

      I nodded. As last-minute plans went, it was a solid as we could hope for.

      Horns and bells could be heard as the men manning the walls were quickly drawn back to the fortress. Most of those who remained were Lancers, struggling to contain the advance of the corpses on their own. The four of us rushed in, pushing the creatures back, tearing through their lines and opening a hole for them to fill as one last horn was heard, pealing three times. The rest of the men had made it back to the fortress.

      “Gather around!” Aliana called, and using Norel, Braire and myself as familiars, managed to open a portal large enough for all of us to use. It wasn’t long before we were back in the fortress, with the newcomers complaining about the headache that came with using the damned portals.

      I looked up with a smile on my face to peer at Aliana, who looked like she was on the verge of collapse.

      “It won’t be long before the attack continues,” Norel said softly. “If we are to come up with some creative solutions, we need to find them now.”

      I nodded. That fury was still inside me, but unlike the anger I felt whenever I thought of Cyron or Vis, it was something new. It helped me focus, instead of clouding it, making me a better thinker and a better fighter.

      “Cyron is controlling Abarat,” I said. “That, plus the undead army, means he has to be stretched thin. If his power is being used to that extent, he has to be using familiars in the droves. If we can find those familiars, it will be the weakest link in Cyron’s chain. If we kill them, he and Abarat will both be weakened.”

      Aliana, Norel, and Braire all shared a glance as they thought about what I was saying.

      “It’s not like we can just portal all over the damned Empire looking for them,” Braire said. “I’m guessing you have a plan in mind to help us find them quicker than it would take us to travel all across the countryside?”

      “I do,” I said with a nod. “Cyron can’t be far from them, and he can’t be too far away from his familiars either, since that would weaken their link to him. Which means they have to be somewhere close, and since they’re using all their power to fuel Cyron’s, they need to be somewhere protected, where they can’t be found and killed by happenstance. There are only a handful of places close enough in this area to do that.”

      Aliana nodded. “What did you have in mind, Grant?”
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      I closed my eyes, gripping Aliana’s hand with my right and Norel’s with my left. They both connected with Braire to complete the circle. This was my first time doing anything like this, and I was well aware of the kinds of problems that could arise. Considering my time spent training to be a familiar, I had more than enough knowledge of what could go wrong. What was I lacking in experience could be made up for by the three I had bound myself to.

      I was still surprised that they had agreed to fill in as my familiars in this situation. I had expected some kind of annoyance and resistance to the plan itself since it might be best if someone who was more familiar with the techniques were to take charge, but there was a genuine feeling of trust coming through my bond with the three of them. They trusted me to get the job done and not lead them astray, all while giving me full command of their power for the moment.

      I closed my eyes, letting my consciousness spread out in that black wave I remembered from my training sessions with Aliana. I wasn’t looking to grow any trees, of course, not this time, but I did feel like I could reach out and touch everything that was happening around us. My mind brushed over the men that were fighting for their lives and those of the helpless and vulnerable civilians behind them, all of whom had been moved into the central fortress where they would be less vulnerable to attack. As I touched on them, I could feel despair starting to fill their ranks as they watched wave after wave of enemies rushing at the walls. The way the streets had been made, they were isolating the attackers, nullifying their numbers to the point where they were all funneled toward the gate, making them easy targets for the men atop the walls.

      But there were just so many of them. I took a moment to reach into their minds, draining the despair and fear from them, pulling away at the exhaustion that was starting to form. They were fighting with renewed strength and vigor, their minds clearer, bodies sharper.

      It wasn’t much, I realized, and only a temporary measure, but it was at least something.

      I reached through the air, my consciousness soaring over the battlefield, watching it unfold, watching the undead still swarming out from the mist in even greater numbers now. They looked like ants in the way that they were rushing over everything in their path. There wasn’t much time. I pushed forward.

      My first stop wasn’t that far away from the city, I thought. It was a place that had nagged at the back of my mind ever since we had come back there after visiting the underworld. Something about it had seemed familiar, in a way. Not quite that, though, I mused. The way that Aliana and Norel had both seemed to block their feelings away when arriving in that place, not wanting me to feel them as they stepped inside. I hadn’t been sure what it was, but if they felt that way about it, maybe Cyron and Abarat did as well?

      I pushed my mind into the place, looking around. It looked different when I was like this, floating free from my body. There was an old glow, a radiation coming from the walls that I’d never felt, much less seen before. There were the illuminated pools I remembered from my first time with Aliana, the way that the cave seemed almost like a second home.

      There were no familiars here, I noted, taking a deep breath. I was about to pull away to try and find the ruins when something moved out of the corner of my eyes. My head whipped around, and there it was again, just a flicker of motion, a gentle light that was drawing my attention. I pushed myself deeper into the cave, hunting the light down as it finally came to a stop at the back of it.

      The light turned around. It was in the form of a man, no, an elf. The tendrils of light exposed a hint of those long, pointed ears I’d come to associate with the species.

      “I have felt your presence here before, mortal,” the light said, taking on a deep, melodic tone. “But never seen your face. Your mind has wandered and I have called to you, trying to bring you here. It’s about damned time, if you ask me.”

      I tilted my head, reaching instinctively for my sword but finding nothing. I didn’t have a body, not really, which meant that my sword had been similarly left behind.

      “My name is Grant,” I finally forced myself to reply. “Who are you?”

      “A remnant of an old species, decaying and almost gone from the world,” the light said.

      “Well, I know you’re an elf, anyway,” I said.

      “Yes, good!” the light replied, coming in closer. “I am pleased to know there are more of my kind still in the world.”

      “Three of them,” I said with a nod. “Well, four, but that last one has been enslaved to do the bidding of an evil mage who is looking to destroy my people. Can you help with that?”

      The light moved closer to me, to the point where I could see little pricks of light that were brighter than the rest, looking like eyes. “You fight to save humans?”

      I opened my mouth, then sudden remembered the state of diplomacy between the two races back when this one was still around. Humans and elves had never gotten along well, and I had to guess this one was a remnant of those who had been fighting for their survival.

      “Yes,” I finally said. “Saving humans is my goal. But there are three of your kind who fight alongside me and have been fighting for a while now. They want to save the humans as well.”

      I couldn’t help feeling that I was wasting my time here. There wasn’t much I could do to explain away the centuries and generations of hatred and bloodshed that had been shared between the two species, and yet there was a spark of hope.

      I quickly found that my fears had been misplaced as the figure took a step back, a smile touching his face. “It would be an honor to fight alongside humans once again.”

      The light leaned forward, and I felt the touch. It was a cool presence in my mind but it wasn’t exploring. It seemed to realize that there was little time for an exchange of information, and instead, was giving it freely. Images flooded my mind as thoughts, dreams and emotions filled me, all guiding me down the path of what needed to be done.

      “Do you understand?” the elf asked once it was finally finished.

      “I do,” I said, softly. I felt my consciousness spread, letting it fill the cave and then out into the forest, searching quickly and desperately for what I had been trying to find before. Once I did, I rushed back to my body.

      I gasped for air, realizing that I might have forgotten to breathe while I was gone. I blinked, my eyes adjusting to the changes in the world. It had been darker, somehow, like something out there had been draining the world of light, but as I returned, the sun was out again, gleaming in a field of light blue.

      It was still midmorning, I realized, taking in a deep breath. That didn’t seem possible, and yet…

      I turned to Aliana, pushing the fatigue that was filling my body aside as I gripped her arm.

      “We need to go,” I said.

      “Where?” Aliana asked, looking back at me. “Did you find where Cyron’s familiars are holed up?”

      “Yes, but that’s not where we are going,” I said. “We need to go back to the cave. We need to undo what the five of you did there.”

      Aliana’s lips parted as a horde of questions seemed to rush to her mind. How had I found out? Who had told me and from what perspective had it been shared? She wanted to explain, I realized, show that what had been done was with the best of intentions, as most acts of that magnitude were, but now was not the time. The elf knew it had been for the best, and there was no time to really get into it. The battle was still raging and we needed help.

      “To the cave, then,” Aliana finally said, her voice soft and full of emotion as she closed her eyes and, with a firm and painful twist through the portal, we were back at the cave, still seated in a circle.

      “What are we doing here?” Norel asked, looking around.

      I didn’t answer her, pushing myself up from the ground, struggling to gain my balance.

      “This is the cave where you all performed that ritual,” I said, my voice distant since I was trying to focus my mind on the spell the elf had shared with me. “You three, Abarat and Cyron all worked to save your kind from the destruction the elves were facing at the hands of my people. Cyron was the one to develop the spell, and he betrayed you. Abarat realized it almost too late but managed to alter it, keeping it from enslaving your people the way he is now enslaved and instead isolating them, saving them.”

      I moved to the back of the cave as the three sisters followed me, my hands searching through the rocks until I found a crack.

      “The action broke Abarat in a fundamental way,” I continued, trying to show the three of them that I understood. “His mind was lost in the spell, and all he could think about when he returned from it was vengeance on the man who had forced his hand that way. Spiraling out of control, he eventually was drawn to the darker arts, which was when you, Braire, saw that he needed to be bound to the underworld before he caused irreparable damage.”

      “What are you talking about?” Aliana asked, watching as I found the crack in the back of the cave and drew my sword.

      “The same spell that turned you into a djinn, Aliana,” I said softly, looking over at her. “You were the source for most of the power involved, so it touched you deeper than your sisters, binding you to a ring and turning you into a djinn. The rest of your people were similarly bound, although not turned into djinn, I don’t think.”

      I felt the power trickling from my body and into my blade as I watched the runes carved into the back of the wall start to glow when I pushed the blade into the crack. Against all odds, the weapon sunk into it, deeper than it should have, and the cave wall parted in half.

      “You always thought it was your fault that your people disappeared, all of you,” I said, my voice soft as I turned to the three sisters. “But in the end, your people were saved from destruction—just not how you originally intended. They were all of them bound into a magical artifact that saved their lives from the war but kept them bound similar to how Aliana was bound to that ring until I finally released her from it.”

      “Why didn’t Abarat want to use a weapon like that?” Norel asked as we started moving through the cave that had opened in front of us. “If he was desperate enough to use necromancy to defeat humans, you would think he wouldn’t mind taking up an artifact that was powered by the bodies and souls of the rest of elfkind, right?”

      “I guess there are some lines that even he would not cross,” I said softly as we started working our way deeper and deeper into the mountain. The darkness I had expected was put aside as I saw tiny blue lights illuminating our path into the tunnel. After what felt like forever and yet could not have been more than a few minutes, we finally reached the end of the tunnel. It opened up into a massive chamber, illuminated by something yellow and red that was flowing like a river around what looked like a small island. The island had a small pedestal on it, where I could see a small lamp being held away from the heat.

      I gritted my teeth, remembering the elf’s words and memories. The chamber looked mostly abandoned but as we started to approach the tiny island, I could feel the ground starting to shake. After a few moments, Aliana, Norel, and Braire started to feel it too. I guessed that the reason why I was the first to notice it was that I had been expecting it. I growled, pulling my sword from its sheath.

      The rumbling became a deep yet ear-splitting roar as a massive monster pulled itself up from the glowing yellow river, chunks of earth peeling away from it. It looked, in many ways, like the hellhounds we’d had to deal with when we fought Cyron in the underworld, with one crucial difference.

      This one was larger than the average house, with massive shoulders bunched up as it looked down at us, a low, rumbling roar tearing from its huge jaws.

      Aliana, Norel, and Braire prepared for a fight, but I raised my hand.

      “It’s a guardian,” I explained, gripping my sword tighter in my hand. “If we can break the bond of your people with the artifact, we won’t need to kill it, only distract it. For the most part, anyway.”

      The three paused, looking around. I could feel hints of doubt creeping into their minds. They were starting to wonder if I was a sound choice to lead them into this fight.

      “Trust me,” I said in a soft voice. “Please.”

      Finally, they nodded.

      “What do we do?” Aliana asked.

      “We need to draw the creature away from the center of the chamber,” I said, pointing over to the side of it that was larger, a place that would give the three of them room to evade the creature should they be successful. “One of us needs to be able to reach that little island in there and break the lamp. Once that’s done, the creature will have nothing to defend anymore and will leave us alone.”

      The three of them nodded, feeling a sense of urgency as the creature started to charge at us.

      “Ali, you’re the one who needs to do it,” I said. “You’re the only one who can withstand the heat of that river well enough to reach the other side, and… Well, it’s a long jump. I assume you can use your wings to help?”

      Aliana nodded. Opening a portal in a place like this would be too dangerous. One miscalculation and she would find herself dropping into the river.

      I took a step back, flooding as much power into my blade as I could as I watched the creature trying to pick out which of the targets it would attack first. As I took a step forward, launching a blast of light at its face, it roared in anger, finding its target and rushing forward.

      I waited until the last second before diving to the . Norel and Braire had already gone in that direction, with Aliana subtly drifting away to the right. Tactics never needed to be worked on again, I realized as I jumped to my feet, watching the massive creature. Unable to break from its charge in time, it crashed into the wall of the cavern behind me. I gripped my blade tighter, watching as Norel and Braire started firing magic spells at it, trying to draw its attention, but it seemed to have focused on me.

      On the bright side, Aliana had an open path toward the island and took her chance, starting to sprint toward the heated river of lava.

      I gritted my teeth, watching as the monster’s attention was drawn away from me toward her.

      “I’m still right here, asshole!” I roared, waving my sword, trying to draw its attention. When that failed, I pushed more power into the blade and launched another ranged attack at it. It struck the massive hound right in the eye, drawing its attention back to me. It roared, and a flicker of movement in its throat and mde me realize I was in danger.

      Something heated rushed forward, a bright red that was almost painful to look at directly. I had no time to dive away, so instead I raised my sword to block it.

      A moment of searing heat rushed across my arms, drawing a roar of pain from me as I quickly backed away. The sword had done its job in deflecting the attack, but the heat still washed over me. I could feel it singeing my skin to the point where I saw blackened spots where the heat had scorched my clothes.

      I wasn’t going to survive another hit like that, I realized, quickly backing away and sprinting off toward where Norel and Braire were already waiting for me. I watched another ball of fire launch at me and quickly changed directions, diving away from the searing heat I could feel at my back then rushing toward the edge of the room, unsure of what I was going to do once I reached it.

      Once I did, I turned around. Norel and Braire were able to mostly distract the creature to give me enough time to see what Aliana was doing.

      She had reached the edge but even with her natural resistance to the heat, there was still something holding her back. I took a deep breath, watching as she took a couple steps back and made sure that the beast was thoroughly distracted before rushing toward, taking a running leap toward the river in front of her.

      I could see her wings spreading out further than I’d ever seen them as she made an honest attempt to reach the tiny little island in the middle of the river. Even with her wings giving her a bit more distance over the air, I couldn’t help feeling that she was dropping just a little too quickly.

      “No,” I whispered, reaching into myself, trying to find a spell, any spell that could help her reach the other side—or failing that, drag her back. We would find another way. We had to. She couldn’t die. Not now, not from this.

      Something moved, dropping from the top of the cave. It was truly massive, coming down faster than anything I had ever seen before, as a low roar indicated that it was another monster, not human. And yet, a hint of recognition filled me. It had been moving since Aliana had started her jump—and it was going to reach her, just in time.

      What hint of doubt I felt that the creature might be there to defend the lamp was smashed to pieces as I recognized the wings, the skin, and the way the dragon tilted its head to look at Aliana, a massive talon reaching down to catch her just as its huge wings flapped, giving them enough space to reach the island.

      “Frarris!” I called, grinning like an idiot as I watched the dragon take to the air once more, looking down at the hellhound as it launched a projectile at her.

      “Get out of the way!” I warned. Norel and Braire didn’t need my interjection, rushing to the side of the cavern as Frarris looked down at the monster, looking like she was taking a deep breath before releasing what looked like a steady stream of green flame at it. The impact was too bright for me to look at directly. I turned away, trying to ignore the blast of heat I felt on the side of my head that knocked me back a few steps. Then I saw Aliana picking the lamp up off the pedestal and drawing one of her daggers, hammering it home onto the piece. It shattered.

      The change in the room was almost instant. I felt a chill rushing through the air as the river of lava suddenly cooled, giving me a view of the still-glowing cinders as the river itself turned solid in a single stroke. The only light in the room now was the pile of destroyed limbs that was still flickering with the green flame Frarris had launched at it. I couldn’t help a soft laugh as Frarris dropped onto the ground where the river used to be, allowing Aliana to climb up over her wing since it was still presumably too hot for the djinn to walk across.

      I jogged over to where the three sisters were now together on the other side of the chamber, speaking quickly and excitedly in elvish before turning to face me.

      “Is that all?” Norel asked. “Was there anything else we needed to do?”

      “No, the elf told me all we had to do was break the lamp,” I said, looking around. I was honestly a bit disappointed by the lack of results to be seen in the cavern but considering the amount of magic that had gone into making this place what it was, there was a lot I didn’t understand about it.

      “We need to rejoin the battle,” Braire said with a firm nod. “Whatever happened here doesn’t take away the fact that there are still hundreds of people dying while fighting the undead back at the city. We need to help them, one way or another.”

      I nodded, turning to face Frarris as she looked down at us expectantly. “I expect you can find your way to the capital?”

      Frarris snorted, giving me the impression that my lack of trust in her skills would not be forgotten as she flapped her wings, pushing herself up into the air and out of sight. I turned back to Aliana, gritting my teeth.

      “It’s time to return to the fight,” I said, and she nodded, quickly opening a portal for us to step through.
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      As we returned to the fortress, I noticed a massive change in the overall climate in the area. There was something happening that was apparent even as we were coming back through the portal. Cheers could be heard from where we landed and as we looked around, we saw that the battle-worn and weary troops which had been fighting Cyron’s undead forces back all morning had been replenished somehow. Tall men in what looked like gold and silver armor were fighting alongside them, helping to push the corpses back.

      Not men, I thought with a small smile. Elves. Hundreds of them. Most looked like they were soldiers, ready for battle as they cut down what corpses had managed to reach the tops of the walls, while the rest used their longbows, shooting at those that remained on the ground. More than few, however, were dressed in long, flowing robes of purple and red and were summoning all kinds of spells,sending them down in flurries of strikes that shook the ground we were standing on.

      “Impossible,” Aliana said softly, tears starting to brim in her eyes as she looked at the view of her people back in the land of the living, finally released from the prison that had kept them for however long, fighting against the evil that had sought to end them all that time ago. Seeing the reaction in the sisters’ eyes was enough to bring tears to mine, as I could feel the same utter wonder starting to fill them. It was almost enough to make me forget that there were a few troubles that still needed to be handled.

      Almost.

      I took a deep breath, closing my eyes as the memories that had been shared with me by an elf that I could see was deeply engaged in the battle on the ramparts came to the forefront. More was shared than he intended, I thought, a result of the sudden and very urgent need to bring about the end of their captivity. I’d learned more in those few seconds than I could have in years of training. Not to bash Aliana or her form of training, which was rather spectacular, of course.

      Aliana turned to me, her smile and joy quickly fading when she saw the pained look on my face as I tried to make a quick and unnoticed exit.

      “Where are you going?” she asked, taking my hand in hers and making me turn around to face her. I steeled my nerve. I knew she wanted to come with me, wherever I was going, but she really needed to be with her people again to help them fight and win.

      “There’s something I need to do,” I said softly, pulling her hand to my lips and kissing her open palm. “Something I need to do alone.”

      She opened her mouth, a gentle shake of her head telling me that she knew where I was going and wanted to say it was something better done with someone there to guide me, but she also seemed to know that any urging would fall on deaf ears. She’d known since our first stay in the cave that I was going to take my revenge on Vis for murdering my parents, and that it was something I’d do by myself. No help, no assistance.

      She nodded. “Be safe.”

      I smiled, leaning in to kiss her lips softly as I flicked my hands around, gently pushing the spell into the runes. I could feel the familiar spike in energy behind me as I took a step back, feeling myself twisting and arcing through the portal which quickly dropped me, breathless and struggling for balance, in front of the ruins we had camped in before. I knew it had to be here. There had been some talk about defending this place so as not to leave it as an easy campsite for our enemies, but there had been greater needs elsewhere. It was either here or the cave, and since the latter had been checked when we freed the elves, the former was the only solution.

      As I stepped inside the ruins, I could hear the soft chanting I was familiar with. It was one of the best ways to get more than two or three minds melded into the work of being a familiar, meaning that I’d guessed well.

      It hadn’t been a guess, not really. I remembered seeing the power coming from these ruins as I had been rushing back from the cave after my meeting with the elf spirit and knowing it was likely the spot where the familiars were placed, so I knew it was the first place I had to look when I came for them.

      On my own. I pulled my sword from its sheath, feeling the power pulsing in the air around me, but it was all being fed elsewhere. None of it was being used here. In fact, all the mages present, two and a half dozen of them, seemed to be in a state of stupor. They looked like they had started mediating, but as Cyron had drawn more and more power out of them, there was very little left to give.

      All but one, it seemed. There was a pair of eyes following me as I stepped into the room. They kept following me as I moved closer, blade in hand, the runes on it glowing a pale white.

      Vis pushed himself to his feet and moved over to greet me. He looked tired. Like the rest of the familiars he had been pushed to the limit, and yet for some reason he had broken away from the chanting as the rest continued.

      “So, the slave returns to his master,” Vis said with an annoyingly calm smile as he pulled a sword that was hanging from his waist. I glared at him, struggling to contain myself as I moved forward. I watched as he pulled the same spell I’d seen him use a hundred times in our combat training. It was something that came easily to him, and the natural movements and muscle memory might have helped him had I not been recreating this fight in my mind for what felt like forever at this point. I stepped in, ducking into the flash of lightning that arced toward me, not waiting to see it fizzle harmlessly into the warded walls, then pirouetted on the balls of my feet as I predicted his thrust with the blade followed by the strike with a ward on my feet.

      I felt the ward wrapping around my ankles but I kept moving, both of us watching as the binds slipped off me. Vis had only a moment to register his surprise as I continued the spin, using my momentum to swing the longsword toward his head. He jumped back just in time but was still left with a long cut that followed his cheekbone.

      “Well, then. Someone’s been teaching you to fight, Grant,” Vis said, looking around and trying to find any kind of advantage. I knew what he was thinking. I didn’t need any bonds to know it, either. The confusion in his eyes told me he was wondering how I’d gotten so powerful in such a short amount of time. It never once occured to him that his ward had slipped due to the slippery nature of my power. I had learned to contain it, hold it, but others would need more time to grow accustomed to that.

      I smiled. The cold fury in me was back. I was seeing every move Vis made, running it through my mind along with everything I knew about the man and predicting his every move. I knew I shouldn’t be toying with him but at this point, it was just me and him, and there would be no witnesses to what happened.

      “Aren’t you full of surprises?” Vis said, trying to show some hope as he rushed toward the door and escape but was cut off as I flooded power into my blade and launched a strike at him, sending him stumbling back.

      I didn’t say a word. I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of seeing how furious I was just having him in front of me. I gritted my teeth, kept a firm smile and watched his every move. Aliana told me to be safe, and I had every intention of being just that. There was no need to underestimate him. Yes, I knew him, and I knew he was a sneaky bastard who was smart enough to have survived trying to betray Cyron. He would do anything to survive.

      I tilted my head as I watched him cast a spell I didn’t recognize, raising my blade in defense as I watched tendrils of power stretching out from his fingers. But they weren’t coming for me, I realized. They were arcing toward the rest of the familiars who were still stuck in the trance, supporting Cyron. As I watched, he took control of the power they were leeching out, taking hold of everything they had and turning it on me. Cyron would not forgive him for this but it was a matter of survival. He needed to get past me, and then he could probably talk his way out of his master’s revenge, most likely using the excuse that if he hadn’t done that, Cyron would have lost all his familiars anyway.

      A sneaky bastard who knew how to survive almost any circumstance, I realized. Except for when someone came wanting vengeance for dead family members, I mused, taking a step forward, watching as he gathered all the power rushing into his body into a powerful if wild shot aimed at me. I watched it arcing my way, waiting for a long moment before diving out of the way at the last second and rolling toward him as my blade arced up. I watched his look of power change to one of horror as his right hand fell away, the stump that remained spouting blood over the men and woman assembled. They didn’t even flinch as they continued their chanting.

      “You bound their lives to yours, didn’t you?” I asked, watching him stumble back as he tried to stop the bleeding. “You may not realize it, but you just made my work here that much easier.”

      “Your work?” Vis asked, his eyes wide open. I could see the effects of shock starting to set into his body. “I thought you came here to take revenge for some farmers you barely knew.”

      “My family is my family, Vis,” I said, following him and placing my blade to his neck as he dropped to his knees. “My lack of knowledge of them doesn’t change the fact that you stole my future from me and forced me down a path of violence to serve someone else’s demands.”

      Vis nodded quickly. “Yes! Yes! It was Cyron’s commands that robbed your parents of their lives!”

      “And he will pay for that in due course,” I said with a nod. “But it was the pawn’s hands that took their lives from them. Simple they may have been, unimportant to you or even in the grand scale of things. But they were mine!” I roared that last word. “This is for my parents, you son of a whore!”

      I raised my blade and chopped it down. As close as I was, I could feel his warm blood splashing up from his severed neck to land on my hands and arms as his head bounced away under the force of the impact.

      I turned around quickly, hearing cries of pain as, one by one, the rest of the familiars fell to the ground. Some struggled, scrabbling for non-existent neck wounds until eventually they were all lying on the ground, dead.

      I took a deep breath, turning back to look at Vis’ lifeless corpse. There was something inside me that had changed but it was hidden deep, a complex emotion I had no time to fully process at the moment. I took the time to wipe my blade clean on Vis’ shirt before getting to my feet and exiting the room, quickly opening a portal that dragged me back to the fortress.
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      As I returned to the fortress, the one thing that struck me was the silence I was greeted with. It wasn’t full, of course, as there were still the sounds of people moving about the place, trying to pick up after the battle had moved elsewhere, but the near-constant din of fighting was gone. I looked around, seeing the almost awed reaction from the people who saw me. I wondered where that was coming from as I made my way to the gates where a handful of soldiers, too tired or too wounded to keep on fighting, had remained behind.

      “My lord!” one of them called as I approached, drawing my attention to the man as he ran over to where I was standing. “The Sisters Three have offered you an invitation to rejoin them at the battle front once you returned from your mission.”

      I nodded. “How goes the battle?”

      The man smiled, looking around at the two men with him. “The undead were forced back after the elves came to our aid, my lord. They lost their grip on the battlefield and the elves and whatever soldiers we still had standing pushed them back. They are retaking the city as we speak!”

      “Thank you,” I said with a smile. I still wasn’t in the mood for much of anything, really. The bloodlust in me had been all but spent when I’d killed Vis and the rest of Cyron’s familiars, and hopefully gone a long way in crippling his ability to control his army of undead monsters. I marched past the gate they opened for me and made my way into the city. The silence persisted as I made my way through the pieces of street that had been torn up during Cyron’s golem attack. Even as I closed in on the original battle site, I found that there were still no signs of battle except for the bodies of the dead littering the city streets. A far cry from the state it had been in when we’d originally returned to the city, but I wasn’t fully sure which was the better option. With the blistering sun hanging overhead, the smell was already starting to become unbearable. I gritted my teeth, keeping my hand on my blade as I passed by the original walls. It was only when I reached the edges of the city that I heard the sounds of fighting.

      It was a few minutes before I reached the front line. The ranks were manned by a mixture of the men in traditional Lancer armor, others who were wearing the scraps I’d come to associate with the soldiers fighting at the behest of the lords or maybe the civilians who had joined in our ranks, as well as the pale silver and gold armor of the newly-arrived elves.

      Aliana was the first to see me, running over and quickly wrapping her arms around me. She held me there for a long few seconds before taking a step back, silently looking me over from head to toe, noting but not commenting on the blood that still stained by clothes.

      “Is it done?” she asked simply, and all I had to do was nod before she tugged my arm, pulling me toward where the ongoing fighting.

      “I suppose we have you to thank for the horde’s sudden change in demeanor that came to pass not too long ago,” Norel said with a smile, coming over to kiss me firmly on the lips. “It seemed like all of a sudden a vast majority of Cyron’s undead creatures lost the will to fight and began to wander around the battlefield listlessly, without any true purpose. There are still enough of them fighting to pose a threat, but it would seem Cyron has lost control of most of his horde. We are killing what few we encounter that weren’t torn to pieces by their comrades. They are too dangerous to be allowed to wander unchecked.”

      I nodded, agreeing. I looked over our new battlefield, realizing Cyron was the one having to defend himself now. What remained of his creatures were taking up defensive positions on a hill that led deeper into the forest. I wondered if the man was considering retreat at this point, or if he would refuse to accept defeat and would fight to the last monster. From the way the creatures were defending that hill though, it seemed like Cyron was having them protect him with their lives. No, that didn’t sound right.

      I turned as Braire placed a light hand on my shoulder, offering her a smile. They all knew there was something different about me, something that had changed, but all three seemed to know it was a matter for another time and another place.

      “What do we do next?” I asked, looking at the three women. “Is Cyron holed up in that hill yonder? If so, why hasn’t he started retreating yet?”

      “Well, I would have to say he’s too arrogant to admit defeat,” Aliana said with a nod. “The man seems like he has more than a few tricks he’s willing to try.”

      I looked around the hills, watching the way the united forces seemed to be corralling the undead troops, keeping them unable to expand anywhere. There was still a lot of open territory leading into the forest as well as Abarat’s ability to open up portals that could allow them to escape, and I wasn’t willing to give them that luxury. By this time, after a day of having to command an army that required their magical powers to keep control over, the two of them had to be exhausted by this point as well as severely lacking in options.

      “We can’t let them escape,” I said softly, twirling my sword around to loosen my wrist. “We have to end this here and now. Otherwise, we’ll just be allowing them to do this all over again, in a place where we are in no position to defend. They are at their weakest here.”

      Norel nodded, and I wasn’t surprised to see even Braire agreed with me. It took Aliana a few seconds longer to come into agreement, but I assumed that was coming from a different place.

      “Give the command to the men on the front lines,” Norel said, guiding us over to where a handful of the nobles were sitting in awkward silence with the elves who had so recently joined their ranks. “They are not to let up on the assault. Maintain pressure at all times but take no unnecessary risks. Take that hill only if convenient.”

      “Ma’am,” Gahar said with a firm nod, his helmet resting at his side. “What do the four of you intend to do?”

      Norel looked around at her sisters and me before replying. “We’re heading into the jaws of the enemy to end this battle, once and for all.”

      Gahar nodded, pulling his helmet back on. “Best of luck, ma’am.”

      Norel nodded, turning to face Aliana as she started to perform the spell to open a portal that would take us behind the lines of undead. I took her right hand, feeling that same steely resolve starting to flood my body as I felt the four of us being tugged through the portal, twisting and turning as we were dropped out behind the hill the undead were trying to hold.

      Odd how Aliana’s portals were a lot more comfortable than mine, I mused, gripping my blade with both hands as I took the lead, heading up the hill. As we started to reach the crest, I saw a small tent set up with a dozen or so of the corpses standing guard. They started charging the moment they saw us.

      I raised my blade, quickly powering a strike that killed two of the dozen with a single slash. A third one came forward hefting a massive, double-winged ax and swinging it for my head. I parried the strike, sidestepping as the monster charged right past me as I slashed my blade in a riposte, neatly beheading the creature.

      By the time I was finished with it, the rest had been downed by the three sisters, who were looking at the entrance to the tent. I followed their gaze.

      Cyron was standing there, presumably drawn out by the sound of fighting.

      He looked exhausted. There wasn’t much change in his attire from when I’d last seen him, dressed as he was in long, flowing robes of black and purple. The fact that those colors were usually saved exclusively for the Emperor was not lost on me. Even so, he looked the part of a man who had put a lot of work into controlling a massive horde of the undead, as well as been forced into controlling them without any outside help over the last few hours of the battle.

      I gripped my blade, standing my ground. All the old doubts about my abilities were starting to resurface as I watched Cyron and Abarat, who stepped out behind him, a little to his left. I could feel my mouth drying and a tightening in my stomach which made me wonder if I really was ready. I turned to see that Aliana, Norel, and Braire were all flanking me, positioning themselves where if there was an attack, at least I wouldn’t be the only target.

      Cyron smirked, shaking his head. I could see him glancing down at the sword in my hands. Apparently, he still held a bit of a grudge over my having stolen it back in the first time we had fought. I felt a bit of pride over the fact that a simple former slave could best someone as powerful Cyron. It was a silly thing, I knew, but the twinge was still there.

      “Well, I suppose I have the three of you to thank for the death of my familiars,” Cyron said, forcing a smile as he took a step forward. I was trying not to show any sign that I was feeling intimidated, so I took a step forward as well.

      “Technically, you have Vis to blame,” I replied. I could see the three sisters circling around me, moving toward Abarat as I spoke to Cyron. “He was ready to fight me from the moment I entered the ruins. Once he realized he was going to lose, he took over their life forces to try and bolster his power. I killed him, they died, and that was more or less how things went.”

      “Yes,” Cyron said, noting that Aliana, Norel, and Braire were circling around, preparing for a fight. I could see he was already forming a spell as the runes all the way up his arms were starting to glow a deep, blood red. “Vis always was a self-preserving idiot who put his need to survive at all costs above the greater good. Either way, you are starting to bore me.”

      I raised my blade just in time to block a heavy strike flying from his fingers, glittering in bright reds and oranges as it flew into the forest behind me. I took a step forward, swinging my blade toward the man. He raised his hand to block the swing, and I felt my sword bouncing off the shield wrapped around his hand. I stumbled forward, quickly regaining my balance and sidestepping as I felt a powerful blast directed at my head. I lost my balance in the attempt and I felt the heat singeing the back of my head as I hit my shoulder, rolling and coming back up to hold my sword in front of myself like a shield as a third strike came.

      I could see the three sisters charging at Abarat, their quick flurries of strikes making the weakened and still-shackled elf stumble back toward the tent as he defended himself. I tried to raise some kind of attack but Cyron, as tired and weakened as he was, still posed a challenge that I didn’t know whether I could stand against.

      It was for the best, really. I had felt a hint of arrogance with how I’d managed to handle Vis. I needed a lesson that threw me back on the real strength of my style of combat.

      Evasion and attrition. I sidestepped to the right, trying to find my balance and my opening as I focused on defending myself, watching and waiting for my opening as I circled around Cyron. I could see his confidence starting to rise. There had been a hint of doubt in his mind over his state of exhaustion as well as the way I’d handled his familiars, but as he put me on the defensive, he started to grow in the fight, pushing me back inch by inch as I struggled to keep up. The signs of the man who had been one of the most powerful human mages in history were there, and while he was a bit slower than he had been when it had taken the four of us and more than a little trickery and luck to beat him, he was still a formidable fighter.

      “Interesting,” Cyron said, taking a moment to rest from his relentless attacks to regain his strength. “You have survived for a good while longer than I would have expected.”

      I wanted to use his pause to counterattack myself, taking advantage of how the man seemed to love the sound of his own voice as an opening, or maybe get a quick verbal barb of my own in, but it was all I could do to recover, putting up wards and shields around me to try and stay alive over the next few seconds of fighting. I had nothing to say, and no means of attack. There was no escaping the fact that I was hopelessly outmatched in this fight.

      For a moment, all I could see was Cyron as he stood in front of me, the runes on his arms starting to glow furiously as he prepared an attack that, for all I knew, could crush through any defenses I might be able to put up. I needed to find the energy to dodge it.

      And then suddenly, I looked up. Braire, engaged as she was in keeping Abarat contained, looked away momentarily to see my situation. She could feel the fatigue filling my body, as well as the hint of desperation that was starting to show on my features. For a moment, she broke away from her fight, pulling a pebble out of her pocket and tossing it over to me.

      I could see Cyron’s distraction as he turned to Braire, pointing his attack at her instead. He anticipated she’d join the fight against him, and wanted to be prepared. A hint of confusion showed when Braire ducked back around to join her sisters in their fight.

      The spike in power could be felt as a portal opened and a massive snake pushed through it, coiling around in the air, looking for its target and finding Cyron.

      He noticed the beast a second too late, watching as it jumped forward at an impossible speed, massive fangs digging deeply into the man’s thigh.

      Cyron cried out in pain, but there was anger there too as all the power he’d gathered to attack me and then Braire was now directed at the serpent that was pinned in place due to its attack.

      I didn’t need to think about it. Braire loved her beasts with a deep passion, something that had been compounded since they were her only friends and allies during her centuries stuck in the underworld. The fact that she was willing to put one of them in danger to save my life was touching, but at the same time, it showed a great deal of trust. She trusted me to at least respect her feelings toward the animals and try to keep them alive.

      As I watched Cyron swing his attack to the serpent, I knew what I had to do, and there was no hesitation in my action. I rushed forward, forcing my burning and aching muscles to move as quickly as they could. They still felt sluggish, but the fact that I was less than two paces away from Cyron saved me.

      In his current state, this was the largest opening I was going to see in Cyron’s defenses. It was interesting that I never even bothered to use it to strike a killing blow to Cyron’s neck or chest. That would be risking the snake’s life, and damned if I was going to be letting Braire down at this point. I roared, taking one last step and swinging the sword down as hard as I could on Cyron’s rune-covered arms, just as they were going through the last moves for the attack.

      Cyron looked down, expecting to see a dead and charred snake that had just absorbed every last inch of his fury, but instead, watched as his own blood sprayed the creature, making it jump away, exposing its fangs as it shook itself clean.

      I looked at Cyron, watching as his current position dawned on him. He was stubborn, I knew, but he had to know I had him beat in that regard if not many others. I brought my sword back up, swinging it toward his neck, but his arms came up to block it, shields appearing on them as well as wrapping around his stumps to stop the bleeding as he tried to heal and defend himself at the same time.

      I could feel my muscles screaming in agony as I pushed them harder, driving all the strength I had into pushing the blade down harder and harder. It wasn’t a battle of magic this time, I knew. It was a battle of wills. If I failed, Cyron would be able to attack me again, probably kill me and then be able to pick the sisters off one by one at his leisure. Hell, he would probably be able to regrow his missing hands. If I failed now, everything might be lost. I gripped my blade tighter, screaming in pain and effort as I pushed harder, driving Cyron to his knees.

      “No!” Cyron cried out as his shields suddenly disappeared. My blade sliced his throat open, digging deep—almost to his spine—before I pulled myself away, taking deep breaths as I tried to jump back to my feet, but my muscles betrayed me, sending me back to the ground again.

      I finally decided to use my sword for leverage, bringing myself up while leaning on it, wondering if there was anything I could do to help in the fight against Abarat. I was surprised to see that Abarat was lying on the ground, clutching at his throat as he struggled to breathe.

      “Our people,” Abarat said softly, looking up at the four of us. “They are free once more?”

      Aliana nodded, dropping to her knees next to the man. I could see that the braces around his arms had disappeared, signifying that he was no longer bound to Cyron, who had already bled out, but if Cyron had been using him as a familiar and bound the elf’s life force to his own, it meant that in cutting Cyron’s throat, I had killed Abarat as well.

      Abarat looked up to me, a pained smile on his face. “There’s something about you, human. With your presence along with the Elven-Trinity, I’m no match for you in my current state.” He pushed himself up, causing Aliana to stumble back in surprise. With a look of sorrow her way, he continued. “When we meet again, it won’t be so. My powers were hampered by Cyron’s, weakened… but no longer.”

      I prepared to lunge, the others too.

      “Enough life has been lost,” Norel said, stepping closer. “Put an end to it now. Surrender.”

      His laugh echoed, a horrible scraping sound to it. “I will be ready to accept your allegiance upon my return.”

      With a wave of his hand and a fierce glance my direction, light seemed to wink out around him and he was gone, taken by a portal.
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      The sisters went about burning the undead bodies, not wanting to risk leaving any of them behind. Still trying to wrap my head around the fact that Abarat was still out there, that he could strike at any moment without warning, I ambled over to where I’d left Cyron’s body.

      I had nothing to say to him, nothing of any worth, anyway. I looked around, picking up his severed right hand up to see that ugly little ring that had started all this. I pulled it off roughly, tucking it into my pocket before raising my arm, casting a bolt of fire onto his corpse, not bothering to stay and watch as the flames consumed it.

      “Are you all right?” Aliana asked, having pulled back from her sisters to speak with me.

      I nodded. “There are a couple dozen bodies in the ruins where I left them. I didn’t think to burn them at the time.”

      Aliana stepped closer to me and took my arm in hers. We started down the hill, the sun warm on our backs as we looked over the unified army below us, already taking care of the bodies that needed burning.

      “Do you feel any different?” Aliana asked. “When you said you wanted revenge on Vis for the murder of your parents, I encouraged it, saying that I didn’t think there seemed to be any downsides to the pursuit, and indeed it might help. So, I ask now…did it help?”

      I breathed deeply. I was tired, and at this point all I really wanted to think about was a good meal, which I hadn’t had since before the battle started. Yet, I knew my feelings about this needed to have some resolution before I could move away from everything that had happened here today.

      “I’m not sure,” I said after a long pause. “I felt something when I killed Vis, but it wasn’t satisfaction over revenge well taken but something…colder. Like I was closing the door to a part of my life I’d left behind years ago. My parents died a long time ago, too long for them to be anything more than a residual memory.”

      Aliana nodded, not wanting to speak or interrupt my thoughts.

      “I guess all this time I was more enamored with the idea of having a family again,” I said, my voice soft as we continued down the hill. “Revenge wasn’t going to change that, so while justice has been done, nothing is going to change the fact that… Well, I have a new family now. People I care for and who care for me.” I gave her arm an appreciative squeeze.

      “At the risk of changing the subject,” I continued, turning to look at her. “Why is it, do you think, that you chose to remain with me instead of celebrating this victory and mourning the dead with your sisters? With your people? You have to be glad they’ve returned, in some numbers at least. Why aren’t you with them?”

      Aliana sighed softly, her head drooping. I could see the way her horns seemed to dim and her wings dropped a few inches.

      “I’ve changed,” she finally said, looking up at me. “I may have been an elf once, but that was a long time ago. I’m a djinn now. I have horns and wings. Other changes were made in that spell that cannot be undone. I’m not an elf anymore.”

      I tugged her arm, pulling both of us to a halt as I turned to face her, my eyes looking deeply into hers. I wasn’t great with speeches, or giving any kind of advice, but there was just something so wrong about hearing her talk like that. I leaned in to lightly kiss her lips. I could feel that there was something that she was hiding.

      “You know I think you’re one of the wisest women I’ve ever met, right?” I asked, tilting my head as I watched her.

      She smiled and nodded.

      “So, you have to know that what you just said is complete and utter bullshit,” I stated, making sure her eyes didn’t stray from me. “Your sisters know it. The rest of the elves who were just brought back due to your actions know it. Hell, I’m just some nobody who was dragged into this nonsense with a bit of luck and crazy coincidence and I know it as well. You’re more than the sum of your appearance, Aliana.” I leaned in and pressed my forehead to hers gently, running my fingers through her hair.

      I could feel the tears starting to stream from her cheeks as I pulled her closer, wrapping her up in my arms and squeezing her gently to me.

      “You’re just a delightfully naïve idiot, you know that, Grant?” she said, pulling away and looking up into my eyes, smiling, tilting her head for a moment before standing on tiptoe and pressing her lips to mine in a long, delicious kiss.

      “Yes, I’m well aware,” I replied as we resumed making our way down the hill to where the rest of the people were starting to gather.
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      I could feel my muscles burning, my body struggling to keep up with what my mind knew it could do. Everything I was doing was ingrained in my muscle memory, which helped, but there was nothing to be done for stamina, and I was starting to feel mine starting to reach depletion.

      Damned if I was going to show it, though. I growled, pushing forward and feeling a surge in my muscles as I pulled Norel from her position atop me, laying her down roughly on her back. I positioned myself between her thighs, feeling a sense of determination shared between the two of us as I started to thrust myself deep inside her over and over again. My hands moved to grab her breasts which were bouncing each time I filled her. Norel grabbed one of my hands by the wrist, pulling it to her lips and sucking my fore and middle fingers into her mouth. The sensation of her warm mouth sucking them, simulating the way that she, Braire, and Aliana had taken turns treating my cock, only served to bring my mind back to the delicious image of the three of them kneeling in front of me.

      As images went, I couldn’t think of a single one that was more erotic, more arousing. I continued pounding into her, filling her again and again. I looked over at Aliana and Braire, who were lying on the side of the massive bed, watching us and toying with each other’s sore pussies as they did. There was arousal in them as well, and I felt tempted to drag them into it again. But they had been roughly handled over the past couple of hours and had earned a bit of rest.

      Honestly, so had I.

      I closed my eyes, taking a moment to focus on the firm thrusts instead of just pounding them forward. I could feel my pleasure starting to surge once more, starting to push toward a peak that I knew Norel was going to be sharing. I gritted my teeth, trying to control myself, holding back to let this delicious session last a little longer. I knew the next time was going to be my last, and if I stopped, I doubted I would be able to keep on going barring any magical help.

      And that just felt like cheating.

      Norel reached up to me, one hand curling around and grabbing my ass, urging me to pick up the pace once more as her soft, high-pitched moans performed a similar service. Her other hand reached up to run down my chest, not leaving marks with her nails this time, just enjoying the sensation of my body moving under her fingertips.

      “Please Grant,” she gasped, her eyes still closed as my fingers slipped from her mouth,” “Please… oh gods… I’m so fucking close… just… fuck me harder… please!”

      I was more than happy to oblige, leaning my body over hers, gripping her shoulders and holding her in place as my hips started to hammer forward faster and harder than before, driving both of us toward a long-overdue climax.

      I felt the pleasure surging through my body, a sensation she shared as her eyes opened, her fingers gripping me tighter as I pushed deep inside her. I felt her tight, wet pussy wrapping around me and her warm cum coating my cock and mixing with my climax as I pushed deeper, my burning and aching body pushed to the limit as I dragged her closer to me, my fingers digging into her sides.

      “Oh… fuck…” I groaned, my eyes closed as my body settled over her. She pulled me closer, her hands lightly running up and down my sides as we both slowly returned to our senses. I finally managed to gather enough mental acuity to pull myself over and lie down on my back next to her, my heart still hammering in my chest as I looked at the ceiling.

      In the weeks that had passed since the Battle of the Imperial City, which was what everyone was starting to call it, we had enjoyed more than a few luxuries that had been offered to us as war heroes. We had been moved out from the Lancers’ fortress and set up in one of the few mansions that were still standing. The fact that it was the Emperor’s mansion seemed to have been lost in translation. The ruler’s quarters had been sealed off, of course, but there were more than enough guest rooms to be used, and they were much larger than any I had ever seen. Even Norel’s now-leveled estate paled in comparison.

      Living in all the luxuries that were afforded to war heroes came at a price, of course. I couldn’t remember the last time I had a decent training session, something that I felt I desperately needed after nearly coming away from the fight without my life. I had started to feel wildly unprepared for any future battles that we might face.

      But our time had been occupied by the lords and ladies of the gentry, who seemed to see the four of us as the bond that kept the alliance in place with the elves we’d brought in for the fight. There was more than enough space left over in the city for the elves that arrived to settle in, and they were assured that if they decided to stay, they were more than welcome to do so.

      Despite Aliana’s assessment that I was a naïve idiot, even I couldn’t miss the fact that there were still a great many tensions between the two races that needed addressing, but the way people came together in times of adversity was something to be noted and cherished.

      We had been working hard to make sure that all the changes which came about in rebuilding the city did so without any kinds of hitches or problems. It was good work, I mused, and tasks that the sisters were more than up to. I found myself growing more and more interested in the minutiae involved in running and rebuilding of a city of this size.

      The only real complaint I had, aside from the lack of training, was the lack of time the four of us had together. We were able to indulge in our needs individually from time to time, but even those were few and far between.

      This was the first time the four of us had more than a few hours in the day to ourselves. Some might have said the wiser path would have been to train and prepare for any other conflict that might be coming the way of an Empire that had been so thoroughly weakened.

      For myself though, I had no regrets. I had enjoyed every second spent with the three of them and if the bond between us was any measure, they enjoyed it just as much, if not more. Aliana and Braire moved over to join us on our side of the bed.

      I looked around, still astounded that these beds were made so massive, like people had been planning to have more than a few join them in it and the beds had been built accordingly. Considering what I knew about the lives some nobles lived, I knew it wasn’t too far from the truth, and yet, not everyone could have a life like this, right?

      I peered up as I heard someone knocking at the door of the room, reaching down to pull a blanket over the four of us before calling, “Come in!”

      I wasn’t wholly surprised to see Gahar stepping into the room. His eyebrows shot up as he realized what he was stepping into, and he quickly averted his eyes.

      “Should I return another time?” he asked, keeping his back to us for the moment.

      “There’s no reason for that,” I said with a smile, leaning over to kiss Braire. There was no sense of experimentation or hostility in her anymore, and I appreciated that. She still brought a good deal of heat and challenge when we were fucking, of course, but that was something I never wanted her to change.

      “Of…of course,” Gahar said, turning back around to address us face-to-face, although he was very careful to keep his eyes on ours and not on what was being barely covered by the bedsheet I’d hastily pulled over us.

      “What do you have to report, Lord Gahar?” Norel asked, pushing herself up on the bed, not caring that her breasts were now exposed as she quickly worked to rearrange her hair. Gahar quickly looked away again, but as he was committed to reporting, he took a deep breath and gathered his courage.

      “Scouts continue to come in from the forest and the surrounding regions, my ladies, my lord,” Gahar said. “Some stragglers and survivors of the traitor Cyron’s undead army are still being found and put to the torch, but there are concerns as to who commands them, and where they are going.”

      “You can put those worries to rest,” Braire said. “The bodies have always been infused with spirits brought up from the underworld, and a few still have a great deal of autonomy. When lacking in a master, they tend to venture off on their own.”

      “Should we not be destroying them then?” Gahar asked, tilting his head.

      “Oh, no, definitely continue destroying them,” Braire said with a chuckle, leaning in to kiss my chest. “The twisted spirits of the undead are dangerous and difficult to contain. Best to remove the threat entirely.”

      Gahar nodded. “Reports from the various kingdoms around the Empire are middling. Some of the kingdoms, particularly those to the west, seem to be trying to hide their amassing of forces at our border while others are insisting that no advantage will be taken of our weakened situation, with some of the kings even offering all their support in rebuilding the city.”

      “That’s good news, right?” I asked, looking around.

      “Like Gahar said, middling,” Norel said. She was done with her hair and finally took the time to cover herself up for modesty’s sake. “Be sure to be cordial in any responses sent, but tell them that we are more than capable of rebuilding the damages caused on our own.”

      Gahar nodded. “One last bit of news. A messenger arrived earlier today bearing a letter with the Emperor’s seal. He has broken from his meditation in the mountains in light of the desolation that his Empire had suffered, and is returning to the capital.” Gahar bowed stiffly at the waist, having come to the end of his report, and clearly wanting to leave the room before he said or did something he would consider dishonorable.

      “He’s a good man, Gahar,” Norel said with a soft chuckle. “Deeply in love with his wife, which is why we made him a bit uncomfortable. Interesting news. The Emperor’s return to the capital city could be seen as good or bad news, depending on what he intends to do.”

      “Would that maybe be tossing us out of here?” I asked, pulling the sheet away as I started looking around for where my clothes had been tossed.

      “Of course not,” Norel said with a chuckle, handing me my shirt. “These are guest quarters, and he will want to be on good terms with the heroes of the hour. At first, at least.”

      I smiled, leaning down to kiss Norel as I pulled my trousers on as well. Whatever the Emperor had planned, I didn’t think it could be worse than the horrors we had faced thus far. What worried me most was the threat of Abarat.

      Without a doubt, we would soon be tested. Our situation was bound to be a dire one, but I could think of no three people I trusted more to handle it.
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      There aren’t many things better than having a nice drink with your friends and getting your dick wet after a long day at work—though the latter bit might have been better without the friends around. Personal opinion, though. I don’t judge if some guys like it.

      Well, I try not to, anyway. But it’s the thought that counts.

      I leaned back in my seat. The smile on my lips was pretty permanent. I’d gotten away from the guardhouse late, so the boys were ahead of me by more than a couple of ales. Boy, did it show.

      There were five of them here. I thought I’d seen eight heading out for some downtime. The other three might have already gotten started. The Wet Maiden doubled as both the local tavern and brothel, providing most of the vices this far out of the city. There weren’t many dice games, my vice of choice, but the drinks were good, the food was passable, and the women…

      Well, men of our status weren’t in a position to be overly picky. Even then, there wasn’t a bad selection. The beds were clean and so were the whores, so it was a nice place to spend time and coin when the time wasn’t being spent earning that coin.

      Most of the men working at the castle were married, with their wives living within the castle’s walls, so the number of bachelors among us was dwindling. Which meant we had to make up for the slack left by the rest of the weaklings.

      “No, wait. I’m serious.” A heavy hand settled on my shoulder. “Braks is the captain of the guard. That means he gets paid twice as much as the rest of us lowly guardsmen do.”

      I turned around. The man was sweaty and needed a shave, but he was unmistakably Corvin, a short stout fellow who was three years my senior. He was better with his fists than he was with any weapon, especially when he was drunk.

      He was particularly dangerous now, I realized, taking a whiff and then a step back, smiling at the woman the man had in tow.

      “That’s right. I do twice the work too, or do you forget the time you were too busy throwing your guts up to help me with the patrols?”

      “Psh. Water, bridge, under.” The man affected as serious a face as he could muster before turning back to the woman. “Not lying. One time, we ran into raiders, and he took a spear to the shoulder. He broke the spearhead off and then beat the raider to death with the shaft.”

      “Must have been quite the shaft,” the woman said with a coy wink.

      I smiled as my hand went up to my shoulder. It still hurt sometimes when it rained. “Well, not to death, just until he was unconscious. The fact that he died while we were escorting him back to the castle dungeon was completely unrelated.”

      Corvin shrugged, his mind already on something else. “Now, how much was your hourly rate again, Carla darling?”

      I grabbed Corvin by the shoulder and pulled him away from the woman. “Come on, Corvie.”

      “Dun call me that.”

      “Corvin,” I corrected quickly. “You’re not in any shape to handle a woman. Give it about half an hour, some cold water, and you’ll be good to go.” I winked at the woman, and she smiled back. Nobody liked handling Corvin when he was this deep in his cups.

      “Thanks, love,” she purred as I put Corvin down on a chair. “Should I get you another ale? You look a bit light.”

      “Appreciate it, Carla,” I answered with a smile. “If you could get a cup of cold water from the well for him, too, I’d appreciate that. Tell the boys I’ll be paying for the first hour with your gals.”

      She winked and moved away. I sat back down and finished the last dregs of my drink in anticipation of the next one. Corvin, for his part, had forgotten about Carla and was looking straight ahead at the wall in front of him. I snapped my fingers.

      “You all right there, bub?” I asked as he turned his attention to me. “Or are you done for the night?”

      “I’m right as rain, Braks,” he answered, slurring every syllable. “Right as rain. Say, why didn’t you join up with the king’s army? With your skills, you’re more fit for the king’s knights. Get to ride around in fancy armor, getting into proper fights instead of picking up poachers and robbers like us lot. So why are you slumming it with us ‘Deplorables’?”

      I narrowed my eyes at him.

      “What?” he asked defensively.

      I shook my head. “Nothing. I’m just wondering if you know what deplorable means.”

      “’Course I do, ya dimwit. It means too successful.”

      “That’s what I thought,” I grumbled under my breath.

      “What’s that?” he asked, leaning forward.

      “Nailed it right on the head, Corvin.” I smiled as Carla returned with a drink for me and a water for my friend. “Either way, I’m fine right here, thanks. But let’s not talk about work anymore, eh?”

      He tasted his drink and made a face. “Beer’s tasting more and more like water,” he complained.

      I tried to keep a straight face as I sampled my ale. “We’d best bring it up with the barkeep. He may be stretching his drinks with water and charging normal prices.”

      “That’s what I’ll do.” Corvin stood and started toward the barkeep.

      I chuckled, taking another sip from my ale as one of the village elders sat down to join me. He had a goblet instead of a mug, and it was full of red wine. He was an older man with thinning gray hair that he swept over his head to hide a balding spot at the top. He’d been a merchant, but with his sons taking over the business, he spent most of his time making the town a nicer place to live in.

      “Was that really necessary, Braks?” he asked in an annoyed tone.

      “What?” I looked up. “Oh, no. Corvin won’t make it to the barkeep. He doesn’t have the attention span for it.”

      I looked over and confirmed that the man had gotten distracted by the rest of the guards chanting a marching ditty. I grinned.

      “No, not that,” the elder said with a shake of his head, flapping his combover. “The man has clearly had enough to drink. Don’t you think he should be sent home to sleep it off?”

      I gave the older man a confused look. “You clearly haven’t seen Corvin drink before, Elder Hammon. He may look drunk now, but in about half an hour, he’ll be sober as a priest with only a bit of a hangover to show for it.”

      The man harrumphed, but my attention was already elsewhere. I was drawn back to the men who were singing, except they weren’t singing anymore.

      Leena was one of my oldest friends. We’d grown up only a stone’s throw away from each other, and while our career paths had diverged spectacularly, it still wasn’t hard to run into her. She liked getting drunk and was seen by the rest of the lads as one of them rather than as a woman.

      Case in point, they were now cheering since she’d reached into one of the men’s pants and pulled his cock out, showing it off.

      “Come on, ladies,” she roared, addressing the women Carla had sent to take care of them at my expense. “You’d best give this man a discount. Look at this work of art!”

      I chuckled. It was rather impressive.

      The men roared in approval, some starting to whip their own out to get a similar discount, but Leena moved away from them. She’d clearly had more than enough to drink. She was having a hard time walking in a straight line as she came over to me.

      “What’re you doing all by your lonesome?” she asked, plopping down on a seat beside me.

      “What do you mean alone?” I asked, tilting my head to the right. “I’m having a fun chat with our friend Elder Hammon.”

      She looked at the older man and then back at me. “He don’t count.”

      The elder was clearly insulted by this. “Fucking bounty hunters,” he growled, standing up and moving away.

      Leena laughed and put a hand on my shoulder. “Come on. Your boys are having fun at some unknown entity’s expense while you’re sitting here looking sad. As I said, all by your lonesome.”

      I turned to her, keeping my face as straight as possible as I offered her my hand. “Hello. Nice to meet you. The name’s Unknown Entity. Yes, I’ve heard all the jokes, believe me. My parents must have hated me.”

      She laughed. “Oh, that’s so sad! You’re paying for your boys to get some pussy while you’re left drinking this shitty ale.”

      “Oi!” came the protest from the barkeep across the room. He had a massive beard and was bald by choice, taller than me by a head and with broader shoulders too.

      “I mean… fine, fantastic ale. Is that a hint of fruitiness I detect?” she corrected and leaned toward me, narrowing her eyes. “You’re not on the sly, are you?”

      “I…” I leaned back. “What? No, of course not. I’m just not in the mood for it right now.”

      Carla came over and sat on Leena’s lap. “Well, I know a way that’s bound to get any man in the mood.” She pulled the strap of Leena’s shirt down and pulled out one of her breasts. Then she slowly leaned down and ran her tongue over it, starting at the base and climbing all the way to the pert nipple. She paused and looked at me with a grin.

      “No, he’s definitely not sly, this one,” Carla said, pulling herself back up, standing, and moving back to the kitchen.

      Leena was grinning too. I looked away quickly, realizing I was still staring. My cheeks grew hot. With my pale skin, I knew they were a furious red.

      “I… well,” I started, but Leena laughed, tucking her breast back into her shirt.

      “Now that the horseshit of you not being in the mood is out of the way, I think I’m done for the evening.” She stood as well, walking away, still failing to keep a straight line.

      I leaned back in my seat, clearing my throat and taking another sip of my ale, giving my excitement, which was starting to be visible through my trousers, a moment to calm down. It might not be a bad idea for me to take one of the women for a round or two.

      Maybe once I was a bit more drunk. I took another long sip from my mug and scanned the room. With the boys in the tavern’s rooms spending my money, the place had emptied out a bit, with only a couple of the regulars still nursing their drinks.

      I was about to stand and look around for Carla. She was definitely my type—full hips, slim waist, a delightful pair begging for release from her tight dress, and a top of fiery red hair. I doubted there was a man in the world who wouldn’t feel lucky to be in bed with her.

      As I was about to push myself to my feet, two men entered. They were large, wearing heavy cloaks that covered most of their bodies. While they tried to keep their heads down, I could see the scars on their faces from where I was sitting. These boys weren’t local. Nobody around our lands had been mauled by a bear over the past few decades, after all. I reached my feet, swaying a bit before moving toward them.

      Elder Hammon beat me to it, leaving his goblet of wine somewhere as he approached these men. He had reached the same conclusion as I had, but he was going about enforcing it with a lot less tact than I had in mind.

      “You lot,” he said, puffing out his chest and trying to look as authoritative as possible. “You’re trouble. Not welcome here. You can find some places more to your liking closer to the docks, you can.”

      The men didn’t answer, but they reacted. They’d pulled their hoods down, revealing faces that most bears would be proud to have mauled. One of them reached out and grabbed Hammon by the collar of his shirt and dragged him close, raising a hand to hit him.

      “You two had better rethink your actions,” I growled, coming closer. Both men looked at me. Both were taller than I was, though leaner, but I’d never lacked for confidence in my life. My hand was resting on the dagger sheathed in my belt. As weapons went, it wasn’t intimidating, but anyone who knew me recognized I could come up with all sorts of unseemly uses for the ten-inch steel blade.

      They let Hammon go, and the older man stumbled back with a huff. They didn’t seem to lack confidence either, and honestly, I was starting to have doubts about mine. Sure, I had a dagger, but I couldn’t see what these men were hiding under their travel cloaks. Either way, the die was cast and I wasn’t backing down.

      I could hear doors opening behind me and footsteps. I turned to see who it was. To my relief, it was the rest of my boys. Most were still working their trousers back on, but they all looked like they were ready for a tumble. And no matter what these strangers had under their cloaks, they wouldn’t stand a chance in a nine-on-two brawl.

      “Like I said,” I turned back to the two, feeling a good deal more confident now, “you boys have some thinking to do.”

      The two lost their bravado almost instantly.

      “Why don’t you get the good Elder Hammon back home, Braks,” Corvin said, already halfway sober. “We’ll keep these lads out of trouble.”

      “That’s a good idea, Corvin,” I said, turning to help Hammon up from his seat. As I moved toward the door, I shouldered one of the scarred fellows out of the way. “Best buy my boys a few pints, you two. They just saved your lives.” And with that, I helped Hammon out the door.

      “Fucking newcomers,” Hammon growled, still leaning on my arm. “You can’t let them walk all over you. You have to be firm. You have to show them who’s boss, that they can’t…”

      “Boss you around?” I completed when the man struggled to finish his sentence.

      “Precisely,” the elder said, raising a finger and waving it about. “Elsewise, they think they can do as they want with your home. Soon there’s more of them than you, and then you’re fucked, I tell ye. Royally.”

      I narrowed my eyes. I’d never understood that turn of phrase. If you were royally fucked, was that like getting fucked by a royal? I knew the royals, and I knew some of the women they’d fucked, and the parties involved all seemed rather pleased by the arrangement.

      “Hey.” I heard a voice from behind me. “Wait up!”

      I paused, with the elder grumbling about the fucking bounty hunters since he recognized the voice as well as I did. Leena jogged to catch up with me, her long red hair trailing behind her.

      “I thought you were done for the night,” I said, seeing her flushed cheeks.

      “I like to keep my options open.” She grinned and winked at the elder, who growled some more. “I heard you almost got into a brawl and left. Thought I’d see if everything was all right. Not like you to pass up a fight.”

      “Wasn’t a fight,” I said as she moved in step with us as we started toward the elder’s house. “Two newcomers thought they could get rough with the old man. Not the usual kind of travelers we get around here. Left them to keep the boys company. They’ll keep them straight.”

      “Sure they will,” Leena said, trying to help with keeping the elder up and laughed when he pushed her away. “Or get them into worse trouble than before. I can never tell with that lot.”

      “I’m not an old man,” Hammon protested.

      “Of course not,” I said without losing a step. “Everyone’s talking about how a hundred is the new thirty—ow!”

      The old man’s bony elbow hit my ribs harder than expected. I backed away, laughing. Leena offered to help carry him but got pushed away again.

      “That’s my cue,” Leena said once we were on our way again. “And my house is over there. I’ll see you soon, boys.” She wiggled her fingers at us mockingly before stumbling her way to her home.

      “Impertinent wench,” Hammon griped at her back, and then he turned to me. “You know, we didn’t need help back there. You and me, we could have taken those bastards. I could have taken the one on the right and then helped you with the other. I was quite the brawler in my day, you know.”

      I nodded, keeping a grin from my face. “I can see that. You practically stabbed me with your elbow back there.”

      “Exactly.” He hardly even listened to me. The man had been nursing wine all night. No wonder he was this drunk. He probably would have let me handle the two, otherwise. I chuckled as he moved closer to Okiim’s Forest. The elder had a nice home beyond its borders, which had always seemed like the oddest of places to have a house. It wasn’t a sightly place, the forest.

      We finally reached the man’s house. And it was a house proper, not like the little cottage I had inside the castle walls. It was made of brick, and the roof had shingles instead of hay. It was two stories tall and told of the kind of prosperity Hammon had enjoyed while a merchant. He still enjoyed it, thanks to his sons.

      I opened the gate to the front yard and guided the drunken elder into his house. The inside was well-furnished if a bit sparse. It wasn’t going to be a cold night, so a fire wasn’t needed. I helped the man to a seat at his kitchen table and went around the house, making sure all the windows and doors were locked. Once I came back around, the man had fallen asleep, using his kitchen table as a pillow. He was even snoring.

      “No, no, you’re welcome,” I said to myself, heading back out and latching the door behind me. “Getting your drunk ass home wasn’t at all out of my way. I love coming around here. Especially at… night.” I looked out at the forest, making a face. There was something about the place that irked me. The dead trees loomed there with the half moonlight casting an ominous shadow. It wasn’t a happy place during the daytime, but at night, it could get on a man’s nerves.

      I cocked my head. I’d seen something out of the corner of my eye. Or thought I had, anyway. I looked toward the forest. The clear sky meant that the moon was casting all sorts of weird shadows with the dead trees. Even so, I couldn’t help the sinking feeling in my gut, like someone was watching me. I curled my fingers around the leather grip of my dagger.

      When a hand landed on my shoulder, I snapped around, pulling the dagger clear and holding it up, ready to fight. I’d half-expected to see one or both of those scarred men looking to finish what Elder Hammon had started. Instead, a youngish, handsome face greeted me with a laugh.

      “A bit on edge, are we, Braks?” the man asked.

      I quickly put my dagger back into its sheath. “Apologies, Prince Olin.”

      Olin made a face. “Please, we’re alone. You can drop the whole ‘prince’ horseshit.”

      I chuckled as we started walking again. Olin was only a year or so younger than me, so when I joined the guards at the age of fourteen, my first job had been to teach the boy how to defend himself. I’d had a bit of practice in it myself, and since I was the most junior member of the group, I had been given the task. Olin had always been a good sport about it, and we had been friends ever since.

      Well, not that close. He was the oldest son to King Nyle Everly, ruler of Radon, so it wouldn’t do to have a prince be close to a common guardsman.

      “What are you doing so close to Okiim’s Forest, anyway?” he asked.

      I shrugged. “I was escorting Elder Hammon back to his house.”

      “All on your own?”

      I considered telling him Leena had been with us through part of the journey but immediately thought better. For some reason, he thought I had a torch for the woman and never passed up a chance to poke and prod me over it.

      “All on my own,” I replied, smiling.

      “Do you think that’s safe?”

      I turned to look at him. “What do you mean?”

      He tried to look serious. “I mean, certainly you’ve heard the stories. Cattle going missing. Hunters disappearing amidst the trees. The forest is said to be cursed by a most dreadful—”

      “Curse?”

      “Yes! Monsters and evil about. Liches and werewolves prowl when the moon is full!” His voice was mockingly shaky.

      “Well, in case you haven’t noticed, the moon is only half full.” I pointed at the sky. “We should be safe.”

      “Oh, the skeptic mocks, does he?” Olin raised an eyebrow. “Well, perhaps he should mock in the face of the terrifying dark elves? Or perhaps the living trees that have an ax to grind with the humans who chop their brothers down for firewood and use those foolish enough to wander the forest as fertilizer to help them grow even more monstrous? Did you see what I did there, with the—”

      “Living trees with an ax to grind.” I grinned. “I caught it. That was a good one.”

      It was a good one, no denying that.

      We were out of sight of the forest by now, heading back to the castle. Despite my mockery, I couldn’t help feeling a little relieved.

      “So what’s happening at the castle? What brings you all the way out to the forest yourself? Not following me, were you?”

      “Nah. Father got news there might be an army headed our way.” He paused, and I raised an eyebrow. “Nothing to worry about, of course. Our scouts haven’t noticed anything out of place, and nobody’s marching through the forest. Say what you will, but soldiers are a superstitious lot. You couldn’t pay them enough to march through there.”

      “Is that why we don’t have any patrols in the forest?”

      “Exactly.” He didn’t catch my sarcasm. “But anyway. Our walls aren’t coming down, so there’s nothing to worry about.”

      I wasn’t terribly worried either. There weren’t too many who would bother attacking us.

      “Oh!” Olin punched me in the shoulder to get my attention. “I have something I want to show you. Not now, of course, but tomorrow. Find me tomorrow when you have the time. I need to get back to the castle.”

      “I’ll see you tomorrow, then.” I rubbed my shoulder as the young prince jogged off. It was weird to see him without his horse.

      I didn’t want to go back to the Wet Maiden. If I’d been in the mood for something earlier, it was gone now. Though there was always the possibility Leena had gone back there. She’d said she was keeping her options open. Maybe I could be the one licking her breast. Maybe licking a bit more than that.

      I paused, clearing my throat and shaking my head. Where’d that thought come from? Maybe I’d had too much to drink. Three ales weren’t enough to get a man drunk. Not that drunk, anyway.

      I shook my head again, chuckling softly as I made my way back to the castle. A good night’s sleep was what I needed.
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