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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 forest was too quiet.

      Although no monsters were could be found, the fact that we hadn’t actually cleansed it worried me. It seemed like all the monsters had disappeared. With the sheer amount of bodies that had been left behind from the battle, the undead and even the golems that attacked the walls of the small town had required some regular culling—then, a few days earlier, they had simply disappeared.

      No warning. No last attack, no last stand. We woke up one morning and they were eerily all gone. The idea of monsters coordinating their efforts worried me.

      Aliana suggested a quick trip into the surrounding forests to make sure they weren’t gathering somewhere nearby to make one last stand. If they were, I didn’t think that just the two of us would be able to foil their plans, but at least we could thin their numbers and get a bit of a warning. If the situation turned poor, we could always pull back from the fight and teleport away with a warning for the others and some intelligence about what we faced.

      Thus far, though, there was no sign of any monsters near us.

      Aliana looked over at me, smirking. Her wings fluttered a bit in the way they did when she was trying not to tell me something. Of course, I didn’t need to be able to read her body language to know what she was thinking, to a degree, but the skill was a nice one to have.

      “Just say it,” I grumbled, shaking my head and keeping back a chuckle.

      “Well, you’re trying not to say that you told me we should stay back in town, behind walls, and let you and Lyth explore using your astral projection skills,” Aliana explained with a shrug of her shoulders.

      “It’s a new skill that I would like some training in, considering that she is a good deal better at it than I am,” I agreed. “But then, it was a choice between training and coming out here to spend some time prowling the local forests with you. It was an easy decision to make.”

      “And the fact that you might risk your life doing so?” Aliana asked as she walked over to me and pressed her arm into my shoulder, nudging me just slightly off my step.

      I shrugged. “I was already looking forward to this. No need to add enticement at this point.”

      She laughed in response as we reached the top of the hill that we’d been climbing. It was a spot with no trees, thanks to a rocky surface, like a mountain that hadn’t quite made it. From there, we could see the surrounding land for miles. Even with the tree cover, it was easy to make out where the monsters might be. They churned up the ground wherever they went, and they were blackened, decaying creatures that were caught easily in the sunlight.

      I didn’t see any signs of them. Aliana’s eyes were sharper than mine, and from the look of disappointment in them, I didn’t need to ask if she saw the same lack of signs.

      “They’re gone,” Aliana observed, shaking her head as she hopped down from the highest point of the hill. “It’s like the air is purer for lacking those monsters in this area, which is good enough news for the people in this place.”

      “Where did they go, if they’re not here?” I asked, shaking my head as I toyed with the hilt of my sword. It was a worrying prospect. There had been something close to an army of them only a week ago, and there was no way that we had killed enough to drive them away. Were they avoiding us?

      Had some other power summoned them elsewhere? I didn’t like that thought. Too much of the Empire was unprotected. The Emperor was affected by Abarat, and we sat on our proverbial asses, not knowing what to do next.

      “We should head back to the fort,” Aliana noted as we made our way down the hill. “If the undead aren’t here anymore, then we need to know where they went.”

      “I couldn’t agree more,” I said. I wasn’t even finished with the sentence before the smell of ozone overwhelmed my senses and I was dragged into the twisting, annoyingly unpleasant portal that dropped the two of us just inside the gates of the fort.

      I scowled at her as I watched her grin at me and chuckle, and shook my head. I wanted to complain about the lack of warning, but the fact was, she had warned me. The only complaint available was the same one I’d had since the first time she’d dragged me into one of her portals.

      “I fucking hate portals,” I growled under my breath. Aliana heard me, but aside from a small smirk, she didn’t react as we moved through the inside of the fort. Despite the battle that occurred not that long ago, there was a surprising amount of movement inside the walls at this time of the late morning. Despite everything, this town was still the best trading post between the Empire and the western city-states, meaning that anyone who travelled from the smaller kingdoms to the west in the Empire either had to use the pass just beyond the palisade walls, or circle around for hundreds of miles to the south to the edge of the mountain range.

      Regardless of what had happened, I liked this place. There was a simplicity to it. The people that lived in the area either lived off the bountiful hunting and gathering that was available in the nearby forests, or from trading with the caravans that came through on their way into the Empire. They were simple folk, for the most part, and were very accepting of the newly-arrived elves who now lived among them—which endeared them to me, and, I was sure, the three sisters I had in tow as well.

      Or did they have me in tow? I was never quite sure about that.

      Norel was the first to greet us. She stepped out of the mayor’s house, which was easily the largest building inside the walls. The mayor himself had been more than happy to lend us the accommodations after the battle.

      Norel leaned in and kissed me on the lips by way of greeting, and offered Aliana a warm hug and kiss as well.

      “I take it from your early return that no monsters were found?” she asked, looking at both of us.

      Aliana was the first to shake her head. “A concerning development. How has your luck helped you?”

      “We’re still studying what older texts we’ve found, with Lyth’s help, but the only things mentioned so far are the weapons that can break a hold like Abarat’s.” Norel sighed and tossed her hair back over her shoulder. “No talk of a place that might contain such a weapon.”

      “Well, there is little we can do other than keep trying,” I noted, stating the obvious. We all knew that we needed to wait until there was something for us to chase after. Charging away like chickens with our heads cut off would do nothing but play directly into Abarat’s hands.

      “I could always try and get something out of Faye, again,” I said as the silence between us dragged on. “She hasn’t been talkative thus far, but she knows something. The longer I can keep her talking, the likelier she is to let something useful slip.”

      “She does seem to talk more when Grant is around,” Norel agreed with a shrug. “I see no harm in it.”

      Aliana scowled, again looking like she wanted to say something, but held back. Finally, she nodded. “I’ll go in with you and make sure she doesn’t try anything foolish.”

      “Good luck to both of you.” Norel smiled.

      “Thank you, beautiful.” I grinned and pressed a light kiss to her lips before she made her way into the building, then Aliana and I headed toward the back of the walled town where a small but well-built prison area stood. I remembered it from our time spent there, when Lyth had to break us out.

      It hadn’t been the best night’s sleep I’d ever had, in all honesty.

      We stepped inside the building that still raised the hairs on the back of my neck, and moved down into the cells. An elf dressed in a guard outfit, complete with a mace hanging from his belt, stood watch over the Official. He nodded at Aliana first, then me, before he pulled the keys from the hook on his belt and opened the cell door to reveal where the woman sat.

      Her long, blonde hair hung loose around her shoulders. Dirty, as was expected from someone kept under tight restraint for days on end. Her hands were bound to minimize her ability to spell-work. There was some speculation about whether we should keep her gagged as well—and we had, over the first couple of days—but it was an annoying contraption that needed to be removed every time we wanted to have a chat with her, or when she was allowed food or water, so the decision was made to leave her mouth free for the moment, and any attempts at magic on her part would be met with being gagged again.

      She liked talking almost as much as she disliked being gagged, so the situation worked out well for all involved. There was the assumption, of course, that she was just biding her time and waiting for her moment, but for now she seemed willing to play along with us.

      She even smiled as I stepped into the cell with Aliana, and gently tilted her head. “I’m honored that you thought to come down and meet with me. I’m so embarrassed. I didn’t even have time to prepare for you arrival. Could I interest you in some potato gruel? Or some water dragged up from the well outside?”

      “Those sound lovely, actually,” I replied, and stepped closer as Aliana moved to the corner of the room. “I’ve had a bit too much of the roast duck and fortified red wine the traders bring from Heaverford. I could do with a return to a basic, simple meal.”

      Faye leaned back in her seat and smirked up at me. “How can I help you today, Grant? I hope you’re not here to ask me where this mythical, trance-breaking weapon that you seek is, because that would unfortunately cut this conversation very short. And I do so enjoy your company.”

      I shrugged. It wasn’t like we had really masked our intentions in our previous visits. Instead, I pulled the guard’s stool closer and sat on it, studying the woman in front of me. Even chained up and imprisoned, there was something about her that radiated power. I wondered if that was something I could learn. I didn’t plan to be captured any time in the future, but considering that wasn’t something one might plan, it was always good to be prepared for it.

      “Believe it or not, all I really wanted to do was talk to you, I finally replied.

      She tilted her head. “I don’t believe you.”

      “Whatever you may or may not believe is none of my business, of course,” I said with a chuckle. “I’m curious about what drove you to follow Abarat in the first place. There are those who wonder if you were ever under any kind of spell at all, or whether you followed the man because you genuinely believe in him.”

      A flicker of annoyance or anger appeared on her face but vanished quickly enough that I almost thought I’d imagined it. A crack in her unruffled façade. I did think that it was nothing but shadows playing across her face, until seconds ticked by and there was no quick rejoinder from her.

      It was enough of a crack that I felt comfortable pressing my advantage.

      “How deep would you say his influence goes?” I asked, leaning forward. “Might it be so deep that you don’t want it taken away? Have you become so deeply entrenched in his beliefs that you feel lost without him?”

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” she hissed at me through clenched teeth.

      “I’ve found that is often the case,” I agreed. “Why don’t you enlighten me? What is the driving force that pushed you to do something that you’d otherwise find repulsive?”

      She opened her mouth to say something, and if there were any doubts that she was doing this against her will, they evaporated from my mind. It seemed to me that something physically prevented her from saying anything else. All things considered, it made sense. If there was something forcing her to do Abarat’s will, it would also prevent her from speaking out against him or making any reference to something that might be used to fight his influence.

      I didn’t think any of my thoughts were visible on my face, however, as she quickly looked away from my glare. For a moment, I thought I could keep pressing. There was something nagging at the back of my mind, however, that kept me from giving my intentions voice. I pulled my attention away from Faye to try and find out what it was.

      My cheeks flushed when I realized that Braire was playing with herself in a very distracting manner. From the way her attention was focused on me, I wondered if she was doing it intentionally to distract me. I growled softly, shaking my head, but there was a hint of insistence from Aliana as well, demonstrating that the djinn wanted to break off the interrogation for a moment.

      The shared body language between Aliana and myself wasn’t lost on Faye, who relaxed her defensive posture.

      She leaned forward again until the chains at her back kept her from moving any closer. “You will have to lay out the specifics of this bond that the four of you share, sometime.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her, but I couldn’t bring myself to focus with Braire and Aliana mentally demanding my attention. “Sometime, yes. Not at the moment. We…will speak again.”

      Faye smirked and nodded. “I have no doubt that we will.”

      I nodded and quickly moved out of the cell, leaving the guard to deal with relocking the doors as I tried to keep my sudden arousal from showing. It was immensely easier for Aliana, I noted, despite the fact that she wore decidedly less clothing. Even so, she didn’t have something growing to show from beneath.

      I wasn’t jealous, by any means, but I couldn’t help being annoyed by the way she strolled at a leisurely pace, seemingly untouched by the arousal that I knew tormented her.

      She couldn’t keep her hands to herself, however, once we were out of public view and inside the mayor’s house, closer to the quarters we shared. Her hand slipped down to my ass, firmly and boldly grabbing it as her free hand found one of mine and pulled it up to cup her breast, only half-heartedly keeping a soft moan from escaping her lips. I could relate.

      As we stepped into the room where I knew Braire was situated, I didn’t need to see her to know the view that would greet me. And yet, it still took my breath away when I opened the doors to the sight of her opportunely presented on the large bed. She was fully naked, lying on her back with her legs well spread, giving me a clear view of her two fingers pumping in and out of her pussy. She was propped up on her elbow, her hand gripping her breast and squeezing her nipple between her fingers. Her head hung back, eyes closed and mouth open, loud moans emitting each time she slipped her fingers inside herself.

      “What the hell are you on about?” I asked, trying to make myself annoyed at her, but with the way that Aliana reacted to the view as well, it was all I could do not to attack the elf on the bed.

      “Come here and stop me,” Braire moaned softly, still not opening her eyes—but a smirk of defiance showed on her face as she licked her lips.

      “Aliana?” I turned to the woman, wanting her to step in and help, but the djinn had no intention of doing so. She was already slipping out of her clothes and reaching down to help me out of mine.

      “Just shut up and fuck us, would you?” she whispered as she pushed my trousers down. There was little resistance from me, of course, as her hand found my quickly-growing cock. She looked up at me with a naughty grin playing across her lips as she dropped to her knees, hands stroking a bit more length into the shaft before she dipped her head and wrapped her warm, wet lips around it, eagerly sucking it into her mouth, only pausing to let her tongue lap up the wetness from the tip.

      I sucked in a deep breath and settled my hands over her head, encouraging her as she started bobbing it quickly, taking more and more of me into her mouth each time. Her vibrating moans around the thick head as it pushed into the back of her mouth only intensified the pleasure as I let my head drop back.

      “She said fuck us,” Braire protested, still playing with herself as she watched Aliana on her knees, mouth full of cock. “Both of us.”

      I opened my eyes, trying to find the ability to use words instead of low growls of pleasure. “You… fuck…” I gasped with a chuckle as I felt Aliana start to play with herself as well through the bond. “You intentionally distracted Aliana and me from a very important interrogation session.”

      “She was the one who got all hot and bothered, watching you take control of the conversation,” Braire hissed, a shot of pleasure making her shudder as she picked up her pace. “She was the one who wanted to see something happen. I was just…obliging her.”

      “Be that as it may, I have no intention of rewarding your bad behavior,” I replied, still struggling to keep my voice steady as Aliana’s moans grew in intensity. “Pumping you full of me seems like it would be such a reward. Aliana, however, might be willing to oblige.”

      I gripped the djinn by one of her horns and gently pulled her away from where she was trying to force my cock deeper inside her mouth. She pulled off with a soft pop as she sucked the fat head and looked up at me with a small pout playing over her full lips.

      “How would you feel about rewarding Braire for dragging us all the way over here?” I asked her, gently caressing her cheek with my thumb. “Say, with your mouth, while I watch?”

      “Yes, please,” she gasped, licking her lips as I helped her back to her feet and firmly smacked her ass as she turned around, walking to where Braire was still on her back on the bed. She climbed onto it as well, giving me a clear view of her dripping pussy as she crawled over to where the beastmistress had her legs wide open as invitation.

      As Aliana’s head dipped between Braire’s thighs, my hands went to my cock, slowly stroking it while I watched Braire’s eyes roll back in her head. Aliana’s lips and tongue applied just as much enthusiasm to working over Braire’s pussy as she had my cock, her wings fluttering excitedly.

      The way that she wagged her posterior was as much an invitation as Braire’s spread thighs. She shook her ass at me and let me watch as one hand moved down between her thighs, playing with her clit as the other reached up to grab one of Braire’s breasts. Braire herself was playing with the other, squeezing and tugging at her hardened nipple as both women moaned and murmured in pleasure.

      I wasn’t much for self-control, and, considering the circumstances, I doubted that I could resist even if I was. Less than a minute had passed before I moved toward the bed while I pulled my shirt off and tossed it aside, leaving me just as naked as the two of them as I climbed onto the bed. I licked my lips as I moved in behind Aliana and boldly placed my hands on her ass, then squeezed and smacked both cheeks, drawing a soft squeak from her that was heavily muffled by Braire’s pussy. I had no problem watching the djinn pleasure Braire, but I wasn’t going to be kept to the side.

      My hands spread her cheeks wide, teasing at the hole back there with my thumb as my free hand firmly gripped her hip and guided her down to rub her pussy over my cock, which was still wet from her mouth. She visibly shuddered under my grasp and moaned again as her hand, already down there, reached in further to grab my cock and guide it up to her wet hole, pushing herself back just as my hips thrust forward, almost of their own accord.

      She said something, but it was still muffled against Braire, who reached down, grabbed Aliana’s horns, and used them to keep the woman pinned between her thighs. Her moans turned to cries of pleasure as she pushed her hips up into Aliana’s mouth, wanting more. She was right on the edge—I felt it—and since I was pumping Aliana full from the opposite side, I knew that I wasn’t going to last for much longer, either. Wet sounds were shared between the three of us, and low slaps as my hips collided with her ass over and over again.

      Both of my hands gripped Aliana’s hips, and I pushed her down further into the bed as her walls wrapped tighter and tighter around me, her sounds of pleasure very audible now. I felt both women reach their climaxes, and I wasn’t far behind. My hips bucked hard into her from behind as my growl turned into a roar.

      Engaged as I was, I only realized that I had plowed her up to lie on top of Braire after I had slowly come down from my climax, gasping for breath as I held her closer to me, still buried to the hilt inside her.

      “Someone had something to get out,” Braire panted and stretched luxuriously. Aliana took advantage of her new spot to play with Braire’s breasts. A light sheen of sweat covered her skin. I ran my fingers up her back, following her spine all the way up to her neck.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I replied with a cheeky half-smile. “I’m always that passionate.”

      “I think I’m going to have a bit of trouble walking,” Aliana said, turning her head to smile at me. “I appreciate your enthusiasm.”

      “I know you do,” I replied, and lightly patted her ass while I pulled back from her—just in time to hear the door open behind me. A glance back revealed Norel and Lyth stepping inside.

      The tall, turquoise-haired elf looked a little surprised to see us in that state, although from the look on Norel’s flushed and heated features, she seemed to know exactly what the two of them were walking into. There was a time when I would have blushed and reached for my clothes or something to cover myself, but that version of myself was a creature of the past, long since extinct. I couldn’t help but notice how Lyth’s eyes lingered on me when I stepped back from the bed, leaving Aliana and Braire still tangled together as I walked over to where my trousers had been left behind.

      “How can we help you?” I asked, showing no shame and no hurry in pulling my clothes back on as the silence in the room threatened to drag on.

      “We have…” Norel started, but her voice was suspiciously throaty, and she paused to clear her throat before continuing. “We have news. Good news.”
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      Lyth had decided to step outside of the room to allow us to gather ourselves again, although she did so without mentioning anything about it. Norel stayed behind, leaning in to run her fingers down my side as I pulled my clothes back on.

      “You knew what we were in the middle of when you pulled Lyth into the room with you, right?” I asked, taking my time with the clothes for her benefit.

      “Hmm?” she grunted and looked up at me as if she hadn’t been paying attention. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Of course, you don’t,” I replied as I finished with my shirt and turned to face her, then pulled her closer and boldly cupped her breast through her shirt as I pressed a light kiss to her lips. “I don’t suppose you’d like a turn before we address this good news of yours?”

      She moaned softly and pushed her chest into my hands while pressing light kisses along my neck before taking a step back. “You certainly know how to tempt me, Grant, but I’m afraid this good news can’t wait. Although I will take you up on that offer at a later date.”

      “I look forward to it,” I replied with a chuckle, then nipped her neck and squeezed her breast again before I broke away from our embrace. I smiled when she let out a soft grunt of disapproval as I stepped away. I chuckled and shook my head as Aliana and Braire quickly recovered their clothes. We all stepped outside to see Lyth waiting for us. I couldn’t be sure due to the darker room but she seemed to be flushed as well, although she could just be embarrassed from what she’d seen. I didn’t want to make any assumptions at this point, especially since we needed to focus on greater issues at the moment.

      “What is this news, then?” Aliana asked, still adjusting her clothes to cover her breasts.

      “Well, with a bit of study and more than a little exploration, we were able to find a weapon that could be what we’re looking for,” Norel explained.

      I nodded. “That is better than just sitting around on our asses out here, waiting for Abarat to enact any plans he might have.”

      “The weapon, of course, is just the first step in the process of breaking a hold like Abarat’s,” Lyth noted. “The spell itself stems from a feeling of inferiority to the person laying the spell, paired with a hefty dose of magical mind manipulation. The way to break it, from what I’ve been able to determine, is to have an artifact capable of soaking away the magic used in the spell itself, while introducing another authority figure. Enter the sword that we tracked down, owned by Daryhan, one of the Elven Kings from before the war. It is known to be protected by a powerful curse, however.”

      “Of course, it is.” I shook my head. “Well, first things first, we need to obtain that sword. We’ll deal with the curse when we get to it, troubling though it may be.”

      “Agreed,” Lyth said. “You can’t just expect a king from times past to leave his magically enchanted weapon around for just anyone to pick up. That would be irresponsible of him.”

      “And if there’s anything that we know about royalty, it’s that they hate irresponsibility.” Norel chuckled and shook her head. A hint of annoyance crossed Lyth’s features at the comment.

      “You wouldn’t by any chance happen to be related to this king, would you?” I asked her, and she turned to me, a little surprised by the question.

      “Well, the royal families did tend to share a lot of information between them, which is how I knew that the ruins we found were where he was buried,” Lyth smoothly deflected, and I narrowed my eyes at her. Sure, that was enough of an answer on its own, but my personal curiosity would have been better satisfied with a few more details.

      There didn’t seem to be any more answers forthcoming, though, as the conversation moved on to more pressing matters.

      “I take it that you know where the sword is, then?” I asked, looking around at the rest of them, since the other three were suspiciously quiet in this conversation.

      “From what I remember, he was buried with the blade,” Lyth replied. “There are a handful of burial grounds used by the royal families across the Empire, with Daryhan buried in the grounds to the northeast. I was able to find it with Norel’s help and did a bit of projection to make sure that it was the place.”

      “Excellent.” I grinned and looked at everyone. “When do we leave?”

      “We should be ready for anything,” Norel pointed out. “And we’ll take Faye with us, just to make sure that the sword works. So, I suggest that we make it tomorrow morning. At dawn, shall we say?”

      Aliana, Lyth, and Braire all nodded in agreement. I wasn’t as enthusiastic about the concept, however.

      “Why is it always dawn?” I asked as I scowled and shook my head. “Why can’t we make it a nicer, more leisurely hour of the morning which would allow us all to be well-rested and ready for the trip?”

      Aliana smirked and shook her head at me, then leaned in to lightly kiss my cheek, but Norel and Braire seemed a little less amused by my suggestion. I amused one of them by it, though, which I had to consider a positive note. I returned Aliana’s light kiss, but on her lips. She grinned and bit her bottom lip.

      “Well, since that’s decided, I suppose we could all prepare for the journey ahead?” Lyth looked like she was pretending that she hadn’t seen the kiss. “Food and horses need to be readied for an early start in the morning, which means that we should probably have it done today. Shall we get to it, then?”

      She took her own advice before anyone else, and Norel was quick on her heels. The two of them seemed to get along better and better as time passed. I mused that it probably had something to do with how close Lyth and Frarris had been. Of course, the dragon couldn’t be bothered to stick around for longer than she was needed and had gone back into the mountains. Lyth said that she would return should we need her again, although the implication remained that something as powerful and ancient as a dragon wouldn’t come to our beck and call.

      I looked over at Braire as Aliana headed off to tend to one of the many chores that needed to be finished.

      “What?” she asked and stepped closer to me, then dragged my arm over her shoulders. “Are you still punishing me for my bad behavior?”

      “You know that I wasn’t really punishing you, right?” I replied as I pulled her closer and placed a light, tender kiss on top of her head.

      “Of course.” Braire grinned and pressed herself a little tighter into me. “Although, you do know that I will punish you right back for that? I’ll come up with a dastardly plot to pay you back.”

      “Well, if it’s anything like the punishment I subjected you to, I look forward to it,” I replied with a chuckle, idly playing with her hair as she guided us back into the room we’d just left. “On a different topic, does Lyth seem a little too used to being in charge to you? I mean, I know she was a member of a royal family and whatnot, but I can’t help but feel like she was a little more…commanding than I remember her being in the past.”

      Braire shrugged her shoulders. “The royal families were never that present in the lives of the rest of elvendom. They were powerful rulers, sure, but them interfering too deeply in the lives of the people that they ruled over was always frowned upon. So, yes, I suppose that she was a little more overbearing than she’s been in the past, but I think that is only because she was a little flustered.”

      “Why would she be flustered, I wonder?” I asked, only half-joking as we stepped back into the room, where the bed was still a mess as evidence of our love-making.

      “Well, I think it’s just because she wasn’t used to seeing someone as delicious as you in the nude.” She leaned in to press a light, teasing kiss on my neck.

      “Or someone like you,” I replied as my hand drifted down her back. I didn’t stop until I reached her ass, giving it a firm, possessive squeeze as I pulled her closer to me.

      “No, I saw where her eyes were when she pretended not to look at us,” Braire whispered and leaned in to kiss my neck again. “I didn’t need to share a bond with her to know that she wondered what your cock tasted like, all covered in Aliana’s cum as it was.”

      “Are you sure that you’re not projecting?” I asked and then chuckled softly, my hands still wandering over her body. “I saw where your eyes were similarly drawn.”

      “I might be,” she whispered with a noncommittal shrug. I smiled and pushed a little of the power in me into the runes on my hand, which was pressed against her ass. Her reaction was almost instant as she shivered against me.

      “Is this more punishment?” she asked, her voice low and full of need as the power kept pulsing through her body.

      “Possibly,” I whispered as my hands worked her clothes off, leaving her naked before me.

      “How might I get you to forgive me?” she asked, looking into my eyes as my hands rushed up over her body, exploring what I’d seen not too long before.

      “Get on your knees and ask,” I whispered, then leaned in to kiss her lips as my hands gripped her shoulders, then guided her to comply.

      Braire looked up at me as she dropped to her knees, a delicious sight as she settled at eye level with the bulge starting to appear in my trousers. She licked her lips and pulled my cock free of its confines, then smiled and cupped my balls in her hands as her tongue ran slowly over the underside of the shaft, drawing a long, delicious moan from me as my head dropped back.

      “I think I could get on board with this way to earn forgiveness,” she whispered to me before taking me into her mouth.
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      With winter right around the corner, the sun spent fewer hours in the sky, distinctly making the world a darker place in warning of what was to come. I couldn’t shake the feeling that the rest of the world was holding its breath, waiting for something bad to happen.

      After Braire and I finished, we moved on to help with the preparations required for a trip like what we planned. As it turned out, there was a lot to do, especially since the mayor of the town had all but turned its day-to-day rule over to us. Getting him involved in the process of keeping the small town afloat again required a bit of convincing from Braire and myself, which ended with the sun already setting. I didn’t appreciate losing what remained of the sunlight and needing to do the rest of our preparations by torchlight, but I didn’t voice any complaints.

      The hour was late by the time we finished, which made my suggestion to sleep later into the morning and start our trip at a more reasonable hour a little easier to digest, but Lyth remained adamant that an early start was in our future and led Norel and Braire off to bed.

      Aliana and I were the last two left in the dining hall of the mayor’s house. We sat next to the fire, wrapped up together as I idly played with her hair.

      The silence was enjoyable for the most part, but as it started to drag on, I wondered if I needed to say something to keep Aliana from drifting off to sleep. Not that I didn’t want her to, mind, but if she was going to sleep in my arms, I preferred for it to happen in a spot where I could fall asleep alongside her.

      She turned her face up to look at me with a small smile on her lips. “How do you feel about all this?” She reached up to run her finger over my chin and jawline.

      “Fine,” I quickly replied, narrowing my eyes. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “You…well, you seemed a little unsettled with the whole leaving early aspect of it,” Aliana pointed out as her fingers stroked my jaw, then down my neck, and pulled me closer.

      “That was a joke,” I explained with a chuckle and shook my head. “For the most part. I don’t like getting up and being ready to leave with the sun. It’s a personal preference. I like my sleep.”

      Aliana chuckled softly. “Well, I just wanted to make sure that everything was all right.”

      “I do have one question, though,” I said as the silence threatened to take over again. “Why travel overland when you could open a portal to take us to the spot?”

      “I thought you hated my portals?” Aliana asked as she pressed herself tighter against me.

      “Well, I think I’d hate riding all the way to the northeast corner of the Empire even more,” I replied. “I love Horse, but that long a trip will make us hate each other.”

      Aliana laughed and leaned her head against my shoulder. “You need to come up with a better name for him than that.”

      “Why?” I shrugged. “He’s a horse, so the description fits, and any other name I thought of for him would just get in the way. Say I called him Grant. That would just confuse everyone around us.”

      “I can’t argue with that logic,” she said through stifled laughter. “No, wait, I can. Nobody would call their horse Grant. You could just call him Carrot, or something like that.”

      “What if I said that I wanted to eat a carrot?” I asked, raising an eyebrow. “I wouldn’t want people to think that I’m about to eat my horse, now, would I? No, just call him Horse. That way, there is no confusion.”

      “But what if people think that you’re talking about another horse?” Aliana said. “At that point you’d need to explain that it’s your horse, and there would be a different kind of confusion.”

      “Simple. In that case, I just call whatever horse I happen to be riding Horse, and then there’s no confusion,” I said, and shrugged. “If I call it Horse, then it’s the horse I’m riding. If I call it something else, that means that someone else is riding the horse, and everybody knows it.”

      Aliana giggled, her head still against my shoulder. Her wings wrapped gently around me, like an odd blanket that generated its own heat.

      “You didn’t answer my question, though,” I said as I ran my fingers through her hair and toyed with the glowing part of her horns. “Is the portal not an option for us, or is there another reason why we’d prefer to keep our travels on land?”

      “It’s mostly my fault,” Aliana said softly. “To bring six people through a portal would be challenging, even for me, and the distance would factor in as well. We would need to be a whole lot closer to the location before I could bring this many people through.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me about this before?”

      “Well…” she started, then paused, like she was weighing her words, and wasn’t quite sure how to deliver them. “I could have the power to carry us all through the portal, of course, but there would be a price. Being a djinn is difficult. The darkness inside me calls, all the time. It’s always there, like a temptation that I can never fully push away.”

      I knew what she meant. Not only because I felt the temptation through the bond, but because I recalled what happened when a djinn gave in to that darker nature. Memories of the one we’d encountered while chasing Cyron down were still very vivid in my memory. The impish djinn had been hellishly powerful, able to reach out and touch my mind over great distances.

      No, those weren’t pleasant memories, and if that was what Aliana faced if she gave into those dark impulses, I didn’t mind riding halfway across the Empire to help her avoid it.

      I wrapped my arms around her and kissed her forehead. “I’m sorry you have to be this way,” I softly whispered and tenderly stroked her cheek.

      “If I weren’t like this, I don’t think we ever would have met,” she reminded me, and leaned into my kiss and touch. “It’s not pleasant, and there’s not a day that goes by when I don’t wish that I were remanded back to my truer form, but in all honesty…I think it was worth the tradeoff.”

      I smiled, then pulled her closer and kissed her cheek. “You’re not just saying that, are you?”

      She shrugged. “I might be. But that doesn’t mean I’m lying.”

      “I appreciate it either way,” I whispered as I stroked her cheek. “Besides, I think I know of a way that will substantially increase your abilities that has proven rather popular in the recent past.”

      She looked up at me, tilting her head and raising an eyebrow. She knew what I was suggesting, of course, but it wasn’t like she didn’t know how to play coy.

      “How recently in the past?” She pressed herself a little tighter to me as she touched her lips to my neck. Her teeth lightly scored my skin.

      “As recent as this morning,” I reminded her and kissed her shoulder in return, while my hands started to drift over her body.

      “Hmm, something similar does come to mind,” she murmured. She turned and straddled my lap, smiling as my hands settled over her hips and pulled them tight to mine as she started to gently grind against me. “I think I might need a reminder, though.”

      I nodded, agreeing but unable to say so. My ability to vocalize was momentarily robbed as her fingers traced slowly over my chest and her nails lightly dug in through the material of my shirt. Her lips were pressed against my neck as her body slowly undulated over me, and the tiniest of moans came from her lips as her tongue flicked out to taste the bare skin of the bridge between my neck and shoulder.

      She spread her thighs further and dropped her clothes with a single touch. I still didn’t know how she did that, and at this point, didn’t much care. My mind was on other pursuits. I reached down between us, trying to find the buckle holding my pants up. Three hands were a bit too much, so Aliana finally gave up and reached for my shirt instead, pulling it up and over my head.

      We were in a very public and usually populated section of the house, something that wouldn’t worry Aliana much since she was a bit of a voyeur, or at least enjoyed the thought that we might end up being ‘caught’ out in the open like this. I discovered that her enjoyment was spreading to me as well. It was an exciting thought. Considering the risks we’d recently taken, being caught in public while balls-deep inside Aliana felt fairly tame by comparison.

      She quietly growled at me as the shirt came off and my trousers were pushed down just enough to let my cock come free. She gripped the shaft with one hand and guided it between her thighs. Once it was poised, she slowly sunk onto the shaft. Her head dropped back as she sucked in a deep breath. I couldn’t help but let out a low growl of pleasure as I felt her slick heat wrap around me. My fingers dug into her sides and pulled her down a little faster.

      Once she was down, Aliana took a moment to gently rock against me. Her inner muscles massaged my hard, fat head as she cupped my cheeks in her hands and brought my face to hers for a long, tender kiss while she rose, fell, and then came up halfway. She broke away from the kiss and let a low, hot moan as she started to ride me slowly, but steadily increased her pace as I hungrily grabbed her breasts and kneaded them in time with her motions.

      As Aliana picked up her pace, she wrapped her arms around my shoulders, which gave her leverage as her head fell against my shoulder. She pressed her lips to my neck but not in a kiss. I felt her hot, panting breaths against my skin as her hips rose and fell, swallowing me over and over.

      My pounding pulse was all I heard. My fingers squeezed and gently tugged her nipples as her pace lost rhythm but not speed. I gripped her thigh with one hand and rubbed her clit with my thumb. Her pleasure washed over me through our bond.

      “Please, Grant,” she pleaded. Her eyes were closed and her voice was high and begging as my hips rose to meet her halfway. The soft, wet sounds each time I buried myself to the hilt inside her didn’t help with the sudden hunger that overtook me. She mirrored the sentiment. I knew from the way her nails dug into my back. I gripped her hip with one hand—the other was still anchored on her thigh as my calloused thumb grazed over her clit—and pulled her down to meet each thrust.

      She was right on the edge. I felt her edge closer, and then her warm, wet pussy wrapped tighter around me. Soft, incoherent cries were all she could vocalize as she climaxed hard over me—hard enough that I couldn’t stop myself from returning the favor. My hand slid down to grab her ass, leaving her no way to escape as my hips bucked upward, driving me deeper inside her to fill her with my cock and cum.

      Her soft cries were all I could hear over my heart thudding in my chest as I clutched her to me. Our orgasms reverberated between us through the bond, making them last a lot longer than I was used to as I wrapped my arms around her and held her close, finally able to do something other than cope as I kissed her.

      It took her a moment to react to my touch. A soft chuckle escaped her as she finally collapsed against me, still struggling to breathe as she returned the kiss.

      “Feeling replenished?” I asked as I stroked her hair and tucked a couple of errant strands behind her pointed ear.

      “Very much so,” she whispered in response, leaning against me and letting her fingers run down my chest. I managed to reacquire my shirt as she rested against me, then tucked myself back into my pants and buckled up. She showed no inclination to go anywhere and seemed close to falling asleep. I didn’t think she was going to rouse at this point, and I didn’t really want her to, either.

      “Come on, then,” I whispered, and collected her clothes before slowly and gently standing with her still in my arms. She was surprisingly light, which wasn’t something that I would have guessed about her. Maybe something to do with the wings? I’d never really addressed the topic about whether she could fly with them or not, although I’d never seen her try. Gliding, yes, but not full flight. They looked ragged and scarred, which indicated that injury was all that stood between her and actually being able to fly. My knowledge of flying creatures like birds and bats told me that one would need to have lighter and almost hollow bones in order to be able to fly, which might have been why she was as light as she was, even with the wings.

      Either way, it wasn’t that important a topic, I thought as I made my way back to the rooms where Norel and Braire were already sound asleep. We had a long day tomorrow, after all, and an early start to begin it.

      I moved into the room, and noted that the fire had burned down to embers. Aliana wouldn’t need the heat, of course, but for those of us who weren’t djinn, the night was going to be cold. I gently laid her on the bed, carefully trying to avoid waking the other two up before, then tip-toed to the fireplace and added a couple of logs. I wasn’t particularly cold at the moment, considering what we had just done, but knew I would soon feel the chill.

      I dropped to my haunches for a minute while tending to the fire with a poker, waiting for the embers to burn into the new logs enough for them to catch fire. I looked over at the bed and saw Aliana, already mostly asleep, move in to snuggle against her sisters. They groaned and roused just long enough to draw her closer as they wrapped up together. I chuckled softly and shook my head.

      I thought I’d have trouble sleeping, the way I usually did every time before we went out on a busy mission. My overactive imagination tried to figure out everything that could possibly go wrong.

      But here I was, in a room with three beautiful women, and getting ready to leave with another on top of that. Of course, there was a fifth, but she probably wasn’t going to be much of a help, since she would be both bound and trying to kill us at the earliest opportunity.

      I smirked, then shook my head and moved back to the bed, looking for a spot that wasn’t already occupied. It wasn’t a small bed, but it wasn’t made to be shared by four people. I climbed in and pulled a pillow close to me. As I fell asleep, one of them—Norel, I thought—snuggled in behind me and wrapped her arms around me.
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      The women were deadly serious when they said we were leaving at dawn. Luckily, I didn’t feel overly tired as I dragged myself from the bed about a half-hour before the sun was due to rise. The rest of the team was up around that time as well, giving us some company as we finished the last-minute preparations for our trip. I still wasn’t sure if we were going to travel overland or through a portal. I hoped for the latter but didn’t want to pressure Aliana to do something that she didn’t want to and possibly couldn’t manage.

      One way or another, we would take the first steps to learn how to break Abarat’s control over someone. Faye would be our test subject, which meant that she would travel with us. It was necessary, of course, but there would be complications.

      I strapped my sword to my hip, and then Aliana and I headed off to the dungeon. I thought Faye’s guard might be asleep, but the elf looked as alert as ever. I wasn’t sure if the man just didn’t sleep or if he slept the whole day so he could stay up for most of the night. I didn’t know what the situation there was, but I approved of the fact that he was there to release the woman into our custody.

      She had been tied up and gagged in preparation for the trip, and looked like she would rip throats out if the opportunity ever arose. I didn’t much mind that, though. I would worry about it if she ever got free. I remembered just how powerful she was, and how competent. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust the four already on my side to handle her, but there would always be the worry that one of us would be injured or killed by someone that we couldn’t kill.

      We brought Faye out to where our horses waited and helped her mount. Aliana would lead Faye’s horse to prevent an escape attempt, since I wasn’t a good enough rider to manage two at once—I was barely comfortable with handling Horse.

      Horse was waiting for me, looking relaxed as I pulled myself into the saddle. I noted that Faye was studying my saddle bag. I didn’t need to inspect it to understand why, of course. It was where I’d put her spear.

      “Oh, don’t worry,” I said as I looked around and saw the first hues of sunlight crest the horizon. “It’s a beautiful weapon, make no mistake. If we manage to break you free of Abarat’s control, it will be yours again if you want it. If not, it’s a nice enough weapon that I might just keep it anyway.”

      She glared at me, looking like she was scowling behind the gag. I leaned back in my saddle and smiled cheerily at her. She looked tired and disheveled, but still radiated that sense of annoying power that unsettled me. We went through the gates and moved around the walls, headed toward the pass, as the sun slowly rose.

      I studied the land we were crossing. I still wasn’t sure what the plans for the trip were. Aliana was dressed in her regular attire, and while she didn’t appear to have any weapons, I would never assume that she was unarmed. She could flick her wrists and bring forward a pair of long, wickedly curved daggers. Braire had a similar trick, although she was also capable of calling a selection of beasts forward using some runed stones she’d carved.

      Norel had no weapons, and no need for them, either. She called lightning when she needed to fight, as well as a hoard of other spells that she could use in a battle when she needed to. I’d seen what she could pull out of thin air, and it was nothing to scoff at. The way the three sisters usually joined in battle had Aliana and Braire form and hold the front of a line, while Norel brought up the rear and struck attackers from a good distance.

      I had seen some of Lyth’s fighting ability as well. She had no weapons except for a recurved bow that wasn’t currently strung. She wasn’t expecting a fight, but she had a runed stone like one of Braire’s that allowed her to summon Frarris, Norel’s dragon, when there was dire need for some fiery help from above. I still wasn’t sure if the stone itself was what summoned her, or if it was the fact that a person of royal elven blood was doing it.

      I had a great many questions for the four elves that I was travelling with. I had a handful for the sole human in our party as well, but considering that she was currently gagged and bound, bobbing along on a horse that she had no control over, I doubted that she would answer any of them.

      We moved deeper into the pass in silence as the sun climbed higher. It wouldn’t reach as far as the pinnacle this close to winter, I knew, and wrapped myself up in one of the coats that had been provided for us.

      Faye was still staring at me. I looked around at everyone, wondering if she was paying any attention to them as we rode along, but there didn’t seem to be anything for me to build on. Either she was focused on me, or the rest of them didn’t mind the woman’s staring.

      I did, and decided to act on it, reining Horse over to where Aliana guided Faye’s horse in a steady walk.

      “What are you doing?” Aliana turned her head to look at me.

      “Well, we’ll have to take this thing off her anyway, unless we plan to let her die from hunger or thirst,” I pointed out, not sure if that was supposed to be the idea or not. From the looks that the elves shared, I assumed that this was not the case.

      “If she starts any trouble, then we can starve her,” Braire muttered and shook her head as she guided her horse toward the front of our line. Lyth dropped back to the center to watch as I reached over and undid the gag, pulled it clear, and shook some of the disgusting wetness from it before I tucked it into my saddle bag.

      The woman needed a few minutes to get some feeling in her mouth again, and worked her lips and tongue almost nonstop before she noticed my stare.

      “What are you expecting, my gratitude?” she asked and looked around at the others, who quickly averted their eyes.

      “Well, unless you want that thing in your mouth again, I’d suggest at least staying civil in the presence of your captors,” I growled back. “On the other hand, we can do what others do when facing a long trip on horseback, and either enjoy the peace and quiet, or have a pleasant conversation with us. You choose.”

      While I presented a choice, it wasn’t much of one at all. Faye just rolled her eyes and adjusted herself in the saddle. The fact that she could do so with her hands bound behind her back was a testament to her riding ability, but I didn’t feel comfortable enough around her to pay her any compliments.

      “Well, I guess we’re going for enjoying the peace and quiet, then,” Faye said when nothing more was said. “Honestly, I wouldn’t have thought that wearing that gag would be the worst of this little trip of ours, but I’m half the way to asking to have it back.”

      “That can be arranged,” Aliana pointed out with a cheeky grin. “What do you want us to talk about, the fucking weather?”

      “This is good weather for fucking, I think,” Faye said with a nod and looked around as we moved deeper and deeper into the pass. “Just cold enough to make a nice morning roll in the hay the perfect way to get the blood pumping for the day ahead, with none of the detriments that might make someone prefer to just stick to the hay and not use the sex as the perfect start.”

      I narrowed my eyes as I looked at her. She was right. Maybe it was better to just gag her and leave it at that. I didn’t like how smoothly she’d turned the conversation to sex.

      She turned to look at me, as if feeling that I was the weakest link in the conversation, and narrowed her focus.

      “Oh, come, come, Grant, did you really think that you’d kept this affair with all three of the famed ‘Sisters Three’ a secret?” Faye asked, looking around at the five of us. “Unless you’ve already added a member of the elven royal families to your little connection?”

      “What?” Lyth asked, turning around as she heard the direction that the conversation had turned. “Of course not! I wouldn’t think that there is anything that would suggest that.”

      “Well, Grant clearly has something magical about him,” Faye said and shrugged. “How am I to know that he hasn’t worked his charms on you as well?”

      Braire laughed as she reined her horse around to join the conversation. “If you think that what draws us to Grant is magical, you clearly misunderstand the nature of our relationship.”

      “Well, there’s a bit of magic involved,” Norel reminded them as she looked around at the rest of the team. “You know that thing he does with his hand, the one with the runes seared into the skin?”

      “I have a question,” I interjected before Aliana could add anything. “Why are we discussing the nature of our sex life and the details thereof with the Princess and the Official? Just curious.”

      “In fairness, I was never actually a princess,” Lyth added, raising her hand.

      “Well, you were a member of the royal family,” I said and looked at the other three elves. “Unless your royal families don’t use the same kind of terminology as the rest of us.”

      “Yes, because when talking about sex, what we really want to talk about are the details of the elven royal families,” Faye grumbled. “Come on, roll in the hay?”

      “I’m actually curious,” I replied and nudged Faye in the side.

      “I don’t really want to talk about it,” Lyth said and shook her head before she nudged her horse forward to take the lead again, leaving us all behind for a moment.

      “Damn,” I growled and shook my head. I didn’t want to be pushy about it, but on the whole, I want to learn more about the newest member of our team. I knew about as much as the three were willing to share about their past lives, with tidbits being added here and there.

      “I wouldn’t mind talking about our sex life some more,” Aliana said as she grinned and winked at me. Faye seemed to visibly perk up in her saddle. “And more about how he uses those runes.”

      “I don’t think we should,” I replied.

      “Oh, well, I definitely want to hear about what you do with those runes on your hands,” Faye said and leaned forward in her saddle. Again, the fact that she could do that without using her hands to keep her balance was annoyingly competent.

      “Hand,” Norel pointed out, while guiding her horse closer.

      “Hand, of course.” Faye grinned. “Because the best most other men are capable of with one hand isn’t that impressive, I have to say.”

      “Well, he can do that too,” Braire nodded. “The best is when he puts both skills together, bringing it all into a nice, full circle.”

      I shook my head. It felt odd, but I longed for the time when all we were talking about was a roll in the hay. At least that way certain things were left to the imagination.

      I guided Horse forward since Braire and Norel seemed more than eager to delve into the intricacies of what we did while we were in private together. It was probably an elven thing, but I never thought that anything would be dissected that way, allowing for too little to be left up to interpretation. As such, I felt more comfortable leaving the conversation behind, coming up to where Aliana was guiding Faye’s horse from the front.

      “Are we making you uncomfortable?” Aliana asked, looking over to me.

      “What gave me away?” I queried sarcastically.

      “Well, there’s the bond, of course, but there’s also the fact that you’re about as red as a cherry.” Aliana looked over at me with a small grin.

      “Ah,” I grunted. Her mention of it didn’t help calm the flush on my face, amazingly enough.

      “It’s all in good fun, I hope you know that,” Aliana said softly as she tilted her head while looking at me. “To be honest, we’ve been trying to find a way to break through to Faye all this time, and the closest that she’s ever come to being someone who isn’t under Abarat’s control is when she talks to you. And her flirting with you is certainly something that I can go along with, if nothing else.”

      “She was flirting with me?” I asked and narrowed my eyes.

      “I’m afraid so,” Aliana whispered with a grin. She leaned closer to me as she said it, but pulled away as her focus suddenly shifted. “We’re close enough. We can stop here.”

      Lyth pulled her horse back around to join us. The other two sisters quieted as we came to a halt, and everyone quickly dismounted. Faye needed a bit of help with the process.

      “Close enough for what?” I asked Aliana.

      “Close enough that I can open a portal to the burial ground,” she replied and quickly pulled everything we needed out of the saddlebags. I did the same and made sure to tuck Faye’s spear, shortened as it was, into my belt. Braire took a moment to commune with the horses.

      Once she was finished with that, they quickly veered away and trotted back the way we’d come.

      “I’ve sent them back to the town,” Braire explained to answer the unasked question. “No reason to leave them out here in the cold waiting for us to come back, right?”

      “Right,” Lyth said with a nod. “What do you need from all of us?”

      “I’ll need you all to connect to me as familiars,” Aliana explained, taking my hand and Braire’s. “Except maybe you, Lyth. You keep an eye on Faye, make sure she doesn’t try anything while the rest of us are distracted.”

      “I happen to be rather good at letting someone else siphon off my power,” Faye said, and looked around at all of us. “I don’t suppose you’ll need my help here?”

      “I think you should sit and be quiet so that Aliana can focus,” I said as Aliana pulled on my power. The fun we’d had the day before certainly showed, leaving a lot of power for her to tap into, but she was drawing on it quite heavily. I wasn’t sure if I would be able to sustain it for much longer until the very familiar smell and sensation of a nearby portal formed around me.

      I wasn’t fully drained of all my power, of course, but it was damn close as Aliana pulled herself away. She seemed to be the only one mentally present since Norel, Braire, and I were a little dazed from the process.

      Aliana grabbed Faye and pulledher into the circle along with us as Lyth, Braire, and Norel stepped closer, allowing all of us to use the portal together. If past experiences had taught me anything, this would be a rough ride—perhaps one of the roughest yet. And I wasn’t looking forward to that. I ground my teeth as we stepped inside and felt my body twist, as if being forced through a hole that was large enough to fit me, but only barely.
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      I wasn’t wrong. Normally, I would have taken a moment to feel proud of myself. The magical world was something of a novelty for me, certainly compared to the rest of our team, and being right wasn’t something that happened often enough. I’d learned to savor the small moments that allowed me to appreciate how I’d grown in this world of ours.

      That said, this wasn’t one of those moments. As the portal closed behind us, it was difficult for me to breathe. My unsettled stomach wasn’t even the worst of it. All of my ribs felt like they were collapsing on each other, with every bone in my body shattering and then knitting back together. The pain was phantom, but that didn’t change the fact that it was pain.

      Agonizing amounts of it.

      I realized that I was rolling around on the ground and softly groaning. I turned onto my back and looked up at the sky. There were clouds, and it was blue, and the sun hadn’t moved too far. I knew that time passed while we were in the portal but I wasn’t sure how much.

      “Fuck,” I growled and rolled my shoulders. “I really regret not taking the agonizingly slow ride across the danger-infested Empire whose ruler currently wants us dead.”

      “Yes,” Lyth groaned and then sucked in a deep breath before moving next to me. “Yes, I think that would have been the right choice as well.”

      I pulled myself up from my supine position, ignoring the aches that radiated through my body as I moved over to where Aliana lay. Her eyes were open and she was breathing, looking up at the sky the same way that I had. I carefully eased down next to her, and she turned her head to look at me.

      I scowled as I noted that there was a small trickle of blood coming from her nose, and pulled a cloth from my pocket to gently dab it for her.

      “Thank you,” she said, her voice a little softer than before. “I wasn’t sure if I could pull it off.”

      “Well, I’m not sure where we are,” I said, looking around us as I lay down next to her. “But the fact is that we aren’t where we were. There are no mountains in sight, so I’d say that even if you didn’t pull it off, you came pretty damn close.”

      She chuckled and nodded. “I think I need to stay here for a few moments. I need to recover. You understand, of course?”

      “Of course, I do,” I whispered and leaned in to kiss her neck and then her lips, pulling her closer. “If there is anything you need me to do to help you recover, just let me know.”

      She smiled and moved closer to me. “I don’t think we can do that out in the open like this.”

      “Wait, in the common room in the mayor’s house is perfect, but out in the woods, all alone, just us, is too out in the open?” I asked, looking at her. She chuckled in response. I gently tucked an errant strand of hair back behind her ear and kissed the tip of her nose before I pushed to my feet and moved over to the others.

      It seemed like I was recovering the best and the quickest. Aliana, of course, having opened the portal, needed a bit more time to pull herself back together. Lyth looked like she needed a few more minutes. Faye was still groaning and writhing on the ground.

      I squatted next to her and she stopped, looking up at me. “What happened in the common room of the mayor’s house?” she asked through clenched teeth, looking like she was still in pain.

      “That’s none of your business,” I reminded her and quickly checked to ensure that she had no broken bones or permanent injuries from our trip through the portal. She wasn’t injured, although it seemed like a few muscles were cramping rather badly.

      “Come on, you can tell me,” she whispered, then shook her head. “I don’t think I’ll survive this trip anyway, and I could use a good story to distract me while I recover.”

      “What makes you think that you won’t survive?”

      “Well, there’s no telling if I’ll survive you lot trying to break this hold on me,” she said with a shrug, looking like this conversation was enough of a distraction to take her mind off of her recovery. “And that’s if it even works. If it doesn’t, I expect you’ll kill me so Aliana doesn’t have to bring me all the way back, or take me wherever you need to go next. On the run, I assume. Having the Emperor and Abarat hunting you down can’t be something to look forward to.”

      “You haven’t been around us for long, so I won’t criticize you for mirroring what you would do to us,” I said with a small smirk. “But we need you around. Not only do we not kill people who don’t need it, but we do need to make sure that the process works on you before we test it on the Emperor.”

      “What if the process doesn’t work?” she asked. “You have to know that’s a possibility.”

      “Then we’ll find another way,” I stated, feeling rather confident. “And another way after that, if we need to. We aren’t easy to bring down. You should know this, considering that you failed in your attempt.”

      She smirked and shook her head. “Well, I do hope something works. These ropes are rather uncomfortable.”

      I nodded. “I do know that much, since you bound us in similar ropes.”

      “Ugh,” she groaned and rolled her eyes as she turned onto her side to face away from me. I assumed that meant our conversation was over. I pushed myself to my feet as the rest of the team reached the final stages of recovery as well, and assessed our surroundings.

      It was… interesting. Yes, Aliana had brought us a long way from where we started. I couldn’t see the western mountains anymore. Of course, the thick forest surrounding us made it difficult to see where we were. The place looked lush and full of life. The sounds of birds and animals filled the air.

      The place felt familiar, somehow. Even though I couldn’t see it, I heard the rush of a river nearby. It reminded me of the glade where I had found Lyth the first time, in the astral projection and in person. I looked around at the rest of the team, wondering how they were doing.

      Braire was next to Aliana, helping the djinn up from where she lay on the ground. She looked like she had somewhat recovered from the trip and seemed able to continue our journey.

      “Where are we?” I asked as I looked around.

      Lyth came up next to me, an odd expression on her face. I couldn’t tell if it was nostalgia, but it certainly looked the part. She was smiling like she hadn’t seen this place in a long time, and it was still just the way she’d pictured it in her mind.

      “We’re in the right place,” she said, her voice low and almost reverent as she moved through the trees, running her fingers over the bark of the nearest growths to her. Maybe she had been here before. I wondered if the place was growing like this due to the presence of someone of her particular bloodline. It sounded ridiculous, frankly, but I had learned long ago not to make any assumptions about what was possible when magic was involved.

      Maybe it was a coincidence. Or maybe it worked the other way around—people of her bloodline were drawn to places like this, and there was another reason why they were this way in the first place. It was like winter couldn’t happen, here.

      Lyth guided us deeper into the glade. We were all moving a lot slower than normal, with Braire helping Aliana stay on her feet. Lyth had strung her bow and had an arrow nocked and ready to fire, just in case, and my hand drifted to the hilt of my blade. I didn’t know why, but something was making the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.

      The trees peeled away from a gorgeous little hillock in the middle of a clearing, showing off an entrance into what looked like a barrow underneath. As we drew closer, I was amazed by just how old the stonework really was, and how long it must have taken these people to carve it.

      That said, it still looked to be in absolutely perfect shape, like it could last against the elements for another couple thousand years.

      “Members of the royal families always preferred to be buried in places where they could commune with nature,” Lyth explained, answering the questions that none of us really wanted to ask or have answered. “A place where their spirits could rest close to what they loved most in the world. Of course, any weapons magically forged for or by them would have been buried with them, so if I had to guess, any weapon that we came here to look for would be down in the tunnels, in the burial grounds.”

      I nodded and looked around, but needed a few more seconds to realize why I was suddenly so on edge when I hadn’t been before.

      “Abarat has to know that there is a weapon that can break his control on people, right?” I asked, looking at the group. The fact that Faye suddenly smiled told me that I’d asked one of the right questions. “Someone like him would have planned for an eventuality like this and put something up against it. Hell, he might have taken the weapon himself by now, wouldn’t he?”

      The five women in front of me exchanged a glance.

      “Abarat is no fool,” Braire said and shook her head. “Even if he couldn’t take the weapon for himself, he would make sure that nobody else could find it. The fact that it was so easy for us to come here tells me that there might be no weapon for us to find.”

      “You call what I did today, easy?” Aliana asked, scowling at her.

      “You know what I mean,” Braire snapped back.

      I turned around when I heard movement just outside the clearing we were in. I saw something, but in the shadows cast by the trees, it took me longer than I liked to realize what was moving toward us.

      “On the other hand,” I said and gripped the sword on my hip, “he might have summoned the monsters we’ve been fighting, to defend this precious and dangerous artifact.”

      “What makes you say that?” Lyth asked while shifting to face me. As her eyes were drawn to where mine were focused, she drew the arrow back on the bow. I sucked in a deep breath and looked at the women as I pulled my sword from its sheath. The clean sound of steel gliding over leather sharpened my senses as the horde of monsters that had been hiding just out of sight moved closer. The undead were here in numbers, it seemed. I couldn’t really tell if these were the same creatures that Cyron had summoned from the depths, or if these were new horrors to be faced.

      There were hundreds of them, though. At least hundreds. Two or three dozen stepped out into the light, but there were countless more still hiding in the tree line.

      “No golems,” Braire pointed out, and I nodded. I hadn’t noticed that at first, but the fact that these creatures didn’t seem to be following a visibly higher power meant that another, invisible power was guiding their intent. I wasn’t sure I liked that. Golems were tough creatures to beat, but I had a feeling that this many of the undead were going to be just as hard.

      They seemed tentative, though, like they still weren’t sure what to do. They’d apparently been sent to guard this place, but no orders about what they were supposed to do to intruders came from their authority figure. Sure, death was probably coming, but they seemed to need confirmation first.

      Even Faye looked like she wasn’t pleased with the development and took a few steps back, closer to the barrow.

      “What are you afraid of?” Norel asked and narrowed her eyes at the woman. “It’s not like you lot aren’t on the same side.”

      “Between you and me, Abarat probably thinks I failed him by allowing the five of you to come this far,” Faye said, still backing away. “And I don’t know about you, but I don’t think he’s the kind of elf who is overly forgiving toward those that failed him. Wouldn’t you say?”

      I agreed. Whatever danger we were in, she was in it too, regardless. It didn’t make me trust her enough to release her bonds, but I felt comfortable in turning my back on her to face the undead that were slowly coming toward us.

      “We should head into the tunnels,” I said softly, inching backward. “This many of them will be able to flank and overwhelm us. At least in the tighter quarters we can funnel them into better kill zones.”

      Everyone agreed, so we started to move back. The undead followed, sensing that their prey was trying to get away, and let out low, gargled roars of anger and hatred as they did.

      I pushed some of my remaining power into my sword and watched the runes come alive with bright, white light. I was tempted to use everything I had to break a line through the monsters we faced, but there was very little point to that, and it would drain me and leave our team minus one member.

      I looked around at the others. Norel had already prepared a couple of blasts of lightning. Lyth had an arrow ready to shoot. I still wasn’t sure if she had a power other than astral projection, but, more importantly, I wondered why she hadn’t summoned Frarris to our aid. If there was ever a time to have a massive, fire-breathing dragon on our side, it was now.

      She let fly first and sent an arrow into the group, piercing a monster through the eye. The rest seemed to take that as their cue to attack as a group. A pair of ear-splitting lightning bolts shot forward, leaving a pair of scorch marks on the ground, as well as a dozen or so of the monsters that had been caught in the blasts. As the creatures surged forward, it was my turn. I stepped forward, between the creatures and my team, as the power surged through the sword in my hands and cut a wide swathe of white power into front line of undead.

      It didn’t take out as many as Norel had accounted for, but it was enough of a buffer to buy us time to retreat.

      “Into the tunnels!” I shouted, then turned and realized that the women were already headed into them, seeming to have thought that Norel’s attack was enough. I sucked in a deep breath and sprinted after them.

      “I’ll teach you ladies to leave me behind!” I roared as the power drain of using magic started to tell on my muscles. My legs burned with each step as I pushed onward.

      “Duck!” Lyth called, with another arrow nocked in place and aimed at me. Or almost. I did as ordered, dropping and turning it into a controlled forward roll as I heard an arrow whizz over my head and cut into a couple of the creatures that were coming in close behind me.

      “You left me behind!” I growled as I smoothly jumped to my feet again and rushed over to where the women stood.

      “We thought you were behind us,” Braire hissed and flicked her wrists, showing a pair of blades in her hands. Aliana was couple of steps in front of her, blades already out in the open and slashing a couple of the creatures that had come in closer than I would have liked. I spun around and used my wrist to drag my blade through a couple of undead necks as well.

      “Next time, be sure,” I snarled.
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      Cutting through the monsters wasn’t as much fun when there were so many of them about. Anytime we made a dent in their front line, a dozen or so more rushed in to take the place of the dead. Or undead, in this case.

      As we moved through the tunnels, my appreciation for the intricate stonework that would last almost forever decreased with each step. Of all the places to be stuck while being chased by a horde of the undead, a maze of tunnels that was used as a graveyard for elven royalty was not my preference.

      Just then, we arrived at a branch in the tunnels. I looked over the three ways that were open to us and shook my head.

      “Bloody hell,” I hissed, looking at the women. “Do any of you know where we’re going from here? Lyth?”

      “I’ve never set foot in this place,” the archer snapped as she drew another arrow from her quiver. “How the hell am I supposed to know where we’re supposed to go?”

      “They’re your family!” I called, stopping as a group of five or so of the monsters came into striking distance. I swung my blade in a flat arc and sliced open the closest undead’s throat. Lyth launched another arrow at the one that jumped in to cut me down. Aliana stepped in to help as more came inside.

      Their eyes glowed in the dark, I realized. I couldn’t believe I hadn’t noticed that before. No, wait, I had. How could I forget something like that?

      “Hey, if you idiots wouldn’t mind breaking me free from these bonds!” I heard Faye shout. “You sure seem like you need the damn help!”

      “Not a fucking chance,” Braire growled and pushed the woman back to the ground where she could keep an eye on the proceedings. Lyth stepped backward. I wasn’t sure how many arrows she had in that quiver of hers, but I assumed that she would run out soon. Hopefully that meant she’d dig into whatever other abilities she had. I didn’t have time to worry about that, though.

      Even though the tighter confines of the tunnels worked to keep the undead from bringing their full numbers to bear on us, there were still a lot of them, almost too many to deal with. We were constantly pushed back into the tunnels. Aliana, Braire and I dealt with the front line as well as we could, but with my larger sword, I needed to keep my distance from the monsters in order to have room to swing. And with more of them coming in, I needed increasing amounts of room. I was forced back again and again, trying to get enough room to swing or stab. Aliana and Braire had no such problems with their daggers, of course, and for the most part they were able to cover for me, but that wouldn’t last.

      We needed a way out, which was annoying, considering how hard I’d pushed to guide us down into these damn tunnels in the first place.

      “Seriously, Lyth,” I heard Norel call as she gathered her power to help us. Other than Faye and Lyth, the rest of us were still drained from acting as Aliana’s familiars and having had too little time to recover. “How sure are you that we’re in the right place? What is this place? Why is it such a maze?”

      The archer didn’t immediately respond. She pulled more arrows from her quiver and tucked a couple of them into her hand, then fired the last one into the mass that gathered to charge us again.

      “These burial grounds were used by the whole family in question,” Lyth explained, shouting over the din of the battle. I wanted to step away from the fight to better hear what she had to say, but there were few enough openings as it was and I doubted that we’d have the opportunity to break away without killing a good many of the creatures that were entering the tunnels in force, now.

      Despite the darkness, I saw Aliana and Braire working in tandem. The beastmistress hadn’t called on her beasts, yet. She had said that it required her to be in a particular state of mind to summon them, which I supposed meant that she wasn’t in the right state of mind to do so. I thought I understood at the time that she talked to me about it, but I would have to ask again another time.

      “They shared the burial grounds back in the day, letting the families stay together even after death,” Lyth explained as we managed to kill our way to a small reprieve.

      “That’s not foreboding at all,” I muttered sarcastically.

      “Why?” Aliana asked as we headed farther down the central path that opened up for us.

      “Well, I assume that the family she’s talking about was her family as well, right?” I asked as I looked around and pushed a small amount of power into my blade, preparing for the fight to continue.

      “Ah,” Norel grunted. “That is foreboding.”

      She didn’t need to tell me. As it turned out, we all ended up too busy to discuss the foreboding nature of our situation. It was one of the benefits of being in a life-or-death scenario, I realized, staying behind as the rest of them continued on. You had to make decisions on the fly, and if you survived, you were vindicated by knowing that the choice you made was the right one. If you didn’t, there were no regrets. Dying simplified things quite a bit.

      My eyes were adjusted to the darkness, so I closed them as the blast from my sword launched toward the surging line of monsters. It wasn’t that powerful an attack, granted, but with how closely they were pressed in with each other, the toll was still at an acceptably high number. As they faltered under the assault, Lyth’s arrows cut into their numbers with pinpoint accuracy. I charged, gripping my sword with both hands, and cut a wide swathe through several of their necks. Their unprotected bodies fell. Black blood splattered my skin as I jumped in and quickly reversed my strike, ducking under an ax that swung at my head and retaliating with a low cut. They would survive without their legs, of course. They didn’t even seem to feel pain, but it would slow them down if nothing else.

      Something slashed me and opened a shallow cut in my shoulder, forcing me back a step as my attacker screamed in that horrifying, gargling way as it tried to press its advantage.

      I screamed back, not even sure what I was doing as I pulled my sword up in a diagonal sweep. The razor-sharp blade sank into its chest as I put my weight behind it, punching forward and out the other side. It was dead by the time the blade came out of its back, but I still didn’t feel like it was enough and pushed what little power I had left into the steel. I couldn’t see the runes, but I felt them, and those on my hand, burn as I launched another blast of power into the undead monster. Its body heated to the point where it was uncomfortable to stand near it, and a shot of white light blasted from the sword. The creature still impaled on it burst into a bloody mess, leaving me coated in its remnants.

      I spluttered and stepped backward, lost my footing on the suddenly-drenched flagstones, and hit the ground hard. The breath left my lungs in a rush as I landed. I quickly pushed myself back upright, still holding onto my sword, although it was a struggle. I saw the gaping hole that my blast had created, obliterating the monsters for the most part. I hadn’t realized that I had that much power left in me.

      Hell, I hadn’t known I was capable of something like that even when I was full and ready for a hard fight. It was nice to surprise myself like this.

      A new batch of undead quickly filled the gap, however, and rushed toward me as I struggled to stay on my feet, still gasping for breath. For a moment I thought I felt the ground shaking, but when it stopped, I assumed that it was just my imagination. A trio of arrows dropped three of the closest monsters. The arrows flew in such quick succession that I wondered if they were all fired at the same time.

      It wouldn’t be enough, I suddenly thought. They were advancing in an unstoppable wave. I made my peace with it. I’d known that we wouldn’t come out of this as soon as we stepped into the tunnels. Or that it was a possibility, anyway—I wasn’t suicidal like that. I fought for every step deeper into the tunnel, using my sword to force them into keeping their distance. The undead didn’t fear a blade or death, from what I could tell, but the fact remained that the blade was still sharp and they were still mortal, and fell back under my strikes. I couldn’t summon any more power so I was forced to rely on martial prowess, and the drain on my muscles was already affecting me.

      Cold fingers wrapped around my wrist and dragged my hand off my sword’s hilt. My heart hammered in my chest as I roughly pulled my hand free and cut the beast down as I backpedaled desperately. I was fighting for my life, trying to push the creatures back.

      Something raised the hairs on the back of my neck a moment before my eyes were suddenly blinded by white light. I heard the crack of one of Norel’s lightning bolts coming to the rescue a little too close for comfort. I was pushed away by the force of the blast, once again knocked onto my back. I landed well away from where Norel was unleashing a flurry of bolts that left my ears ringing. I lost my sword for a moment but quickly grabbed it again, and made sure that Faye’s spear was still attached to my hip before I turned from the power being leveled against the monsters on other side of the room.

      A pair of hands gripped me by the shoulders and quickly dragged me away. I still couldn’t hear anything except the ringing in my ears, but the way that something wooden with a string hit my head with every step my rescuer took, I could guess with a fair amount of certainty that Lyth was the one pulling me away from the fighting.

      It wasn’t the most dignified way to be rescued, but survival was still the idea. I staggered to my feet once I was able, still blinded and deafened by Norel’s attacks. Lyth put my hand on her shoulder and thus guided me back toward where the others were standing.

      I coughed as dust entered my lungs. This time, I knew it wasn’t my imagination. The ground shook dangerously, and from the way Norel suddenly stopped her attacks, I knew that something was happening.

      My vision was returning by bits and pieces. I looked over at Lyth, who was shaking her head. Aliana, Braire, and Norel were holding each other’s hands, which told me that the first two had been working as familiars for Norel and powering her sudden attacking prowess, which explained where the sudden attack came from. It also explained why Aliana and Braire hadn’t been on the front line with me, using their knives. Lyth had been charged with keeping Faye in line, so she’d used her arrows to help from a distance. I assumed that her rushing in to drag me clear wasn’t part of the original plan, but it certainly was a welcome one.

      “Thanks,” I grunted and firmly nodded to her before looking up at the ceiling as dust started to come down from it. “Do you know what this is?”

      She nodded. “I think we might have been a little too enthusiastic with our attacks, and the foundation is making us pay for it. We are underground, after all.”

      “Nothing magical about this, then?” I asked, ducking and covering my head as the dust gave way to small rocks.

      “Not that I can tell,” she replied. It was worrisome. Magic always had a way out. Usually, anyway. Nothing would save us from a regular cave-in.

      I glanced over as Norel, looking drained and exhausted, raised her hands. An almost invisible shield came into being, deflecting the rocks that fell in greater size and speed.

      I realized that I could do the same. I had been taught how, and even though I was similarly drained of power, it wouldn’t take much. I put my hands up, the runes in my left hand burning painfully, as the roof gave in under the weight above us. I kept my eyes open, fighting to stay upright and protect Lyth and Faye as the roof caved in on top of me. I fought with what strength I had left to keep us safe, but the weight bore down and pushed me to my knees. I felt cracks start to spiderweb across my shield, even if they weren’t yet visible, a moment before my control broke and an avalanche of rocks came down on my head. I didn’t have time to protect myself, and everything went black as something hit my head.
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      The fact that my head hurt was the first thing I realized. Thinking felt like walking through waist-deep water. It was tiring and difficult, and I wasn’t sure if I wanted to keep doing it. But, the pain was enough to clear the annoying mental sluggishness. I groaned softly and gently shook my head.

      That was a mistake, since it only made the pain worse. I couldn’t help another low growl of annoyance as I forced my eyes open.

      I wasn’t sure if that had been part of my imagination as well, since all I could see was black. It only lasted a moment, though. A gentle blue light brought my attention to a face that rested near mine. I didn’t realize how close it was until a pair of eyes opened barely inches away from my own, reflecting the soft light.

      “Welcome back to the land of the living,” Lyth said, although it took me a few seconds to remember her name. The blue light wasn’t painful, I realized, but healing. It originated from her hands, both of which were pressed to my temples. I recognized it as a healing spell, similar to the kind that Norel used, although the light from her hands was generally white instead of blue. I sucked in a deep breath and tried to remember what happened.

      We were still in the tunnels. The last thing I remembered was the roof collapsing on us after our magical strikes on the undead weakened the structure of the tunnels around us. The fact that Lyth was still alive—along with Faye, who was still bound and backed up against the wall, looking over at me with what looked like genuine concern in her eyes—gave me a measure of comfort.

      The light wasn’t that strong, and I had just been hit in the head quite hard. The shadows were playing tricks on me. That was the only explanation for that.

      “How do you feel?” Lyth asked and patted the side of my head as the light from her hands faded.

      I opened my mouth to answer, but a sudden feeling of nausea swamped my senses. I turned away, retching and heaving for a few seconds, as the light meal I’d had for breakfast came back up in a painful and annoying way.

      I coughed and gagged a few times before I recovered and pulled myself back to the wall that she had propped me up against, slowly wiping my mouth.

      “Sorry about that,” I muttered and closed my eyes for a moment as darkness descended on us.

      “It’s perfectly fine,” Lyth said. I heard her move to where Faye was seated. “It’s normal to have an unsettled stomach after a hard hit to the head. Even after the injury is healed.”

      “How bad was I injured?” I asked and slowly worked my way onto my feet. My balance was off, and I swayed. That needed to go away, quickly. My sword lay at my feet, so I braced myself against the wall as I bent to pick it up. I didn’t have much strength—my knees wobbled under the strain of staying on my feet. I didn’t have much power, either, but there was just enough to illuminate the runes on the blade and giving us some faint light as she moved over to check on Faye.

      “Where are Norel, Aliana, and Braire?” I asked.

      “The cave-in separated us,” Lyth replied as she looked around. “I wish I could tell if they were still alive or not. Either way, we still need to keep searching, at least for a way out of here.”

      “They’re alive,” I said. “I can tell through our bond. Based on the emotions coming from their side of it, they don’t appear to be in any immediate danger and seem more concerned about us than themselves. That could change, of course, since they’re the ones closest to whatever is left of the monsters.”

      “Assuming that the undead survived the cave-in,” Faye said as Lyth pulled her up from her seat on the ground.

      “Those monsters have a way of surviving pretty much anything we’ve thrown at them so far,” I growled and shook my head. I wasn’t overly fond of leaving them behind, but at this point, aside from digging our way clear—which would probably make the cave-in worse—we didn’t have many options.

      I assumed. I honestly didn’t know anything about cave-ins or their intricacies.

      “There should be another way out of here,” Lyth said softly while running her fingers over the walls. “These mazes had to have been built with more than one way out. That’s an assumption on my part, so don’t hold me to it later when we don’t find one.”

      “Either way, we can keep trying to find what we actually came here for,” I muttered. I was still a little woozy from the blow to my head and drained from the fighting. At this point, I would have suggested that we pause to recoup our energy in a very popular and satisfying fashion, but Lyth and Faye didn’t seem the types to comply. Besides, they looked like they were all well and good, and didn’t need it the way I did.

      We moved through the tunnels, guided by the faint light from my sword. There wasn’t much to see. The tunnels were exquisitely carved, but after what felt like hours of working our way through them, the repetitiveness was annoying.

      “Your ancestors sure had plenty of time to dig,” I commented.

      Lyth laughed. “There were mages who could control the earth in ways that even I am ignorant of. My grandfather told me that creating one of these would take them a few weeks, at most, and more time was spent carving the walls than actually digging.”

      “That… is actually interesting,” I said, looking around. “Could they have carved their way through mountains as well? When we came through the pass in the western mountains the first time, I wondered about that.”

      “This was many, many generations before I was even born,” Lyth said with a shrug. “So, I don’t know, but possibly. That pass was a little too neat to have been natural, I think.”

      “That’s what I thought too,” I replied with a chuckle.

      “Ugh, would you two just kiss already?” Faye asked. She was dragging her feet like a child.

      “What?” Lyth asked, looking at the Official, and then at me. “I’m not… interested.”

      “She’s not interested,” I agreed, shaking my head.

      “Can I kiss him, then?” Faye asked Lyth. For once, I was thankful for the monochromatic darkness, since they couldn’t see the shade of red that my cheeks suddenly turned. I didn’t like the way this conversation was going, although I did prefer it to thinking about the undead suddenly charging at us through the darkness.

      I wasn’t sure what the three women I was bonded with felt from me, although there was a lot of amusement pouring in from Braire’s connection.

      The subject changed drastically, though, when Lyth pulled us to a halt. I looked around, hoping she hadn’t seen something coming to attack us.

      No, instead my eyes were drawn to a fork in the path. The branch on the left looked pretty much the same as what we’d seen in the tunnels so far. There was something about the one on the right, though. There was an arch over it, for one, inscribed with beautiful calligraphy that seemed to reflect the light from my sword in a silvery glow.

      I couldn’t understand a word of it, of course, and didn’t remember ever seeing anything like it before. I suddenly realized that I’d only heard Elvish spoken—I didn’t recall any instances of seeing it written.

      Had Cyron’s grimoire contained anything written in the language?

      Lyth moved closer to the arch and ran her fingers over the carvings. “This is the place. This is where Daryhan was entombed.”

      I moved closer. “Are you sure?”

      She nodded. “Come. I’ll show you the way.”

      With that, she stepped under the archway. She was moving faster than I could keep up with, and it wasn’t long before she was out of sight, away from the light of the sword.

      I turned to Faye, who shrugged.

      “If you think I’ll let you stay at my back in a dark hallway, you’re crazier than I am,” I stated and indicated for her to step in front of me. She grinned and rolled her eyes as she stepped under the arch. I entered right behind her.

      The change was almost instant. I could see Faye from the outside of the arch, but the moment I passed through it, it was like I was struck blind. I couldn’t see anything in front of or behind me. I looked around, just to make sure the light hadn’t vanished from my sword.

      Hell, I couldn’t even see the weapon at this point.

      The deeper I moved into the hallway, the less I could see. It was like something wrapped around me. A web, for lack of a better word, that tightened around me until I felt like I couldn’t breathe. I sucked in a deep breath.

      There was something off about this. I wasn’t sure if I had felt this before, or if it was just something that sprang from instinct. Whatever this was had to be magical. I kept a tight grip on my sword.

      There was something there. Something that held me back, like it was asking me a question. A question that refused to be answered until I put that sword down. I didn’t trust it. Not this web of darkness, not this place, not the fact that Faye could be only a few steps ahead of me and I couldn’t see what she was doing.

      I closed my eyes. Nothing would work until I dropped that weapon.

      And I did. I heard it clatter on the ground, but the noise was muted somehow. Like it wasn’t just stone that the sword landed on.

      Aliana had told me that I was a rogue mage. Something in my blood made me more elusive to magical influences. The trait was reflected in my abilities. It took a long time for me to grasp how to use it, but once I broke through, it had all flowed in. All the training I’d thought was for nothing came through and made me better than I would have been had I been able to use magic from the beginning.

      As the blade slipped from my fingers, I pushed forward. The web tightened around me for a moment, but after a second, I felt it slip away, strand by strand. Another step forward. I shifted my shoulders, and more strands lifted away from me. Light broke through. Pure white and yellow, it cut through the darkness like a knife, growing brighter with each step as the strands of darkness broke and slipped away.

      The last one caught my leg. I tripped, stumbled, and fell on my shoulder, but recovered and smoothly pushed myself up from the ground before I looked around.

      My eyes needed a moment to adjust, but there was no mistaking the fact that I was now out in the open. The crisp, fresh air was a welcome change from the stuffy underground version, although it didn’t take me long to realize that it was far too cold for the clothes I wore. I wrapped my arms around myself, looking for where I had dropped my sword. Sure enough, there it was a few steps back, lying in a pile of snow.

      It was snowing.

      No, wait, it wasn’t snowing properly, but the ground was covered in a thick dusting that crunched under my boots with each step.

      I picked the blade up and brushed the snow from it before turning to look at Lyth. She stood about ten feet from me and stared at me with narrowed eyes. “How did you do that?” she asked me.

      “I…it just happened, I suppose,” I said. I knew how I’d done it but explaining it to her would just take too long. “How did you do it?”

      She shrugged. “I knew to look for it. Now, before you complain…” she said, holding her hand up to stop me from asking any questions. “Explaining would have taken too long. Besides, watching the two of you work your way through the spell is rather hilarious.”

      Two of us. Right. I turned around and saw Faye slowly making her way forward, looking ahead and trying to push deeper, but there something held her back. Not quite invisible, but not quite there, either. I supposed that this was how people who could see in the dark saw those who couldn’t.

      “I think she needs some help,” I chuckled, shaking my head.

      “Are you sure?” Lyth asked and looked at me. “She might need to wander through the darkness for a little while longer, just to learn her lesson.”

      “What lesson?” I queried, looking at the elf and raising an eyebrow.

      “I…we’ll think of something,” she muttered and shook her head. “Come on, let’s help her.”

      I didn’t join her, though, simply let the elf step forward. A few runes appeared on her hands as she reached into the webbing that was around the Official.

      The webs came free. Faye sucked in a deep breath and reached out to grab Lyth, pulling her close as she too tripped while coming out. She looked panicked and held onto Lyth like her life depended on it while peering around and trying to make out where she was.

      “Sorry,” she said, a small tremble still in her voice as she slowly recovered her composure. “I was just living out a very vivid and terrifying version of my worst nightmare.”

      “Sorry to hear that,” I grumbled, unable to help myself.

      “Where are we?” Faye asked, looking at us before she inspected her surroundings. We were in the middle of what looked like an evergreen forest in the middle of winter. I looked at Lyth, as I had no answer.

      “This is where he was entombed,” Lyth softly replied while looking around.

      “As tombs go…” I muttered, taking a moment to look around the place as well, “this is pretty damn fantastic.”
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      As we explored what had to be one of the world’s greatest tombs, I realized that there was a whole world inside this cave. We emerged from the forest we’d started in, hiking through the thick covering of snow. It wasn’t quite as cold as one might expect considering the conditions, but it still wasn’t summer weather.

      I couldn’t help a shiver as we headed deeper inside. Mountains rose close to the northwest, there was more forest, and I thought I even saw the ocean to the north, indicating that somehow, by some feat of the impossible, we had been transported deep into the northern part of the Empire. Not only that; the northern part in the middle of winter.

      “Where are we?” Faye asked as she noted a small castle near the mountains. The architecture spoke of elven design, at least to my eyes. Kind of like the stones in the tomb that we had left behind. No sign of cutting or shaping, and yet the design was there. Lyth had talked about elven mages who could manipulate the earth like that, so I assumed that was the case here, as well.

      “The old kings usually made up pocket worlds as their tombs,” Faye explained as we, for lack of anything better to do, headed toward the castle in question. “Considering that doing so required almost enough power to kill anyone, it was always considered a sort of last breath that allowed them to live out their final days in the places that brought them the most joy.”

      Faye narrowed her eyes as she studied the place. I couldn’t speak for what was on her mind, but as Lyth explained where we were, I noticed that there weren’t any animals. Even in the winter, there should be the occasional fox, small birds, and magpies. I supposed that the trees were alive, but they lacked the kinds of things that trees usually had in the middle of winter, like dried needles on the ground around them. Sure, a pocket world was impressive, but it was a picture-perfect place that lacked some of the details that would make it real.

      Which… I really didn’t see how that was a bad thing. Although being trapped in a world that was constantly in a state of winter and seemed almost too good to be true might wear thin after a while.

      We continued toward the castle, watching as the walls seemed to rise out of the ground in front of us as we drew closer. There was no sign of anything separating it from the ground proper, although I assumed there was some kind of foundation to keep it in place. It looked solid enough, though what the hell did I know about magical buildings, anyway? There might be no foundation other than the spell that kept it in place.

      We soon found a gate that stood easily twenty or so feet tall, and was wide open.

      “I think I’ve visited this place in the past,” Faye said, narrowing her eyes at the open gate. “Although I can’t put a finger on when.”

      “I would think you’d know when and where you saw a place like this, honestly,” I replied, while moving closer to the walls and running my fingers over the exquisite craftsmanship. There were designs that looked like writing carved into the stone, I realized, but were subtle enough that you had to be close to see them. That, or they were magical too.

      Lyth smirked at me as she moved closer.

      “What?” I asked, and she shook her head.

      “Nothing,” she replied. “You just look like you have questions about what you’re looking at.”

      “More than I know how to ask, probably,” I replied with a chuckle, shaking my head. I wasn’t lying. I was curious about what I saw. There were records that mentioned the ability to work stone and earth with magic, even if the abilities themselves were lost to time, but there had never been any mention of the ability to build pocket worlds, no matter how difficult. And yet, Lyth had shared the information like it was common knowledge. It made me wonder if she had been with the rest of her kin, stuck for hundreds of years, or if she had been wandering the earth that whole time and just hadn’t been discovered.

      Or killed any who might have discovered her. That was a possibility as well. It wasn’t like hers was a peaceful existence.

      “Well if you two would like to sit down and chat over finger sandwiches, could I ask that you cut me loose to pursue my own interests?” Faye asked, looking at us and pointing out her still-bound hands. “No? Well, then, if you don’t mind, could we keep moving?”

      “The woman has a point,” I said with a chuckle and entered the gates. “The sooner we break her free of Abarat’s curse, the sooner we’ll be able to release her. Or…”

      I let my voice trail off. We still didn’t know what we would do if the plan didn’t work. I did say that we would do everything we could to release her, but under these circumstances, our options were limited.

      I hoped that it worked, otherwise we’d have to make some serious decisions in our near future. And Aliana, Braire, and Norel would not be around to help us make them. For now, of course. I still felt their presence over the bond, and I wished that I could share more than basic emotions with them. They really needed to see this, both because it was part of their heritage, and because it was fascinating.

      The gates looked like they were hewn from thick, red wood, but the lack of steel reinforcement told me that they were only for show, since a good battering ram—easily acquired with a forest so close by—could quickly tear through. Unless it, too, was laced with magic.

      I was confused about this place. It was gorgeous, sure, but the paradoxes involved in making it just didn’t make sense to me.

      I pushed the thought to the back of my mind for the moment as I made my way inside the castle, moving through what should have been a guardhouse but was in fact just a simple wall, and then entered the courtyard beyond.

      While everything beyond was made to look perfect and flawless, what I saw inside could not have been more different. There was still a thin coating of snow over what looked like cobblestones, but both cobbles and snow were well-covered in a thick blanket of brambles and weeds. I narrowed my eyes, looking around the place and, more importantly, tried to plot a path through the thorny thicket in front of us.

      “What the hell is this?” I asked, looking back at Lyth as she guided Faye through the gates. She seemed as surprised by the state of the place as I was.

      “I…it can’t be,” she whispered, looking around. She moved closer to lightly touch one of the plants, like she was making sure that it was, in fact, there.

      “I have some very compelling evidence before my eyes that says it can,” Faye pointed out.

      “It’s some sort of fading in the pocket spell, but I don’t understand why it seems to be contained to the castle,” Lyth replied, shaking her head.

      “Whatever is happening, I think I know what we came here for.” I pointed to the other side of the courtyard, indicating a huge block of ice in front of the door that led into the castle proper. It was difficult to see, but it looked like there was a sword in the center of the block.

      “Call me crazy, but I think that’s the sword we’re looking for,” I said, and Lyth looked like she agreed.

      There was a solution, of course, that would get us through the brambles and thorns safely. I could always use my sword to cut a path, but I still felt drained from the fight inside the tunnels. I didn’t want to hack through plants to get to a sword that, from the looks of it, would require even more work to get to.

      But from Lyth’s listless look, I didn’t think there was another choice. I rolled my eyes, and then my shoulders too before I pulled my sword clear of its scabbard.

      “What are you doing?” Faye asked, scowling at me. She apparently thought that I was considering using it on her.

      “Well, unless you lot have a spell that will clear all these brambles for us?” I looked at them, but they didn’t have an answer. I stepped forward, cut a couple of branches away and started to open a path for us to reach the block of ice.

      I was sweating and breathless by the time we were halfway through, when the brambles thinned out enough for us to walk through them without having to cut any more. My muscles burned and what little energy I had left felt like it had been expended, so I let Faye and Lyth take the front and open the path further.

      When they reached the block, I eyed the piece, wiping the sweat from my forehead as I moved closer.

      “Well, I have another question now,” I grumbled. “How the hell do we get that damn sword out?”

      “Try hitting it with your sword,” Faye chuckled. “That does seem to be your solution for pretty much everything.”

      “Well, I didn’t see you doing anything to get us through the brambles,” I snapped back, scowling at her as I hefted the sword. Witty ribbing aside, I honestly couldn’t think of any other idea than to strike at the block of ice until it shattered.

      I shook my head at Faye, who was grinning like she could read my mind, and stepped closer to the block. I had just enough power in me to push into the block if I wanted to, but there was something fighting it inside me that I really felt needed to be addressed.

      If my body told me that it was time to stop, ignoring it probably wasn’t the right decision. However, I couldn’t think of another option, and was too tired and brain-fogged from everything that had happened to do much more than react with the obvious choice.

      “I’ll give it a shot,” I growled, shaking my head, and then pushed what little power I had left into the sword. The runes glowed bright white as I lifted the blade overhead, gripping the hilt with both hands. My muscles screamed bloody murder with every inch. I translated that pain into a low roar as I stepped into the swing and released the power in the sword just as it was about to collide with the block.

      I lost track of what was happening when a flash of bright light caught me off-guard and blinded me. It felt like something hit me in the chest, hard, knocking me back. I stumbled, lost my grip on the sword, and hit the ground, feeling a nearby thorn bush poking into my shoulders as I tried to recover.

      “Well, that didn’t work.” Faye succinctly pointed out the obvious.

      “I’m hurt, here,” I growled, trying not to get further tangled with the bushes behind me.

      “Want me to kiss it and make it better?” she asked with a cheeky grin that indicated she was only half-joking.

      I scowled at her and slowly pushed to a sitting position, then finally took Lyth’s offered hand and stood.

      “What happened?” she asked once I was on my feet again.

      “Well, I may be crazy, but I think that block of ice is spelled,” I replied. I wasn’t going to take another go at it. I already regretted my first one. Until I knew more about it, it was best left to Lyth.

      She stepped close to it and narrowed her eyes as her long, delicate fingers lightly traced over the surface. I wasn’t sure what she was doing, but her lips were moving quickly, indicating that she was trying to work some sort of spell.

      I heard a soft crack and Lyth suddenly snapped her hand away, clutching it like something had hurt her.

      “Motherfucker!” she growled while rubbing her fingers.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “It… I don’t know,” Lyth hissed through clenched teeth. “It’s like it slapped my hand. Like it was chiding me for trying to see what it was.”

      “Just to be clear, you are talking about a block of ice, here,” I reminded her as I walked over and inspected her hand. There was no bruising, but there was a hint of red on the backs of her fingers.

      “Don’t mock me like I’m crazy,” she warned me, but let me inspect her hand for a few more seconds until both of us heard Faye’s laughter. The bound Official looked like she had tried to keep it inside for a while and just couldn’t hold it anymore.

      I knew the confusion I felt was clearly written on my face. It only made her laugh harder, to the point of tears.

      “And just what are you laughing at?” Lyth queried with a hint of warning in her tone. Faye didn’t pay attention to her until the elf stepped in, grabbed her by the collar of her shirt, and pulled her closer.

      “Am I not allowed to feel glee over your incompetence?” Faye asked. She appeared to be trying to contain herself, but with little results. I moved over to her as well, but I wasn’t in the mood to threaten her. She had a point; she had the right to mock the people who had captured her when they fared poorly.

      Instead, I moved over to where I’d dropped my sword and took a moment to inspect the edge. Even with the impact, it still looked as keen as the day I had taken it from Cyron. I needed to find out more about it when I had the chance. Runed and enchanted swords weren’t anything new, but none that I had ever heard of were as resilient as this one.

      I smoothly sheathed it before I turned my attention back to where Faye and Lyth were talking. Lyth looked frustrated, and while I didn’t like her taking that frustration out on Faye, I didn’t exactly blame her for it. Faye could mock us, but she couldn’t expect me to come to her aid when she was facing the consequences of her actions.

      “All right, all right, I’ll stop,” Faye hissed as Lyth started to push her toward the thorny brambles were growing. Not the deadliest threat I’d ever seen, but it was enough. I saw Lyth’s frustration, but the lack of a shared bond between us made me unsure if it was with Faye or the block of ice in front of us. Or maybe the fact that we had come all this way, fought our way through undead monsters to find this isolated pocket world, only to be stumped by said block of ice.

      “If I might make a suggestion, though?” Faye said as Lyth pulled her away from the thorns and gently brushed her off by way of a half-hearted apology.

      “Couldn’t hurt,” I pointed out. I was about ready to suggest that we bunk inside the castle for the night and go at it when I wasn’t too exhausted to think properly.

      “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I believe you both need to start thinking creatively, here,” Faye said while eyeing us. “Have you considered that the way through that ice might not be the ice itself?”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. I didn’t think that made much sense, but as I turned to Lyth, it looked like she was intrigued by the suggestion. She nodded as she grabbed Faye by the collar again and pulled the woman over to sit next to the block.

      “Don’t you move from this spot. Do you hear me?” Lyth warned. “I will gag you again if you do.”

      Faye rolled her eyes but didn’t respond. She leaned back on her bound hands and gently rocked as Lyth turned and gestured for me to follow her. I shrugged and followed her lead. I wasn’t crazy about leaving Faye unattended like this, but tired as I was, I wouldn’t have trusted my judgement either. Let her take control. I was content to follow for now.

      “What are we doing?” I whispered once we were out of Faye’s earshot.

      “She was right,” Lyth explained wile walking me around the central building in the castle. “If we can’t break through the ice, we might be able to find something that could simplify the process for us.”

      I nodded. I couldn’t think of anything that might do that. I had yet to see any fire we could use to try and melt the ice. Sure, that would take a long time to do, and in all honesty, if I was going to encase something in a magically protected block of ice, I would have put heat and fire at the top of my list of things to protect it against.

      I wasn’t sure why this ancient elven king hadn’t just wrapped the sword in rock and buried it in the mountains above. That would keep it safe from pretty much anyone. The fact that it was on display, protected by something that allowed one to see what was inside indicated that he wanted someone to see and indeed obtain the weapon, so there had to be some sort of secret to get around the enchantment that surrounded it.

      As we circled away from the block, the brambles lessened, opening to what appeared to be a rather beautiful little spot in the courtyard. A river came in from the mountains behind the castle. No, river was too strong a word. It was barely a creek that cut a winding path through the courtyard, not frozen despite the snow all around it. I followed it with my eyes, until it came out into a short section that appeared to have been partitioned off by the river and was surrounded by heavy iron chains. The chains were in direct contrast to the rest of the castle. It was darker and lacked the kind of subtlety that was descriptive of this entire place.

      I narrowed my eyes and moved closer to the small island created by the creek, then stepped over the babbling water. I saw a small gravestone, crudely carved and in sharp contrast to the rest of the castle. Hell, to the rest of the pocket world. There was writing on the stone, but it was too small to make out from where I was.

      I looked over at Lyth, who shrugged over at me. She seemed just as curious about it but was willing to let me take the first go. I wasn’t sure how much I liked this new side of myself, being the first to step forward and take risks.

      I stepped over the chains, which were roughly knee height, and looked at the castle before I peered at the writing.

      I still couldn’t make out what it said. I scowled and turned to Lyth.

      “I think it’s written in Elvish. Would you come over and check?” I asked, but was distracted by her sudden change in demeanor. Her eyes were pinned to the gravestone some five feet behind me. I turned back while reaching for my sword. It was instinct, of course. If something was about to attack me, it was best to be prepared.

      I wasn’t sure what I was looking at when I turned back. It had risen from the gravestone itself, and it certainly hadn’t been there before. Aside from that, it looked like a creature made purely from mist. It was roughly my height, and I could just make out limbs but couldn’t see anything else that would tell me what it was.

      It moved closer to me, which caused me to draw my sword. The blade glided smoothly from the sheath as the mist-being stepped in front of me. It was odd. I could see right through it to the castle walls behind, but I was made aware just how real it was when it glided right into me and a pair of lips pressed against mine.

      Soft lips tenderly kissed me as I thought about pulling away, but my body wasn’t doing as I wanted. The kiss lasted for a few more seconds before it ended, leaving me stunned. What came next stunned me more, though.

      It felt like a fist hammered into the right side of my jaw with enough power to knock me back a few stumbling steps. I caught myself on the chain just in time to avoid being tripped by it. My sword was still in my hand. A shot of anger rushed through my body, helping my burning muscles to move just in time to avoid a second shot at my head. I ducked under it and straightened as the mist-figure charged at me again.

      I weaved to the left just as another strike came at me, with my blade arcing around to slash at the being, whatever it was. I heard a soft, warbled cry of pain as the blade slashed right through the mist, but no other effect was visible as a kick came up between my legs. I reacted just in time. The strike hit me on the thigh instead, again knocking me back another couple of steps.

      “What are you doing?” Lyth shouted from outside the chain circle.

      “What the fuck does it look like I’m doing?” I snapped at her, not wanting to be distracted lest another blow take me out of the fight entirely. I had absolutely no idea what I was fighting, or if we were fighting, since it had started with a kiss. Again, if it even was a kiss.

      I ducked under what felt like another strike, trying to get around it. I had to consider retreating. Maybe Lyth would have an idea of what it was, and I wasn’t doing any good in here.

      I turned to make my escape. The creature sensed it and stepped in front of me. I reacted and brought my blade up for a hard swing at the creature but this time, it jumped out of the way. The weight of the sword carried me forward, and I stumbled as it struck the chains.

      There was a spark of light as the blade contacted the chains and the chains lost the fight, parting like they were made of paper. I lost my footing and fell heavily to the ground.

      Before I could recover, the misty being rushed at me. I prepared to defend myself, but instead of attacking me it, reached down for Faye’s spear that was still hanging from my belt. I waved my sword, trying to catch it again, but it came away with the spear, avoided my strike, and then completely ignored me as it rushed over to where Faye still sat by the ice block.

      And I realized that the creature hadn’t actually wanted me to fight it, but rather for me to release it from the chains that had held it in place.

      Faye saw it coming for her, and what looked like amusement from this distance suddenly turned to alarm as she tried to push herself up from the ground. She just barely did, struggling with her hands tied behind her back as they were, and started to run.

      She didn’t get far.

      I pushed myself up to see what was happening. Faye was trying to run away, but the being overtook her. Instead of attacking her with the spear, though, it rushed straight into her and disappeared.

      Faye suddenly stiffened for a moment before she went completely limp and fell hard, without so much as a whimper.
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      My first instinct was to run over and see if I could help, as well as figure out what had just happened. Lyth rushed over and ran her fingers over me to make sure that I was still intact before she turned to see what happened to Faye. Neither of us would be rushing over to where she had fallen, it seemed.

      “Are you all right?” she asked, looking me in the eye.

      “Yes.” I pushed her hands away. “Do you happen to know what that was?”

      She shook her head quickly. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      That wasn’t the news I’d hoped to hear, but then, I’d expected no less with the day that we’d had. The infusion of power from my annoyance at being punched in the face suddenly drained away and left me feeling weaker than before.

      Even so, we needed to go over and see what was happening, if only to make sure that Faye was all right.

      I sighed and rolled my eyes as I limped back toward the castle’s doors, and the block of ice that stood near them. My exhaustion made every little injury worse, and my thigh twinged where the mist-being had kicked it as I walked over to where Faye was still lying on the ground. I knelt next to her and lightly pressed my fingers to her neck, feeling for a pulse.

      “She’s still alive,” I said, looking around at Lyth as she approached.

      “Which begs the question, why,” Lyth replied.

      “Why she’s alive?” I mused, looking up at her.

      “Well, that too,” Lyth said with a nod. “But my question was why the crazy mist-creature went after her first.”

      “What?” I growled. “It came after me first.

      “Well, from where I stood, it looked like the creature was trying to get you to break the chains that held it captive,” Lyth said as she crouched next to Faye and me. “And then took the spear from you and brought it over to her.”

      “You don’t think…” I started to say but was cut off when Faye’s eyes suddenly opened.

      “Welcome back,” I said with a soft chuckle, tilting my head. “How do you feel?”

      She didn’t answer, but there was a small smile on her lips as she reached up to stroke my cheek—which, to my credit, was seen almost immediately as suspicious, since last I remembered, she was still tied up. Which was not the case anymore.

      “What—” I started to shout as I turned away from her hand, which quickly clenched into a fist that missed my head and collided with my gut instead.

      I wasn’t sure if Faye was this strong before, or if something about the mist-creature inhabiting her had made her stronger, but I landed on the ground some three feet away from where I’d been, struggling to breathe.

      From where I lay on the ground, though, I could still see what was happening. Lyth stepped in, immediately on the attack, and swung her bow at the woman, who smoothly ducked under the strike and kicked Lyth’s legs out from under her.

      The elf looked just as shocked by the woman’s actions, probably more so because she didn’t use the spear that was inexplicably in her hands. I tried to push myself up from the ground, struggling to come to Lyth’s defense. My sword worked as a brace for me to use, but considering how powerful Faye suddenly was, and how lacking in the same I was, I didn’t think I was wrong to wonder just what kind of impact I could have.

      Thankfully, before I had a chance to mount any kind of attack, Faye moved away from her, already focused on the block of ice. From the way that she walked determinedly toward it, I couldn’t help but think that she knew a thing or two about it. Or the mist-creature that inhabited her knew something about it, anyway.

      The spear changed in her hands, shifting around. The steel that made up the weapon glided over itself like pieces in a clock, as the pieces themselves started to glow a bright, hot red. The way it changed showed that it was somehow turning slowly and effortlessly into a sword.

      Lyth watched the transformation as well, equally entranced. I couldn’t tell if Faye was doing that intentionally, or if it was just the spear’s reaction to being in her hands again. I remembered her doing something similar with it during our fight back in the West, but this was beyond anything that I’d ever seen before.

      And, I assumed, anything that I’d see after.

      The spear changed fully into a sword—a longsword that could easily be held with two hands, with a long blade that I now saw had flames coming from it. For the first few seconds after the transformation, I was convinced that I was seeing things.

      But, nope. Flames literally came from the sword as Faye stepped closer to the block of ice, and, rather intuitively, drove the blade into it. I saw the same crack of power I’d experienced as the protective spell tried to fight off her attempts, but she was unstoppable, pushing the blade deeper and deeper inside. I heard hissing as the heat coming from the sword melted and simultaneously evaporated the water in the block.

      She buried it to the hilt as water and steam forced their way out through the quickly-growing hole. The blade inside glowed ever brighter, and I assumed that the heat increased. With a twist of the sword inside, cracks started to appear inside the block until, with a sound that was reminiscent of a pane of glass shattering, the block broke into pieces and collapsed in a heap on the ground.

      I was on my feet, watching it, and I still wasn’t sure I could believe my eyes, especially when Faye moved forward and kicked the pieces out of her way before picking up the sword inside. I narrowed my eyes and gripped the blade in my hand a little tighter. I had no reason to believe that she wouldn’t attack me next, and, with two swords in her hand and relatively fresh, she’d make quick work of me. I could only hope to distract her long enough for Lyth to step in and make something work.

      Faye walked over to me, looking distinctively different than she had when I first laid eyes on her. She looked…more intense, somehow, like she radiated power. Her eyes glowed, but I couldn’t see any runes as she advanced on me.

      I stepped back, but she was faster and grabbed my free hand, the one without a sword in it. To my surprise, she placed the sword that had been in the ice into my hand. I felt how cold it still was, despite being free of the block.

      “Break…the hold,” Faye whispered to me, and for the first time, I realized that she was struggling with herself. I gripped the new sword tighter as I tried to comprehend what she was talking about. This was the first time she’d shown any outward interest in having Abarat’s control over her broken, and that was enough to throw me off balance.

      That said, I still needed a moment to appreciate the blade in my hand. It was light, but still had a sort of weight to it that felt right in my hand. The haft was a hand-and-a-half long, making it a bastard sword, at least to my eyes, with the blade itself long and straight. What looked like runes were carved into the steel, but none that I had ever seen before. I had seen a couple in Elvish, when I looked at Braire’s runed stones, and they looked nothing like this. It didn’t seem to be in any language that I had ever encounterd before.

      “What are you waiting for?” Faye asked, looking like she was holding on by a thread. It snapped me back to reality as I looked around to where Lyth stood, well aware of the sword still in Faye’s hand. I could feel the heat from it on my cheek.

      “Well, we have the sword now,” I said to Lyth. “How do we use it? I assume that we’re looking for something a little more subtle than just running her through with it?”

      “Obviously,” Lyth snapped and rushed to my side. “You need to command authority over her. Take the power away from whatever Abarat’s hold on her is.”

      “I don’t have any authority over her,” I reminded Lyth and pushed the sword into her hands. “If any of us were to have any, it would be you, right?”

      “Right,” Lyth said, looking like she hadn’t even thought of that. I didn’t see how it wasn’t obvious, considering that she was some kind of royalty. What was difficult about it? “You… Help me by keeping her down.”

      Sure. Of course. That too, was obvious, and in my case, completely missed. It looked like Faye was returning to her old, Abarat-serving self, and that was not going to help. I came around behind her, dropped my sword, and wrapped my arms around her shoulders. I pulled her arms back and used my feet to knock her balance off and push her down to her knees. I felt the heat coming from the sword still in her hands, but I didn’t feel comfortable trying to disarm her. I had already been burned touching something that I shouldn’t have, and I wasn’t about to do it again.

      Despite my physical size being enough to initially overpower her, I felt her start to fight back. In my drained state, I started to lose confidence in my ability to help with this.

      “Keep her still!” Lyth shouted at me.

      “I’m trying!” I roared back. Faye started to buck hard, trying to throw me off. It was all I could do to keep her right hand, the one with the sword in it, from breaking free. Her stabbing Lyth right now would echo poorly on the rest of our mission. “Just get it done!”

      “I’ve never actually done this before,” Lyth replied, and let the blade come down to touch Faye’s shoulder. The woman jerked in my hands, hard enough to almost throw me clear of her as Lyth closed her eyes, lips moving quickly as she started the incantation.

      Despite my sudden lack of faith in this plan, I saw a change starting to come over Faye as Lyth continued the incantation. I had no idea what she was saying, or why, but the fact that Faye seemed to calm down in my grip was encouraging, even if I was still only barely able to hold on.

      Lyth raised the blade and Faye resumed her resistance with more vigor than before, like Abarat’s control over her knew what was happening and would be damned before it went quietly. Faye’s sudden and newfound strength dragged me clear of my spot behind her. All I could really do from my new spot, half-kneeling on the ground, was hold onto her sword hand as the other tried to wrench it free.

      “Set me free!” Faye roared at me as I struggled to keep her in place.

      “I’m…trying!” I growled back. I wasn’t sure which side of her made the demand, and honestly, I didn’t care. One way or another, she would get her wish, depending on when Lyth finished her incantation.

      The blade dropped again, this time onto Faye’s left shoulder, and again, it had a bit of a calming effect on her—enough that I was able to regain my balance and grab hold of her again, pulling her close. Droplets of sweat formed on her temple as she seemed to struggle a bit with the spell.

      I fortified myself for what I felt would be another sudden power struggle between Faye and myself as I watched the blade start to lift again, but this time, Faye let out a magically-enhanced cry that left my ears ringing before she suddenly went limp in my arms.

      The silence that came next was rather deafening as I looked at Lyth and then Faye again, the latter apparently unconscious in my arms.

      “Did it work?” I asked, suddenly out of breath as I glanced Lyth out of the corner of my eye. I still didn’t want to let Faye out of my sight.

      “I finished the spell,” Lyth whispered, looking down at the sword that she still had in her hand. “Performed the rite correctly, or at least how it was spelled out in the book we found. Whether it worked or not… Well, we’ll just have to wait and see.”

      Lyth suddenly turned, and I saw the cold coming from the blade smoke up from it as she did. The odd runes lit up as she launched an attack at something near the door. I initially thought that she was trying the sword out, which felt right, I supposed, even if it might not be the right time for something like that.

      But something dropped to the ground, and it wasn’t part of the gate. From the blackened, almost scorched skin of the creature, I easily recognized it as one of the monsters that we had so narrowly escaped not too long ago.

      “They never come alone,” Lyth said to me, twirling the sword delicately in her hands. “Best prepare for a fight, I think.”

      I wasn’t in any shape for that, but I did manage to stagger to my feet as more of the monsters piled through the gates and charged toward us. I wasn’t sure how the undead could get through the spell that protected this little pocket world we were in, but at this point, I wasn’t going to think too hard. I could barely stand, and putting up anything resembling a fight would take everything I had.
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      I didn’t know if I could put up much of a fight, but damned if I’d leave Lyth to fight the monsters off on her own. Each one of my muscles burned, some of which I hadn’t even been aware of until now, but there was no getting out of this.

      At least if I failed, I would have all the time in the world to rest and recover. Assuming that I wasn’t turned into one of those monsters myself, which wasn’t something I wanted.

      Just thinking about it made my blood run a little hotter as I quickly cleaned my sword of the snow that had collected on it while on the ground and prepared myself for the fight to come. I sucked in a deep breath, trying not to think about how my knees wobbled with each step.

      “Are you going to pick up your bow?” I asked Lyth as the monsters paused at the brambles and thorns. They didn’t feel pain, but having the thorns tear into their flesh was problematic. They still needed to use their muscles if they wanted to move about.

      “No…I think I have it handled with this sword,” Lyth said with a small smile. “I don’t know how to explain it, but I feel like I’ve waited for this weapon my whole life.”

      “Consider me happy for you,” I grumbled. If she took the front line of the fight, all I could really do was help to keep her flanks clear, which seemed about all that I was capable of right now.

      She grinned back at me, sensing my exhaustion. While I imagined that she was almost as tired, she looked like she’d have some fire in the battle to come. I couldn’t help a chuckle as we moved closer to the creatures. There was a path in the thicket that I had made. Considering that the monsters were struggling to move through the thorns proper, that would narrow their avenues of attack considerably. That was the one advantage we had.

      They, of course, had the advantage of numbers, which would start to tell if we didn’t do something about it.

      The bastard sword lit up, the runes glowing a deep blue as Lyth stepped forward and launched a magical blast at the monsters. She was careful to avoid widening the path through the brambles while still cutting through the five or six most advanced of the undead, but they were quickly pushed to the side as the dozens or so that were coming up behind them pressed forward again. I sucked in a deep breath, trying to stay conscious and focused as Lyth fired off another three or four blasts, trying to take the edge off their initial assault.

      Just as the monsters started to get too close for comfort, Lyth took a step to the side and then back, letting me cut in. I roared to push some power into my limbs as I charged forward, throwing my full weight into a stab at the first creature’s stomach. It went in without too much effort, finding and impaling a second as more were pushed forward until I managed to pin a handful of those still alive onto the plants behind them. I pulled the blade back, flicking it out and around to almost effortlessly behead another creature that tried to push through me and toward Lyth. I wondered if they knew that she was the greater threat and were more focused on getting her out of the way before me.

      Which I didn’t quite mind, as that meant I had more time to react to their attacks and get my sluggish limbs moving, hacking and cutting at whatever parts of their bodies I could reach. Heads were severed and fell onto the brambles, giving them something of an obscene and yet fitting fruit. I didn’t like that my mind went there, in all honesty. I had fallen into a rhythm where attacks and defense came without having to think about them. I didn’t know how long I could last like this, since I knew there was a limit to what I could do, but at the moment, I felt like I could go on forever.

      The blasts kept coming from behind me. Lyth dealt a lot more damage to the creatures that were still coming, while all I really did was keep them away from her. They felt icy when they came closer to me. I’d never noticed any temperature changes from the blasts that originated from my blade, meaning that there probably weren’t any. I assumed that the ice had something to do with these shots of cold that cut through the creatures. I wondered if there was something similar with the fire in Faye’s sword.

      That moment of distraction, as I thought to look back and see how Faye was doing, was all that was needed for two of the creatures to rush at me. They bowled me to the side as they clawed toward Lyth. Thorns dug into my back and tore at my clothes, but in my moment of panic, I didn’t care. I felt shots of pain as I pulled myself clear of the obnoxious and yet life-saving plants as I rushed forward, trying not to stumble with each step.

      Lyth handled the one that was closest to her handily, effectively chopping its head off with a smooth slash. The second I had to handle, sliding the sword over its neck and screaming with effort as I pulled it off its attacking course and over into the brambles. I didn’t have time to finish it off, and instead had to deliver a kick to its midriff to firmly entangle it with the brambles before turning back around. I felt a rush of cold cut through the air just over my head, arcing up and down to slash at a line that was suddenly advancing on my vulnerable position.

      The first that came at me fell back, a gaping hole in its chest, but I couldn’t stop the second or the third when they decided that they’d had enough of me standing in their way and pushed closer, now focused on me instead.

      Three rushed at me while the rest moved toward Lyth, who was suddenly struggling to defend herself.

      I ducked into a strike by one of the monsters, stabbed my blade into its chest by way of a riposte and pushed forward, trying and succeeding in throwing the one behind it off balance, and then turned to the third. It was too close to defend against—a mace arced up toward my unprotected head.

      I needed to start wearing a helmet.

      A flash of flame brushed across my face in sharp contrast to the cold that had been stinging it, cutting the head and some of the torso off the creature that was swinging at me. The swing itself went wide as the monster stumbled to the side and then dropped to the ground.

      I turned enough to see Faye on her feet, the flaming sword in her hands as she grinned over at me.

      “Miss me?” she asked, tilting her head and blowing me a kiss. I had nothing to say in response as she rushed in and took over as the striker of the group. That flaming sword of hers cut a smooth and deadly swathe into the undead, striking at them with swings of the blade proper followed by wave after wave of fireballs. I dropped back a couple of steps to stay out of the way of the attacks, caught my foot on a jutting cobble and dropped to the ground. I wasn’t sure I had the strength to pull myself back up, but I knew that I’d try, anyway.

      Damn me and my stubbornness. Would I ever learn how to just give up and lay down and let others take care of the problems for me?

      Nope. That wasn’t going to happen for a while. I growled and forced myself up, pulling my sword into a defensive position. I could see the red that I’d left behind on the snow, but I didn’t have time to think about that. Lyth and Faye were fighting alone, but they wouldn’t be for long.

      Before I could push myself into the fight, though, I heard a horrifyingly loud roar from the other side of the walls. I looked up, trying to make out the origin, hoping that it wasn’t another terrifying creature that we would have to fight.

      All my questions were answered, though, when I saw the powerful, burly form atop the walls. I remembered my conversation with Braire about the beast that I had never seen her summon before, a giant bear with a scar over its eye—an act that had filled her eyes with despair as she reached deep to bring it forth. I didn’t like that she had reached the emotional point where she was able to call the beast up, but damned if it wasn’t a welcome sight to my sore eyes.

      Another ear-splitting roar and it jumped down from the walls, onto the horde of monsters that were gathered in front of the gate, tearing into them and the gate itself when it didn’t move quickly enough for its liking. I pulled my sword up, wondering if I still needed to join the fight, but the sight of a hawk and the sound of a wolf’s howl told me that the rest of our team had arrived. I heard lightning bolts strike outside the walls, and in a few minutes, after the bear had torn through most of the undead, I caught a glimpse of Aliana dancing her way through the monsters. She tore through them with ease, using her magic to help with her attacks instead of relying on it as her sole source of violence like Norel did.

      The monsters seemed to understand that they were outclassed, especially when the bear and snake started to work in tandem—the latter wrapped around and trapped as many of the creatures with its sinuous body as it could, which allowed the bear to tear at them quickly and efficiently, smashing through groups at a time with its enormous paws.

      I dropped to my knees and planted my sword in the ground, letting my head hang as the fight wound down. The sounds of the cries from the undead faded and moved further away as Braire’s beasts kept hunting, unwilling to leave any of them alive.

      I heard boots crunching in the snow near me. When I looked up, I saw Faye, with that same knowing smile on her face. She still looked a little dazed, and a little different from what I could see. My eyes went immediately to the flaming sword in her hand and she chuckled, offering her free hand to me instead. I took it with a small smile and let her help me to my feet.

      “You look exhausted, Grant,” she said, brushing something from my shoulder, which I realized was blood.

      “Thank you for the obvious,” I grumbled, trying not to still see her as an enemy. There was something different about her that I couldn’t quite figure out.

      “Get your hands off him,” I heard Norel growl, warning in her tone as she advanced on Faye through the bodies that were left behind. I wasn’t sure what she thought was happening, but just to be safe, Faye took a couple of steps away from me. She didn’t release her sword but she did point it at the ground. I sucked in a deep breath. With the fight over and what I hoped was our first mission here completed, I didn’t think there would be a problem if I just collapsed for a nap. They could handle it all from here, right?

      Well, everyone else had to be just as tired as I was. I didn’t want to be the only one resting when everyone had to work. I used my sword for balance to stay on my feet as I watched Norel come closer to Faye.

      She was understandably cautious in her approach, and Faye was understanding of that as well. She remained in place, allowing the woman to come closer and inspect her, visually at first, and then with what I could only assume was a magical screening of whether or not the woman was still under Abarat’s control as Lyth moved over to us.

      “Well, that was surprisingly invasive,” Faye pointed out as Norel took a step back, looking genuinely surprised. “Any closer to my personal life and I would have been forced to leave a bright red handprint on your cheek.”

      “She actually does have a surprising amount of strength in her hands,” I remembered aloud, rubbing where I knew there would be a bruise on my midsection, and maybe a couple more from when that mist-creature had hit me. I still wasn’t sure where that creature had gone, or if we would still need to fight it off. It had disappeared into Faye, but I hadn’t seen it go anywhere else. In fact, Faye had looked somewhat different since then. Which led to my next question of…

      “What on earth are you?” Norel asked, stepping all over my train of thought. I looked over at her and narrowed my eyes.

      “That’s not really important right now,” Faye said, shaking her head as the flames in her sword went out and she dropped it to the ground.

      “I think it’s pretty important,” I said, and walked over to them while sheathing my sword. The others joined us as well.

      “As important as pointing out at the undead aren’t following golems anymore?” Faye asked, looking around at all of us. “Meaning that they’re probably following another, higher power and doing its will?”

      “I thought we talked about that,” Aliana said as she moved closer to me and wrapped me in her arms. I thought that she used her wings too, as she pulled me closer and hungrily kissed my lips.

      “Hello there,” I whispered when she pulled away, stroking my hair.

      “You had us worried back there,” she whispered with a chuckle, nuzzling at my neck for a moment before turning back to Faye and Norel. “What do you mean, what is she?”

      “Well, she’s cured of Abarat’s influence, that much is clear,” Norel replied.

      “You’re welcome for that, by the way,” Lyth said. Her left arm was wounded. Norel could probably heal it, since she was powerful enough to do so. Unless she needed some rest. I needed some rest as well, and maybe some healing, although my bruises and cuts were comparable to the wounds that everyone else had.

      “Lyth’s ability to break Faye from Abarat’s control is rather interesting,” Norel said while looking the elf up and down. “As is the sword. Swords, I suppose I should say. And yet, the bigger question that’s facing us is just what the hell Faye is!”
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      At Norel’s insistence, I turned and gave Faye another look. Sure, I had noticed something different about her before, and yet the details had completely slipped my mind. Of course, my mind had been on the horde of other problems facing us, so I had an excuse for my distraction. That, and the fact that I was still having trouble staying on my feet. I hated this feeling of exhaustion. I would have to see about improving my fighting stamina later, although of course it was my fault for charging in and trying to take control of a situation that I had absolutely no chance of taking control of, and thus wasting large amounts of my power early in the fighting.

      Then again, I supposed that it couldn’t hurt to increase my stamina anyway.

      My attention was currently better served in studying Faye a little closer. I narrowed my eyes, realizing that her hair had changed color from fully blonde to something a bit closer to silver, although the curls remained the same. Another thing I’d failed to notice was the fact that she was now in clothes or armor similar in modesty to Aliana’s, making it eye-catching in a way that I never would have imagined Faye to be. Her facial features all appeared to be the same, though. While she was the same person, there was just something different about her. And I didn’t think that I could come up with a better explanation for it until some other details were provided.

      “So, what are we looking at, here?” I asked, stepping closer to the Official. “Are you still Faye? Or are you that mist-creature that came up from the gravestone?”

      “The what now?” Norel asked, looking around.

      “It’s a long story, we’ll explain later,” Lyth said and shook her head. “Although it does involve Grant getting kicked around by a misty ghost creature.”

      “Shut it,” I snarled at her, and she grinned in response.

      “I’m still the person I’ve always been, Grant,” Faye said with a smile, looking around at the rest of the team, trying to make sure that none of us would attack her as she spoke. “Just… more of me, I suppose. Faye, though? Really? That must have been Abarat’s version of a joke. The elf has a terrible sense of humor.”

      I narrowed my eyes and stepped closer. “I really hope you can explain that as well.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Ugh, fine, if you need the whole story. Although I think you might need to sit down for the duration. You in particular look like you might just collapse.”

      I wanted to protest, but there was little point in lying. Aside from Lyth and Faye, I wouldn’t be able to get any lie past the rest of the team, which meant that Aliana guided me over to the steps of the castle behind us while the rest followed and gathered around. Braire was the last to walk over, with her beasts coming in through the gates to join us. I watched the bear move closer, padding gently across the snow. The size of the creature made the ground shake with each step. I couldn’t imagine the kind of terror that anyone who faced him must feel. Yes, I did remember the terror that came with a dragon swooping down on enemy ranks. I wasn’t sure why the thought of a bear attacking was that much worse.

      It moved over to me first. It didn’t look quite as horrifying when it wasn’t tearing through the undead with its powerful jaws and monstrous paws, but I couldn’t help thinking that there would be more than enough time for me to see him do that again. With one eye missing and the scores of battle scars on its body, it seemed less scary and more…protective. Whether or not all the injuries came from protecting Braire during the war, I knew that it held her closer than anything I could imagine.

      I wanted to thank it for keeping her safe, but I didn’t see how I could. As it moved closer, I reached out to gently run my fingers across the fur of its neck. It was softer than I thought it would be, and the skin underneath, even with the scars, was less coarse. I smiled and leaned closer, and I felt its nose gently sniffing and brushing the bristles on its lips over my bare skin. I jumped back when teeth started to graze over me. Braire was laughing as the bear snorted, sniffed, and growled before it ambled over to where she sat.

      Faye remained on her feet. Since she had only been an active participant in the latter part of the battle, I realized that she had the most energy left.

      “A long time ago, before any of you were alive, except maybe you, your grace,” Faye said, nodding her head in deference to Lyth, who narrowed her eyes. “A long time ago, the kings of the elves asked the fae to ally to them. The fae were not war-like people, and, aside from a few among us, loved peace and were unable to defend ourselves from the ravages of the other races of the world.”

      “The fae?” I asked, looking at Aliana, who nodded.

      “The children of the forest, they were called,” the djinn said. “I thought they were long extinct. Lost, as she said, to the ravages of the other races of the world.”

      “Not important,” Faye said quickly, shaking her head. It had to be a sensitive topic for her. “Back in the day, the elves did what they could to preserve our forests and leave them untouched for us to live in. In exchange, they commanded what few fighters we had, and those skilled among us made for them weapons of power that allowed them to better defend us. I was among the former. A fighter, outfitted with weapons of power to defend our people. But the elves fell, and while our alliances were eventually for naught, we knew that we had made the right choices. No offense, Grant.”

      I hadn’t realized that there was any until she mentioned it, but as I thought about it, it made sense. There was only one power on earth capable of pushing the elves back, I thought. Humans. Me. No offense.

      “None taken,” I said softly, bowing my head.

      “When the last of the elven kings that had allied with us fell, his final words were to make this world for him to rest. As he drew his last breaths, I stood by his side, and when he died, I put his blade in a place that only I could find, should his heir come to claim it. At the end of the war, Abarat came here, looking for a weapon that would win the war. His heart was dark, and his purposes known to me, so I denied him the weapon. He did not take it well.”

      Faye turned away from us, walking around the courtyard. I realized that the brambles were receding, growing back into the ground, if that was possible.

      “We fought here, and he… bested me,” Faye said softly, looking around. “He realized two things, then. One, that I would never give him the weapon, and second, I was the only one who could give it to him. He decided to tear my soul from my body, and he buried it and surrounded it with pure iron. He took my body and used it as a tool for his own purposes, guising me as human and making me the Emperor’s Official when he had influence over the world again.”

      “If you don’t mind me interrupting,” I said, and she nodded. “What about… well, no way to say it, but flirting. When you were doing that, was that under Abarat’s influence, or…”

      I let my voice trail off, not sure where I was going with that. I realized that I didn’t want to be saying this aloud in the presence of three women that I was sleeping with, but as I looked over, the expressions that I saw were amusement from Norel, interest from Braire, and… I wasn’t sure why, but arousal from Aliana, who was leaning forward.

      “No, that had nothing to do with Abarat,” Faye said with a small smile. “Even with him in control, some parts of my real self have surfaced from time to time. The attraction was part of me, trying to break through his hold.”

      I needed to change the subject. Aliana’s mind was going places that distracted me from the topic at hand, which was… something. I needed to find out what it was really supposed to be. I couldn’t remember, with Aliana’s mind drawing mine to rather more interesting topics.

      “So, if your name isn’t Faye,” I finally said, breathing in to calm myself down, “what is it? You did say that Abarat called you that as a joke, or something to that effect.”

      “Yes, he did,” Faye grumbled, shaking her head and rolling her eyes. “My real name is… rather more difficult for you lot to pronounce.”

      “I think you can try us,” Aliana said with a small smile.

      Faye tilted her head, smiling at the challenge as she said her name.

      Or at least, I assumed that she did. What came from her lips was a long series of sounds and enunciations that I couldn’t make out. I even heard a couple of whistles mixed in, making me narrow my eyes. I was only partially sure that she wasn’t pulling our collective legs.

      By the time she finished, I needed a moment to try and remember anything that I could use by way of a handle to understand what she said.

      When I realized that wasn’t going to happen, I shook my head. “You wouldn’t happen to have a nickname, would you?”

      “I do,” she replied with a chuckle. “You can call me Faye.”

      “I was under the impression that you didn’t like that name,” Norel replied as she pushed herself up from her seat on the steps.

      “Well, it’s the name for my people, of whom I appear to be the sole representative,” Faye said with a shrug. “It might have been Abarat’s idea of a joke, but damned if I’ll let him use our name against us. Call me Faye, friends.”

      “Faye it is,” I said with a nod. I pushed myself up from my seat, brushed off the snow that had collected on my trousers, and offered her my hand. “I know that it might not be my right to ask, being what I am, but we would be honored to have you on our side for the coming fight.”

      “Don’t be like that,” Faye said, ignoring my hand and stepping in to wrap her arms around me in a hug. “Of course, I’ll fight with you, if only to hand Abarat his annoyingly arrogant ass.”

      “I’ll take it,” I said with a nod, although it took me a moment to get over my surprise before I hugged her back. I hadn’t expected this kind of response from her, but it was a welcome sort of surprise. There were enough people who wanted us to fail out there, so it was good to have her on our side.

      I looked at her and patted her on the back. “I think we’ve hugged for long enough.”

      “Agreed,” Faye said with a nod, pulling back with a chuckle. “Before I leave, though, this place is, or rather was, under my protection. I would like to verify that none of the abominations that followed us here remain, as well as maybe fix the place up. I do owe the elf who lies here a great deal.”

      “Have at it,” I said, after taking a moment to confirm that everyone else in our party agreed. “I would prefer not to spend the night here or in the damn tunnels that we were, and I suppose, are still in.”

      “I can help her with the cleaning,” Aliana said, jumping lightly up from her seat and excitedly flapping her wings. “I wouldn’t mind doing a bit of exploring while we’re here.”

      “And you’ll need my help as well, since tracking the undead across this place will require my help and that of my friends,” Braire said, looking decidedly less enthused about the prospect. She looked and felt exhausted as well, I thought. She took a moment to walk over and wrap me up in a hug, and gently punch me in the shoulder.

      “Don’t you dare pull something like that again,” she whispered and lightly kissed my cheek.

      I laughed, rubbing my shoulder. “I… didn’t mean it?”

      “I know, but still, don’t,” she replied, leaning in for another kiss, this time on my lips before she pulled away to join Aliana and Faye as they made their way to the gates. The brambles were almost gone by this point, leaving the courtyard open and actually quite beautiful, with a fountain now visible, although the water looked like it was frozen over in a fairly eternal winter.

      I made my way over to where Norel and Lyth were still seated, the latter inspecting the sword that she had been gifted with. Well, she had done more than her fair share in earning it, I supposed, and more on top of that with fighting to keep it.

      I sat next to Norel, who smiled and leaned into me as I wrapped my arm around her shoulders. She sniffed and made a face.

      “You need a bath,” she pointed out.

      “I think we all do,” I replied. She nodded while running her fingers over my back, where a couple of bloodied holes were. I immediately felt her start to work her healing magic.

      “So,” I said, playing with her hair as she worked, “why didn’t you want to join them in exploring this place? I assume that it has some sort of significance to elfkind.”

      “It does,” Norel said softly, looking up into my eyes with a small smile. “But for me personally, it has a deeper meaning, one that I would rather not dig into.”

      “You were here when it was destroyed, weren’t you?” Lyth asked, still running her fingers over the blade.

      “What happened?” I asked in a soft voice. “Although… if the memories are too sharp to dwell on…”

      She shook her head. “Nothing like that. The battle of Daryhan Castle was barely a footnote in the human history books. The elves had lost the war in the north for the most part, with most retreating to the larger fortifications in the south. This was a last stand of sorts. What few elves that hadn’t been able to retreat fell back here. This place wasn’t built for a long-term siege, so we were forced to abandon it after a few weeks, after sustaining heavy losses. I stayed behind when they marched in and tore it all apart. They didn’t care about the history and meaning that the building had, not even the beauty and effort that had gone into building it. All they saw was a tactical fortification that they had no need for. They pulled it apart, stone by stone.”

      There wasn’t much emotion in her voice, but I felt it seeping through our bond as I pulled her closer. She hugged me closer as well, gently pressing her cheek against my shoulder.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered, and kissed the top of her head.

      “It’s not your fault,” she said, mumbling into me. “It was a war. Things were done that would never stand up under the morality of the life that we know now.”

      “War morality?” I asked as I ran my fingers through her hair. “That’s the excuse you give for humans tearing into this piece of elven history?”

      “Well, yes,” Norel said softly, looking up at me. “You don’t understand the kinds of decisions that go into fighting a war like that. Making decisions daily that will cost lives, knowing that not making those decisions will cost more. They bring out a side in people, humans and elves alike, that is rather unique.”

      I couldn’t understand what she was talking about. I could criticize all I wanted, but the fact remained that I wouldn’t know what I would or wouldn’t do in a situation like that until I was faced with something similar. I still wanted to blame those long-ago humans for tearing down a piece of history like it meant nothing, and I still would, but I wasn’t going to pretend that I knew what had driven them to do something like that.

      All I could do was what I did now: wrap Norel up in my arms and help her forget the horrors that she’d experienced. I looked up and saw that Lyth had stopped playing with that sword of hers and was watching us with an odd look on her face. When she noticed that I was watching her, she smiled, shook her head, and turned her attention back to her new sword.
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      The hours came and went as Aliana, Braire, and Faye finished off what remained of the monsters that had followed us into the tunnels. There wasn’t much of a way to tell how time was passing in this place, as the sun seemed poised directly overhead from the moment that we arrived, hours before, until the point when we decided to go. The day seemed to drag on, anyway, and I wondered if it had more to do with the fact that I had been tired for so long that I had almost forgotten what it felt like to be whole again.

      We headed back the way we’d come, through the forest. Faye had to stop for a moment, as it appeared that the monsters had come through by breaking the spell that was supposed to keep this place hidden. I didn’t even know how they were supposed to have done that, but I had been able to pass through with only some difficulty. I was out of my depth here, and wasn’t in the mood to think critically. Maybe something that we could do tomorrow.

      We stepped back into the tunnels. I realized that I hadn’t missed them even a little bit as we backtracked our movements through them.

      When we reached where the cave-in had happened, the question of how the monsters had reached us, and more importantly, how Aliana, Norel and Braire had reached us, was answered.

      “They tore through the place,” I said softly, looking around. “They dug right through the cave-in. How?”

      “They didn’t care about more dirt coming down on them,” Aliana pointed out, raising a hand with some light to show where a couple of the monsters had been crushed under the rocks. “They just cared about getting to the other side. As quickly as possible.”

      “Well, they were dead,” Norel said. “I don’t think they cared about dying a little bit more on top of it.”

      I nodded. We started moving—inching, really—through the hole they’d left behind. It was a tight fit. I felt the tunnels still aching to drop on top of us. I didn’t like the feeling and I liked the thought of being buried alive even less, which made me watch my step as we worked our way back to the entrance. I didn’t like the thought of dealing with these creatures in close quarters again, either, and if there were any of them left in here, I didn’t want to tackle them again.

      I just wanted a damn night’s sleep. Was that really too much to ask?

      We moved through the tunnels, finding our way back to the entrance. I smelled the fresh air almost before I saw the light coming through the archway, and I pushed toward it instinctively. I was at the front of our little group, which meant that it was my responsibility to make sure nothing waited for us out there, but all I could think of was how wonderful it was to be out in the open again. Screw the damn monsters for pushing us into the damn place.

      I sucked in a deep breath of fresh air as my eyes adjusted to the light again. It didn’t take long since the sun was already setting, with sunset looking like it was less than an hour away. The days were getting shorter, of course, with winter drawing closer. I estimated that we had been down in the tunnels for about eight hours. That wasn’t a pleasant thought, even if most of it had been spent in a world adjacent to ours.

      It just didn’t seem right. Even with the lushness of the flora and fauna, there were still tiny little flaws, the differences from one pine and oak to the next. More importantly, the sounds of birds and animals made it seem more alive out here than even the most perfect pocket world could be.

      “You seem happy to be back,” Aliana said as she moved up next to me and kissed my cheek.

      “I just didn’t feel right about spending the night in a tomb,” I replied, shaking my head. “No matter how historically significant it’s supposed to be.”

      She chuckled in response and we headed into the forest surrounding us. I took a couple of moments to enjoy the scenery before we moved deeper into it. There was a hint of worry that there might still be monsters out here trying to hunt us down, but the further we went from the tomb and the lower the sun fell, the more our fears went away. It didn’t seem like the monsters had bothered to spare themselves from the attack, making those that we had killed the only ones that were around. More could be coming, of course, but I didn’t want to think about that right now.

      As the sun disappeared behind the mountains to the west, Lyth offered hers and Faye’s services to hunt some food for our evening meal. With the kind of day we’d had, I thought that forgetting to eat couldn’t be held against us. The moment that it was mentioned, though, I realized just how hungry I was and how drained of energy we all were.

      “We’ll find the food,” Lyth said, pulling her bow off her back and quickly stringing it as she walked. “You lot fix up our camp.”

      That did seem fair to my mind. As they veered off in a different direction, I looked around for some wood to use for a fire. That was the thing about the pocket universe, I thought. Sure, it was painting-perfect, but no forest was complete without a couple of trees knocked down by storms, maybe a handful left hollowed out by lightning here or there, gifting some passing travelers with wood to use for warmth.

      I suddenly froze as I felt a pair of arms wrap me up from behind. Braire was there, hugging me tightly. I smiled and leaned back into her embrace, smiling even more as Aliana and Norel both moved in to join us. The pile-up of hugging and kissing that developed was more than welcome as I returned as many as I received.

      “They were worried about you,” Aliana said with a chuckle as we broke away from each other. “Knowing how drained and tired you were, they didn’t think you would make it. Braire was at the point of panicking.”

      “I… panicking might be too strong a word,” Braire grumbled, shaking her head. “We were all worried about you, since we couldn’t find any of the monsters where we had been sealed in. It was easy to assume that they had all gone the way that you had, and it left us feeling a little helpless. All that allowed me to call up old Bertrant back there to tear everything up. It was worth it, I think, just to see him again. I think he likes you.”

      Bertrant. I had to remember that. It was made easier by the fact that it sounded vaguely like bear. I could even shorten it to bear, if I thought it would work.

      Either way, we seemed to be finished with that. Aliana and Braire set up our little campsite while Braire and I gathered what wood was available. During the late fall, there was more than enough of it lying around to make a respectably-sized fire.

      We finished putting the pieces together for the fire as Faye and Lyth returned. As short as their hunting trip had been, it was successful. Lyth had a small white-tailed buck slung over her shoulder.

      I honestly had no idea how she had done it so quickly. There had to be some kind of overlap with the astral projection power that she had, but even that took time, I assumed. It meant that she had been lucky, though, so I didn’t know why Faye had gone with her.

      Maybe it was to allow me and the three sisters to have a moment together after having been parted for most of the day.

      Lyth was quick with her work, smoothly stripping the buck of its skin and easily pulling the guts out. There was something to be said about someone of the royalty like her getting her hands dirty as the rest of us finished setting up camp in comparative silence.

      When she finished skinning and cleaning the meat, I helped her put it on the rack over the fire to be slowly roasted. It would be a little while before the meat was ready to eat. The sky was awash with stars, large parts of it blocked out by the forest around us.

      Despite how tired I was, I was hungrier still, and the smell of meat roasting on a spit over the fire was enough to keep me awake until Lyth started to cut pieces from the flank, the part that was the most cooked.

      Even with the lack of spices and salts, the meat was still smoky and delicious, especially when added to the flatbread that we’d brought along for the journey. Norel had brought some mead as well, which she passed around, but I declined and sipped from the skin of water that we’d brought along.

      After I ate, I leaned back against one of the nearby trees and enjoyed the heat from the fire while still basking in the cool, refreshing evening air. My eyes started to drift shut in contentment. Lyth was drifting off as well, although she appeared to be going into a trance for her astral projection, allowing her to look over the area around us to make sure there weren’t any monsters nearby. Aliana and Faye were talking, although I couldn’t really hearwhat they said. I didn’t know if they were talking in elvish, or if I was just too tired to keep up with what they said.

      I supposed that it didn’t make sense for them to speak in anything other than elvish, since Faye would probably want to reconnect with times past, and Aliana felt more comfortable speaking in her native language.

      I adjusted my position and settled against the tree again, planning to get some much-needed sleep, but Aliana and Faye both came over and sat down next to me.

      “What?” I asked them, a little annoyed that they seemed to want to talk when I wanted to get some sleep.

      “Faye had something she wanted to tell you,” Aliana said softly, and from the feeling I received from her side of the bond, there was something that she wanted to do to me, too.

      I turned my head toward Faye just in time to see her lean closer. Her breasts pressed against my shoulder as her lips met mine in a way that felt rather familiar. She did say that she was the mist-creature that had come up from the gravestone, and that meant she had kissed me before. This time, though, knowing that a punch likely wasn’t going to follow in quick succession, I leaned in and enjoyed it, as surprising as it had been at first.

      “What was that for?” I asked, looking at Aliana, who was watching us with hunger. She licked her lips and leaned in to kiss my neck as my eyes turned back to Faye, who tilted her head and appeared to be running over what had just happened in her mind.

      “Well, I would be lying if I said that it wasn’t something that I hadn’t wanted to do for a while,” she whispered back to me while leaning in to place light, tender and teasing kisses over my chin and jawline. “If you like, you can call it a very sincere thank you for breaking me free from Abarat’s control.”

      “Well, Lyth had a lot more to do with that than I did,” I pointed out, not sure why I was even talking at this point. Why did I want her to thank Lyth instead of me right now? Decision-making wasn’t going to be my strong suit at this point. It hadn’t been for a long time.

      “Well, I think I can thank her later,” Faye said softly. “She appears to be busy at the moment.”

      I looked over at Lyth, who did seem like she was deep in her trance, too deep for any thanking of this kind. I did want to be around if that ever happened, though.

      Odd where the mind went when there were two women running their hands and lips over me, I mused. Not much could be said that wouldn’t have them thinking about what was happening, not even when Norel and Braire approached. From the way that their eyes were on us, I could tell that their intent was to join, not stop what was happening.

      “From what Faye’s been telling me, I think she means to provide a good deal more thanking, too,” Aliana whispered in my ear, close and hot enough that I felt her lips and tongue lightly brush my earlobe as she pulled me closer.

      “Are you sure about that?” I asked, looking at her as she pressed tight to me. Her clothes were already gone, I realized, and as I thought about it, so were Faye’s. I wondered if she wore the same kind of clothes that Aliana did. Well, neither of them was currently wearing clothes, but…

      No, it wasn’t time to think about what they were or weren’t wearing. Norel and Braire joined in as well, also wearing less than when they’d walked over, and from the way that Aliana’s and Faye’s hands were moving, I would soon join them. I let out a low moan as Aliana’s hands undid my trousers and Faye’s moved over the growing bulge pressing against her hand.

      “Oh fuck,” I whispered as Aliana pushed the trousers down far enough that my cock came free from the confines, right into Faye’s waiting hands. I didn’t know how they were doing it, working in tandem like this, but I was very interested in finding out the results. I pulled Aliana closer and pressed my lips to hers as Faye kissed her way to my chest, now bare as Aliana tugged my shirt off and tossed it off to the side. Faye’s kisses continued down over my chest and stomach while her fingers slowly ran up and down my shaft. Braire and Norel had settled nearby and undressed each other, giving me something to watch as Faye moved closer to my cock, her fingers playing with the head as her tongue flicked out to play with the balls and the base of the shaft.

      “Well… you’ve done this before,” I whispered, trying to keep my mind working as she kept toying with and teasing me. I sucked in a deep breath as she looked up into my eyes, smiling.

      “Perhaps this would make you feel more comfortable?” she asked, tilting her head, and I realized that her hair had changed back to the golden locks that she’d had before, and her features looked a lot more human as well.

      “How… What?” I asked, watching as she leaned in and took the head between her lips, massaging the balls underneath with her hands as she slowly started to suck on my cock. Aliana shifted over, licking her lips as she moved in behind Faye and placed light kisses around her neck and shoulders. Aliana’s hands were stroking over my parted thighs, her finger playing on my bare skin as she moaned softly and slowly moved down Faye’s body, hands finding her breasts and kneading them before moving deeper between her legs. I shuddered as I heard and felt Faye’s moans vibrating against me, her lips moving further and further down my shaft. Braire and Norel grew interested as a shimmer of movement across Faye revealed that she seemed to be able to change her form again and again, making me realize that her looking more human hadn’t been a trick of the firelight, but rather something that she seemed able to do on a regular basis.

      My thoughts, of course, were interrupted when I saw Norel move in behind Faye and dip her head between the fae woman’s legs and join Aliana’s teasing fingers with her tongue, making the vibrating moans from Faye’s lips more intense. I gasped for breath as Aliana dipped her head between my thighs as well, her lips sucking gently at my balls as I watched Braire start to play with herself.

      “Over here,” I growled softly, pointing for her to join me near the tree. She followed my instructions, coming over and pressing her lips to mine while pulling herself closer, then grabbed my hand and pushed it between her thighs, fingers running over her already-drenched pussy. I licked my lips before pressing them to hers again, moaning softly as Faye picked up the pace with her mouth on my cock, working together with Aliana again. I felt a bond starting to form between me and her, starting with Norel’s tongue slipping inside her then stroking and caressing her clit before pushing in as deep as it would go. Faye wasn’t the only one here who knew what she was doing.

      “Fuck,” I heard her whisper as she pulled herself up from Norel’s ministrations. I could tell that she was close to a climax, or it seemed liked it, anyway, as she pulled me away from where I was still working on Braire, and pushed her to move over to where Aliana and Norel were now playing with each other.

      “How do you do that?” I asked, watching as her physique changed again, back to her more fae-like appearance with the silvery hair. She smiled, tilting her head as she dropped onto her hands and knees, inviting me to come in behind her as she pulled Norel closer and returned the favor of burying her head between the elf woman’s thighs, hungrily tasting what I knew to be a delicious pussy. I guided my cock into her, pushing my hips forward, and felt her tight walls wrap around me.

      “Gods…” I whispered. As tired as I was, I enjoyed the sensation of my magical power being filled to the brim again as I felt Braire pushed over the edge. Her powerful orgasm crashed into me through our bond, and pushed me to start pumping my cock in and out of Faye’s tight, warm body at a faster pace. I couldn’t help myself. Aliana felt like she would be cumming soon as well, watching as she rode Norel’s mouth avidly, letting Norel slip her tongue inside her.

      The sight was arousing enough that I pushed harder, fucking Faye roughly. Fresh fire rushed through my veins in spite of my exhaustion. I felt Aliana and Norel cumming at the same time, suddenly joined by Faye. Her warm pussy wrapped tighter around me all of a sudden, drawing a hard gasp from me as I pulled her back to meet my hips driving forward. I licked my lips as the moans started to mix with the wet sounds of our sex. I growled softly and pulled her closer to me, my hips pushing deeper and harder. I couldn’t stop when she, Aliana, Norel, and Braire all seemed to cum in a sudden, overwhelming wave that crashed into me. All the sensations washed over me to the point where I didn’t even realize that my hips were bucking into Faye hard enough to push her forward as my cock twitched inside her, my cum mixing with hers as I bent over her, pushing myself deeper, trying to understand what had just happened.

      “Oh… what… wow…” I whispered, and I could tell that the four of them were in a similarly wordless state as I pulled her closer to me, hands running slowly over her body, stroking her bare, smooth skin and cupping her breasts, toying with the nipples.

      Having four orgasms suddenly crash against mine was something that I was struggling to comprehend, and the high lasted longer than I thought was possible. By the time my mind came back to the ground, I was lying on my back, with Faye’s head on my chest.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “Plenty,” she whispered, licking her lips. “I’d heard about the elves’ ability to bond with each other during sex, but that wasn’t quite…what I was expecting, in the best of ways.”

      “They do tend to be like that,” I murmured, reaching over and running my hand over Aliana’s bare skin, and then Norel’s. And then Braire’s too, when she growled at me.

      “Well, yes, but then there are few people that experienced more than I have, and that was something that I never experienced,” Faye whispered, looking up at me and licking her lips. I realized that, in the firelight, her appearance had changed again, making her look a little like Aliana, with the glowing horns for matching effect. I tilted my head, trying to understand.

      “The fae are shapeshifters,” Faye explained, pulling herself on top of me and grinding herself slowly against my body. “We can take on any appearance that we’ve seen before. I think for someone in the kind of situation that you find yourself in, that would be something…interesting.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “I think she means that she would like to try fucking you with me, while looking like me,” Aliana said, moving closer and tenderly kissing Faye’s lips, pulling her over just enough that there was enough room on me for her to join and kiss my lips as well.

      “That… would be interesting,” I admitted. It was an interesting concept, I supposed, but I didn’t have much time to think about it. Even with my power restored thanks to the sex we’d had, it didn’t change the fact that it had been a very long day for all of us. Norel and Braire had already fallen asleep in each other’s arms, and I wasn’t far behind. Aliana wasn’t either, and neither was Faye.

      As I drifted off for the second time tonight, my eyes turned toward Lyth, who was still sitting across the fire from us. I did notice that her eyes were open, and she looked like she was rather interested in what she saw.

      I couldn’t help a smile as I pulled some blankets over us, covering all of us partly out of modesty, and partly because I knew that the cold would touch us during the night. Well, not Aliana, but the rest of us needed some warmth.

      Lyth chuckled, shook her head, and looked out into the woods, although it seemed like she was trying to get some sleep as well.

      I felt like there was a good deal to address here, but I was struggling to stay awake. My eyes drifted shut for what I really hoped was a long session of uninterrupted, dreamless sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            13

          

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t want to wake up. I knew that I would have to at some point, but exhausted as I was from everything that had happened the day before, all I could really think about was how much I wished that I could just remain where I was for the rest of the day. Hell, for the rest of the week, without having to move from the spot that I was on. It was comfortable, and I was tangled up with a selection of beautiful, and what still felt like naked, women. I looked over the forest, which was bathed in morning sunlight.

      I sighed, knowing that I wasn’t going to be getting any more sleep. I felt somewhat rested, and that would have to do in this case, and I started playing with Aliana’s hair. It wasn’t going to be long before they all started waking up, and we were going to start talking about what other life-threatening situations we were going to be putting ourselves in. But until then, I could enjoy the early morning view, the touch of a beautiful woman near me, and for the moment, I didn’t think that my life could get any better.

      Aliana’s eyes opened as she looked over to me, smiling and closing again to me, her fingers running up over my body and pulling me in closer to her as I pulled her in near to me, kissing her tenderly on the forehead, and then one playful touch to the tip of her nose.

      She chuckled softly, shaking her head at me as she returned the kisses, but to my neck and shoulders instead.

      “You’re an odd, odd man, Grant,” she whispered, idly tracing her fingers over my body. “And I mean that in the best of ways.”

      I smiled, but her words seemed to have the effect of waking the rest of our team up, one by one. First Briare, who looked radiant in the morning light, and then Norel. They all looked rather radiant, I realized, licking my lips. No, I didn’t think that we had time for any of that, as tempted as I was. Instead, I pulled Aliana in closer, kissing her lips tenderly and reaching over for where my trousers had been tossed.

      “We’ll get to that later, lovely,” she whispered, her hand gliding over my cock before moving away and allowing me to get dressed properly.

      Lyth was up and awake, although providing us the privacy to get our clothes back on. I wasn’t sure how she felt about Faye joining in the sex. I still didn’t know how she felt about Aliana, Braire, Norel and I being in a physical relationship, although from the look that she had been paying us the night before was any kind of indication, I could only think that she was somewhat interested in what we had to share.

      Once we were all dressed, there was no discussion over what we would be having for our breakfast as there was a hefty amount of the buck that Lyth had caught the night before left over, as well as more than enough of the bread and even some dried fruits to make it quite the filling meal. We had been planning for a longer trip initially, and while stops for supplies had been in those plans, there was still more than enough to allow for us to eat and eat well. I didn’t quite mind, though again, as Norel passed around the mead that she had brought, I decided to enjoy some water, cool and freshly collected from a nearby creek.

      Norel was still going to tease me about that, but I still didn’t like the taste. Too sweet, too cloying and too gentle on the senses. I’d found that when I was drinking liquor, I wanted to know it. It was a matter of taste, and she could mock me all she wanted about that.

      That said, I mused, looking around as we enjoyed most of our meal in silence, I knew that there was a topic that we were avoiding, and it seemed like I wasn’t the only one that wanted our little victory celebration to end. None of the group seemed to want to deal with the fact that there was something large and corpulent in the metaphorical room.

      “Are we just not going to talk about it then?” I asked, looking around to the rest of them as we were coming to the end of our meal. Aliana and Norel didn’t look up from their food, while the rest all turned to me, looking like they were going to dread my answer to the question that they just knew they had to ask.

      I could understand. I wanted this moment of enjoyment and basking to last forever, but in the end, I knew that it wasn’t meant to be.

      “Talk about what?” Faye finally asked, looking me firmly in the eye.

      “Well, the fact that the sword that Lyth now carries worked on breaking Abarat’s control over you Faye,” I said, looking around as the rest of them were reluctantly dragged into the conversation as well.

      “What about it?” Lyth asked, tilting her head. “We still have the sword, and that appears to be half the battle already.”

      “I hate to say this, but I think what Grant means is that while, yes, having the sword is half the battle, it was the easier half of the battle,” Aliana said, finally looking away from the flatbread that she’d been toying with. “Isn’t that right, Grant?”

      I nodded. “Well, there was a part of the spell that you mentioned, Lyth, about how you need to have some sort of authority over the person that you’re trying to break the control over, which meant that there will have to be some sort of authority over the person in question, yes?”

      Aliana looked over to Lyth, who still didn’t look like she understood what the problem with what I was saying was. I sighed, shaking my head as I looked around to the rest of them.

      “Does nobody really see the problem here?” I asked, looking around to them.

      “Who would have any kind of authority over the Emperor?” Norel asked, joining Aliana in peering at Lyth, who finally seemed to understand what we were talking about.

      “Oh,” Lyth said, eyeing the rest of us. “You’ll need me to have some sort of authority over the Emperor, yes? Well, considering my status, I don’t think that should be a problem. The human emperors came after the elven royal families, if you’ll recall.

      “Well, yes,” I said, even if I didn’t remember that myself. There was some sort of mention about the emperors being put in place by a council of mages, but the details of succession had never been made clear to me, either by the books that I’d read and what had been told to me by the sisters.

      “Would that be enough to break the hold?” Norel asked, looking over to Lyth.

      The royal elf shrugged. “It will have to be, I suppose. It’s not like we have any other member of a royal family, elf or human, among us, right?”

      I nodded. That was a good point. Even if Lyth wasn’t the finest option to break Abarat’s control over the emperor, it wasn’t like we had any better choices for the position.

      “Even so,” Faye said, shaking her head. “There is no telling of what would be required to break the hold over the Emperor. What Abarat had over me can’t be compared to what Abarat would put on a man like that to make sure that his command over an entire empire is secure.”

      Lyth shrugged again. “It’s not like we have a choice in the matter. Besides, I do believe that I can do it.”

      “And, again, it’s not like we have a choice,” I grumbled under my breath.

      “All I need is to be in the same room with him, and given some time and effort, and we can get it done,” Lyth said, sounding a lot more confident than I was feeling at the moment. As plans went, this had to be the one with the most holes that I had ever seen.

      “This… isn’t exactly the most promising of starts,” I said, leaning back against a tree.

      “We have more now than what we started out with,” Lyth said, jumping lightly up to her feet, pulling the sword out. “We have the weapon that we need for the job, and we have Faye on our side.”

      “Besides, without the emperor on our side, this whole fight against Abarat is doomed even before it begins,” Braire pointed out. “We’ll have to try it anyway, and really, really hope that we have what it takes to win this.”

      Faye nodded. “And you’re not wrong. About me, anyway. Having me on your side now is definitely a boon, since not only do you have my powers and martial abilities beside you this time, but you also have the knowledge of the Emperor’s movements that I’ve been privy to since I am still technically one of his Officials.”

      “That will be useful, I have to imagine,” I said, moving to my feet and stretching with a low groan that turned into a yawn.

      “It is,” Faye chuckled. “From what I remember of the Emperor’s schedule, he should be arriving at the Imperial City any day now, and could in fact already be there, if you want to find him.”

      “Now there’s a useful bit of information,” I said, and Faye appeared to blush from the compliment. While she had done her fair share of thanking me the night before, over the bond that she now had with us, I couldn’t help but feel, from her end, anyway, that she considered herself in my debt for saving her life and trusting her in the battle the day before.

      That and there was a good amount of guilt in her mind as well. There were a great many evil things that she was responsible for while under Abarat’s control, and it seemed like she wanted to atone for those mistakes. I didn’t share in the sentiment, seeing as how she was helping us as her already atoning, but if she felt it was owed, I wasn’t going to be the one to tell her that she couldn’t do it.

      “Very well, then, we have a plan, in the making anyway, and we know where to go to implement it,” Aliana said, standing as well, rolling her neck and stretching her wings with a low yawn. “I say that we pack up our camp, and I think that I can get us from here to the Imperial City in one portal. Especially after last night.”

      Another blush from Faye again, and this time, it had nothing to do with atonement. She and Aliana appeared to have bonded in a deeper way than any of us had with the fae woman, and the two seemed to really enjoy each other’s company. I had to like that.

      Lyth nodded and we started packing up the camp. I watched as she started to move away from us, toward the creek that we’d been getting our water from. I turned to Aliana and saw that her eyes were on the same sight. She nodded when she realized I was watching her, sighing softly.

      “We can handle the packing up of the camp,” she whispered, pressing a light kiss to my cheek. “She might need you now more than we do.”

      I returned her kiss and, strapping my own sword to my hip, moved out into the forest to see where Lyth had gone off to. It wasn’t far, and I could hear and feel small blasts of magical power being used not that far away.

      Coming in closer, I pulled my blade clear of its sheath, more out of instinct than anything else as I could see the elven… princess, or queen or whatever, standing in a small clearing. Her eyes were closed, and she was twirling her newly acquired sword in her hands like it was meant to be in her hands. I couldn’t help but admire the beauty of it, gleaming in the morning sun as it was, still misting from the cold that emanated from it. I wasn’t ever going to consider trading it in for the sword that I had – I felt like my sword and I had been through too much together for me to just toss it aside – and yet there was still a part of me that yearned to have something that gorgeous in my own hands.

      Lyth moved again as I stepped into the clearing, apparently not realizing that I was there and swung the sword wildly at where I was standing. It had to be by accident, I mused, and yet when I raised my sword to block what I hoped was an inadvertent strike, I was almost knocked onto my ass from the power in it.

      Lyth’s eyes opened suddenly as she saw me standing there, holding my sword up to hers. She took a step back, lightly and daintily flicking the blade up in the air and catching it without a moment’s hesitation.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered, shaking her head. “I… thought I needed some time alone with my thoughts.”

      “I can leave, if you’d rather I wasn’t here,” I said, looking back toward our campsite. I was actually at a loss over what it was that I could do here.

      “No, no, nothing like that,” she said with a chuckle. “Feel free to stay. It’s just… a lot of pressure is being laid on my shoulders. I know I can handle it, I’ve handled similar before, and yet… knowing that all our efforts here rely on whether or not I can break Abarat’s hold on the Emperor feels a little daunting.”

      “Talk to me, then,” I said, sheathing my sword again and moving over to a nearby fallen log, patting a spot next to me for her to join me on it. “You never did tell me what your relationship with Daryhan was. Do you feel like you could share it with me now? It’s not like I have that many secrets left from you.”

      She grinned over at me. “Yes, quite. And, well, it is complicated. There were more than a few royal elven families at the time. Don’t ask me to explain the history that goes into that particular detail, as we could be here all day and I still wouldn’t have scratched the surface of it. Either way, I remember Daryhan when I was younger, as he was my instructor. He and I shared a gift, one that you and I share as well, and the families thought that it would be best if we were to train together. He trained me in everything that he had been taught of course, and he used this sword to teach me. I remember wanting to have it for myself all those years ago. More recently, I remember feeling incredibly betrayed when he decided that he would be buried with the weapon instead of handing it off to me. Now I understand, I suppose, he always meant for me to have it. Eventually, anyway.”

      I nodded, leaning forward. It wasn’t often that I got to learn about this time in history from someone who had actually been there.

      “I suppose I saw him like something of an older brother,” she said, shaking her head. “I had no siblings of my own, and the way that he mentored me in his skills, all while understanding the volatile nature and unpredictability of being… well, I suppose you call it a rogue mage, though we had another word for it; Braethe-lythkore. A literal translation would be ‘creature of the lightning-storm, though I suppose it could just mean lightning-storm as well. Meant to be powerful, unpredictable, a force of nature that is never meant to be controlled or willed into submission.”

      “I do remember being difficult to control,” I thought aloud, chuckling, remembering Vis’ – my old master – attempt at holding me and training me to be something for him that I never would be.

      Lyth chuckled. “When the war started, Dary was the first to charge into battle. It was his duty, as King and wielder of this weapon to be there, fighting for elf-folk as well as fae-folk, I now realize. I was left behind to finish my studies with tutors that weren’t as versed as he was, either in the mystical arts or in how to handle me.”

      “It sounds like you loved him quite a bit,” I noted, leaning in closer.

      “I did, but it was never a romantic sort of love,” Lyth said softly, tilting her head, her eyes unfocused as they seemed to be seeing things from centuries past. “It never would have been for him, anyway. His tastes always laid in… well, his interest was mostly in the other men of our people. I don’t remember his taste extending to humans, though, but that is understandable, considering that he was at war with them at the time. For myself, I wasn’t allowed into battle until much, much later, after Dary had already passed on. I suppose that I never forgave him for that.”

      I smiled, reaching over and placing a hand lightly on her shoulder. “If he could see you now, I know that he would be proud of you. Not only in that way that an older brother would feel proud for his younger sister sort of way, but… well, you’re one of the most powerful mages that I’ve ever met, and you should know the magnitude of what I mean when I say that. He would see that, and… well, he would be proud, is what I mean. Not only of what you were, but because of what you’ve become. You have the power to do pretty much anything you set your mind to. The pressure is just another obstacle that he would know that you could get over.”

      She smiled over to me and placed her hand over mine, which was still on her shoulder. “I appreciate your words, Grant. And I appreciate everything that you’ve done for my people, and yours. I hope you know that, despite the differences that our kinds have faced in the past, I would not want to go into this fight with anyone else by my side.”

      “Well, honestly, I think I would rather have Daryhan to me, so I think your mind isn’t quite right on that,” I replied with a cheeky grin, and she laughed, shaking her head.

      “Come on, we should head back,” Lyth said, her voice softer than before. “It doesn’t seem fair that the others are cleaning up our mess.”

      “Well, that does ring true for me, but you weren’t responsible for much of the mess that was caused, I think you’ll remember,” I said, standing up from the log and offering my hand to her to help her up. She graciously accepted, stepping in a little closer to me than I suddenly found comfortable. She smirked and moved around me, walking over to our camp.

      As we rejoined our camp, Aliana stood up from her duties, which appeared to be covering up any trace of the fire and really anything that we had left behind in the area, and walked over to me.

      “How did you fare?” she asked, tilting her head.

      “I think I got through to her,” I replied, moving over to help her with covering up the fire with dirt, leaves and branches. “Only time will tell if our confidence in her is well-placed.”

      “I think you’ll be surprised by what she can do,” Aliana whispered to me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14

          

        

      

    

    
      There was a little seed of dread starting to spread through the pit of my stomach. It wasn’t so much fear of finally facing the source of all our troubles thus far, Abarat, on top of meeting the emperor for the first time, as the man had been elevated almost to mythical status over my lifetime.

      There was an element of that too, I supposed but the real dread that I was feeling went into the thought that we would be pushing through a portal that I knew would be difficult for Aliana to open for us. I was worried about her. I was almost as worried about the rough ride that we were in for.

      I didn’t want to be selfish, just thinking about my own personal comfort when we were talking about something that could potentially endanger her life. I scowled, shaking my head and gripping my sword. Odd how that simple action was capable of instilling me with a little smidgen of courage.

      Aliana came in behind me and wrapped her arms around my waist, pulling me in closer to her and standing up on her tip-toes to place a light kiss at the nape of my neck, sending chills running down my spine.

      “Don’t worry about me, handsome,” she whispered, her lips still close enough to my skin that I could feel them moving. “After last night, I’m pretty sure that I could tear a hole in reality and we could all stroll through it and into the Imperial City.”

      I turned around to face her, tilting my head.

      “Not that I could, of course,” Aliana grinned up at me, pulling herself back up to place a light peck on my lips. “That’s just how it feels.”

      “Please don’t push yourself too hard,” I whispered, toying with her horns gently and returning her pecked kiss.

      “I know my limits, Grant,” she replied with a cheeky smirk, stepping away from me and toward where the rest of our team was assembled, waiting for us. I shook my head, wondering if she really did, but who was I to tell her what she could and couldn’t do?

      Quickly shouldering my pack, I broke out into a jog to catch up with them. Our little group had grown by two members, and last night have been the incorporation of the more recent addition. I could feel a bond with Faye already, and there was something different about it. Something to be expected, I supposed from a being as… unpredictable as she was, but it was still something to be delved into later on.

      She seemed to guess that I was thinking of her, and she winked provocatively at me as we joined together with Aliana, who was fully focused on creating a portal and didn’t appear to notice the interaction as we all gathered in close together, connecting ourselves to Aliana as she started opening the portal. The smell of ozone and the rising of the hairs on the back of my neck made me grit my teeth, mentally steeling myself for what was about to come.

      With my eyes closed, I couldn’t see but I could feel the way that my body was dragged into the portal, bending and squeezing so as to fit along with the other five in our party. My stomach twisted and churned, threating to throw my morning meal back up. I had never vomited in one of these portals, but I couldn’t imagine the result being particularly pretty. And I didn’t want this one to be the first either.

      The release from the portal was as sudden as our entry into it, and I was sent stumbling a few steps, coughing and blinking before I crashed into a solid surface. I turned to see what I was leaning against, finding that it was a wall. Well, a wall attached to a house, really, and one made out of stones and mortar. I tilted my head before looking up to see more of the world around me.

      We weren’t in a forest anymore, and honestly, I could have made my way through the streets that we had dropped down onto with my eyes closed and my hands tied behind my back. I knew this place better than I knew the back of my hand.

      The Imperial City. There wasn’t a place like it in the world. I assumed, anyway. My own experience in what the rest of the world looked like was rather limited, but I could say with some certainty that no place would feel like home the way this place did.

      “You did it,” I chuckled, looking around to Aliana, who still appeared to be a little dazed from the trip.

      She still had the strength to smile over to me. “Was there ever any doubt?”

      Aliana sounded a little winded, but through the bond I could sense her power returning to her slowly as Norel stepped in next to her, whispering something in elfish – probably asking if she was alright, from Aliana’s nod as a response – and the two stuck together as we started to walk through the streets.

      The suspiciously empty streets, I realized. “It’s the middle of the morning in the Merchant district,” I pointed out, looking around us as we strolled across the cobbles. “This place should be teeming with life at this point, but not a single person around.”

      Norel looked around as well, being the only person in our party who had lived in the city longer than I had. “He’s right,” she said softly. “This place would be packed with carts and stalls at this time of day. Though I can hear voices near the gates. A great many voices.”

      I looked around. “So… everyone can hear those voices except for me?”

      Braire grinned and nudged me in the ribs. “Don’t worry, Grant, you have other skills that more than make up for your poor hearing.”

      “That doesn’t make feel any better,” I grumbled but I didn’t mean it as I nudged Braire right back.

      There was a reason for the levity, of course. We were all on edge here, waiting for something to happen. We’d strolled into a trap the day before and had only escaped through powers that we had no control over, thanks to Faye. I really hoped that we were avoiding that in this case, but we still needed to be careful.

      As we moved toward the newly erected gates, I could hear the voices swelling up to meet us the way that Norel had described them. There were a lot of people gathered, enough that the city emptying wasn’t that odd of a sight. I couldn’t tell what had led them to all be gathered near the gates, but I supposed that was why we were heading that way ourselves, to investigate.

      My hand remained on my sword as we stepped out into the square outside the gate, giving us all a full view of the sheer number of people that were gathered together. The place was packed to the point where we wouldn’t be able to step inside ourselves. The closer we got, though, the more people seemed to notice us. It wasn’t me that they were staring at, but rather Aliana, Norel, Braire, and Lyth. Even Faye was attracting a few odd looks, though her appearance matched a human’s more closely than the other three. The way that the people were staring and pointing made me uncomfortable. There was a hostility in their glares that made me grip my sword a little tighter, just begging for an excuse to draw it.

      I tapped Norel’s shoulder, indicating for her to follow me to some stairs that were leading up to a terrace that gave a rather good view of the place while still far enough away that we wouldn’t be in clear view of the people crowding the square. I felt that was the safe choice, climbing around the tall building to reach the terrace. I didn’t want to risk any of the violence that felt imminent to my mind attracting any attention from people that we wanted to remain hidden from for the moment. I wasn’t sure who those people were, but I wanted to know who they were before they found us. That just felt like the prudent course of action.

      What we could see was something that I’d never been present for in my life, though I didn’t want to express my admiration for the view to those that probably had seen something similar in the past.

      Thousands of people in the square were being corralled by almost an equal number of lancers, visible due to the sunlight reflecting off their newly polished suits of armor. There were banners hanging from the walls as well, depicting a phoenix in gold, also reflecting the sunlight, displayed in a split field of red and black.

      “The Emperor’s colors,” Norel said, tilting her head. “They haven’t displayed those since the man himself left the city.”

      “Which means that the Emperor already arrived,” I said with a soft shake of my head.

      “Not technically,” Norel said. “They raise the banners in expectation of the Emperor’s arrival, not necessarily when he’s already present. I’d say, from what is displayed in front of us, that his arrival is expected soon.”

      I nodded. That did make more sense. So many people gathered did lend itself to the thought that they were waiting for their ruler to arrive, not celebrating the fact that he already had. I could see that the merchants weren’t losing out on the opportunity presented by the whole city being present in one place, and had arrived in force, selling their wares. Nothing in the world would change that about them, I supposed. The world could be ending, and there would still be a need for people to keep everyone fed, watered, and entertained until such a time arrived.

      Not a bad thing, I supposed, but still an interesting phenomenon. I wondered if it was reflected in elves and fae.

      “What do we do next?” Braire asked, looking around to us. “I don’t know if you lot have noticed, but there aren’t any elves in that crowd below us. And did you see how the humans present were watching us, staring at us? Chances are that word of our arrival has already started to spread, which will limit our options if our intention is to surprise our enemies.”

      Lyth nodded, idly toying with her new sword. “True. We need to find a way into the palace without being seen, and without word being spread that we are there. Powerful though we might be, we can’t fight off an army under Abarat’s command. Not alone.”

      I looked around. “We can’t stay here. We need to find somewhere that we can stay to start gathering intelligence. Find out when the Emperor is going to arrive, and how. And then we can start plotting a plan of attack.”

      I was only stating our next logical steps, but the rest of them seemed to quiet down, listening, and when I was finished, nodding and starting to head back to the stairs that we’d taken up. If bringing a bit of focus to our actions was all the wisdom that I could offer, I would take it, and we were already on the move. Norel appeared to have an idea of where we could go to hide, and she took the lead in our group, with the rest of us following closely behind.

      As we reached the ground again, I turned to see that one of the nearby shop owners was speaking to a group of Lancers, apparently doing their rounds. As soon as the man saw us, he immediately began to gesticulate, pointing the Lancers over to where we were walking. We were far enough away that Norel could guide us out of sight of the men before they could get a good look, but from what I could hear of their heavy boots moving over the cobbles they weren’t going to be far behind.

      “We can’t afford a battle out in the open like this,” Aliana warned, shaking her head. I doubted that she had enough power left over to be able to open another portal for us. If it came down to it, I wasn’t against finishing a fight that these men appeared to be starting, but there was something to be said about not having this fight out in the open. Let them follow us somewhere that we could keep the fighting hidden from anyone else that might want to find and attack us.

      Norel guided us back into the Merchant’s section of the city, guiding us through the buildings that still appeared to be abandoned for the moment. Whether that was because people were just starting to populate the location again, or if they were all in the square, waiting for the Emperor, I wasn’t sure, and honestly didn’t care. We needed to get off the streets now.

      Norel guided us into one of the buildings that had an unlocked door, and we quickly slipped inside, waiting for the men to pass us by as I quietly closed the door behind us. I gripped the sword in my hand a little tighter, expecting them to have been able to track us, expecting to have to use it.

      But as the seconds ticked by, the boots passed us by and kept on receding into the street. I looked around, narrowing my eyes, but the reason became clear as I could see Norel quickly performing one of Aliana’s perception spells while pressing her fingers into the wall of the house that we had entered. I wasn’t sure how she could do it, but she appeared to be making the house itself invisible to the men that there standing outside.

      No, not invisible, I recalled, just difficult to see. There was a difference in there somewhere, but I didn’t want to have to consider it at the moment.

      “I think we’re in the clear, for now,” Norel said, finally breaking the spell to turn and peer at the rest of us. “We should probably be keeping our heads low for the moment.”

      “Why are they coming after us?” Aliana asked, looking around. “And where are all the elves?”

      “Well, those seem like the kind of questions that an investigation could solve,” I growled. “An investigation that we can’t conduct while keeping our heads low.”

      “Aren’t you all forgetting something?” Faye asked, and when we all turned to look at her, she had changed her appearance again. Nothing dramatic, of course, but the change was rather visible. Her silver hair had turned back to something more toned to gold, with her features altered and changed to make her look more how she had when we’d first seen her as a human and Official to the Emperor.

      “Oh… right,” I said, tilting my head. “Well, I suppose that an Official might be able to get to the bottom of the matter rather quickly, if knowledge of you changing sides hasn’t begun to spread.”

      “I doubt that anyone other than maybe Abarat suspect a thing,” Faye said with a grin, flicking her long curls to one side and then the other, trying to get the appearance just right, running her hands down her curvaceous body, changing the look of her clothes back to something a little more human. “And if I am discovered, I can just change my appearance again to something less official, and more human, and still keep looking around. I’m resourceful like that.”

      Aliana was grinning at the woman, and even I couldn’t help but be infected by her sudden dose of optimism.

      “Should I be joining you?” I asked, taking a step forward. “I do still have a position of some sort, don’t you?”

      “That would be unwise,” Faye said, shaking her head. “Word was quickly spread among the ranks of the Lancers how four betrayed the Emperor and are wanted for treason. I… may have given that order myself.”

      I nodded. That did make sense. If she had been working for Abarat the whole time, it would have been an intelligent move to make sure that our position was compromised with the Empire, should we have escaped the attack that was in the making for us.

      It just didn’t feel right to be pushed aside like this. I wanted to help, and the sensation was shared between the bond with Aliana, Norel, and Braire. Faye was on the receiving end of it all, apparently, and she seemed untouched. If I needed to guess, she was actually rather excited to be involved in the group as much as she was.

      “I’ll be back in a few hours,” she said with a last flip of her hair and smiling brilliantly at me. “How do I look?”

      I turned to the rest of them, trying to see if they knew what kind of answer that Faye was looking for. Norel stepped forward, smiling as she stepped forward.

      “You look gorgeous,” she said, leaning in to press a light kiss to the woman’s cheek before she turned around and left.

      “What do we do while she’s gone?” Aliana asked, looking around to the rest of us.

      Lyth sighed, rolling her shoulders and looking around our current accommodations. “What is this place?” she asked, indicating how empty the place was. It looked like it had been slapped together and not given a single item to make it look like an actual home. Not even windows.

      “I’d say that it was put together to make the area look a little nicer,” Aliana grumbled, pacing the area. “I know that they were putting the city together after the battle, but at this point I’m thinking that they were just trying to put superficial fixes to make the place look less like it hadn’t just been the site of a battle.”

      “That would be the idea,” I whispered, unbuckling my sword and laying it on my lap as I sat down on the ground near the door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            15

          

        

      

    

    
      The hours passed with us stuck in the room. Lyth had slipped out for some astral projection, and she didn’t appear to be in the mood to help me slip into the state with her. The three sisters were talking amongst themselves, possibly preparing for the fight that we were anticipating, leaving me to keep a watch over the door and be the first to meet the poor unfortunate soul that would break in on a room filled with some of the most powerful mages in the known world.

      And me, I thought with a little smirk, leaning back against the wall, letting my fingers play over the runes on the blade. The bond with Faye was still a little weak and overpowered mostly by my connection to the other three, but I could still feel a mix of emotions coming from the woman, making me wonder what the hell she was on about out there.

      I was the first on my feet when I felt her approaching, with the rest only realizing it due to my reaction. I still gripped the blade at seeing her stepping through the door. There was still something about that human appearance of hers that raised the hairs on the back of my neck. A reaction that she seemed to appreciate as she almost immediately switched back to her truer appearance, though she had never said if the appearance was her true form.

      I was still curious. When we had the opportunity later, I would ask her about it. There was a feeling of comfort between us at this point, I thought, all things considered.

      “How did it go?” Aliana asked, moving over to Faye and wrapping her up in a tight embrace before letting the woman answer.

      “Well, there is some news, none of it really good, but not bad either, I suppose,” Faye said, rolling her shoulders, pulling the sword from her back. She’d turned it back into a spear for her trip, but it quickly altered back to the sword that the woman appeared to prefer.

      “Well, I suppose you should start with the bad news,” I said with a small smile, dropping back down to my seat on the ground, laying my sword across my lap again.

      “Well, I should start with the news that the Emperor made camp outside the city,” Faye said, her voice a little more somber than I would have preferred. “There was interest in him passing through the gates at dawn. There were a variety of reasons why, but they remain outside the city, and have given orders to no allow anyone near to the camp.”

      “Well, that gives us until tomorrow to find a way into the Palace, yes?” Norel asked, looking around.

      “Why don’t we just get to him in the streets?” Braire asked. “That would be where he is the least protected, out in the open like that.”

      “We’re not trying to kill him, remember?” Aliana said, patting Braire on the shoulder. “We would be stuck out in the open with him as well, trying to break Abarat’s control over him while every Lancer in the city is converging on our position. We wouldn’t last five minutes.”

      Braire nodded. “Point taken. So why is the Palace any better than out in the open? There would have to be just as many of the bastards in there as there are out here.”

      “There are rooms in the Palace with few entrances that can be sealed with magical spells, made out in case of attack,” I said, not looking up from my sword. “One of which is the Throne Room, which will be the first place that the Emperor will be heading toward in a ceremonial reclaiming of his throne. That, I think, would be the best place to ambush him. We should move quickly, though, as I doubt that we will be given the opportunity to infiltrate the palace once the Emperor has taken up residence.”

      “That… is actually a good idea,” Aliana said with a small grin.

      “No need to sound so surprised,” I grumbled good-naturedly. She blew me a kiss by way of a response.

      Faye chuckled. “I have other news as well. They have been rounding up the elves on the streets, paying the human citizens who turned those who weren’t caught in.”

      That sounded distinctly like bad news to me, and I looked up at her, narrowing my eyes. “How is that not bad news?”

      “They aren’t killing the elves,” Faye said, her shoulders drooping. “They want them for something specific and have been locking them into the dungeons below the Lancers’ quarters. So it’s not good news, obviously, but there is a hint of a silver lining to it.”

      I nodded. Silver linings. That was all that we had been settling for lately, and I didn’t like it. Still, the fact that the elves weren’t being killed outright went against the usual result of prejudice-based pogroms. I assumed that Abarat had something to do with that, as it had been what Faye had been ordered to do back on the western border. It spoke of some plans by the elf himself, but nothing had been shared regarding what those plans were. We had been on step behind Abarat ever since he had broken from Cyron’s control, and even before then, it seemed, if Faye’s testimony could be believed.

      Which I did. The woman had done more than prove herself up to this point.

      “So,” Norel said, breaking the silence, “how do you all suggest that we get into the palace proper? There will be wards in place to try and keep us from trying any of our usual tricks. Opening a portal in there could prove deadly. Any perception filters will be dissipated the moment that we stroll through the gates.”

      “You all seem to have trouble remembering who you are travelling with,” Faye chuckled, shaking her head. “I could get into the Palace without any trouble. I am still well-known among the Lancers there.”

      “Well, that would be you,” I said, crossing my arms in front of my chest. “The question remains how would we be getting into the Palace with you? With no way to mask our presence?”

      “Who said anything about masking your presence?” Faye asked, tilting her head, showing off the sword in her hand. Well, it wasn’t a sword anymore, I realized, watching the steel turn and twist around on itself, extending and dropping away from her hand as the blade turned into chains and manacles, all connected together.
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      “We need to come up with a bet,” I started to say, stumbling a bit as my right foot caught onto one of the chain links. “Something that will be able to compensate for should we be discovered or not. Coin? Something like that?”

      “What use would we have for coin in this situation?” Norel asked, looking back to me in the line that I was bringing up the rear of.

      “Silence, prisoners!” Faye snapped. She had gone back to her human blond, having her long curls tied up rigidly behind her head. She had her hand on the tail end of the chain that had been formed from her sword. I needed to learn that trick from her and maybe find if the same could be done to my sword. I doubted it, but surprises were the norm in my life these days.

      She had taken to her role as our captor rather well. A little too well, I thought. Calling on her past time as our captor had to help, even if she hadn’t been herself at the time. She had been there, seen how it was done and knew what was expected from someone in her position.

      I noted that not all the people who passed us by looked at us in the same way. A handful eyed us, and the elves more specifically, with disgust and righteous anger, noting that we were all bound up and seeing a hint of justification. They were happy to see us bound and being dragged away to what they assumed was a short and painful remainder to their lives.

      More of them looked differently, though. There was a hint of horror and annoyance over seeing elves that had been fighting at their side not that long ago being carted off for no other reason than they were different. There was something else, though, following quickly after. Their eyes drifted over to where Faye was standing, and a hint of fear crossed their faces before they quickly looked away. They knew what was probably in our future, and they did not want to join us in it.

      I couldn’t blame them. From what I remembered from the dungeons, they weren’t a pleasant place to spend any amount of time in, much less whole days, months, or however long it was that Abarat planned on keeping the elves trapped in there.

      Faye guided us toward the palace, and instead of the dungeons, guiding us directly to the palace. This area of the city had more traffic than the rest, mostly the nobility of the city, lancers, and those that were concerned more with the day-to-day running of the city than the arrival of its ruler.

      Pulling us toward the palace wasn’t met with anything like resistance as the people that were in our way seemed to want only to get out of it as quickly as possible. Faye was holding herself with her shoulders high, meeting any eyes that came up to her with enough of a glare to push them back and drive them away.

      And it worked on all that stood in front of her until a man stepped in front. He was tall, with long, red hair flowing all the way to the middle of his back, done up in an elegant braid. There were enough touches of color on his skin that I had to wonder if the freckles on his cheek were colored on, or if they were naturally occurring. His jawline and cheekbones told of a very handsome man, intimidatingly so, and yet also a man that put a lot of work into keeping himself that way.

      But the colors that he was wearing told me that there were enough people that would be intimidated regardless of his good looks. Another Official.

      “Where are you taking these prisoners?” he asked, almost ignoring us as he turned to look at Faye, crossing his arms in front of his chest. I only caught a glimpse, but I thought I’d caught sight of his nails painted with magical runes. Or maybe they had been branded on, as all I could see was black.

      “All elves are to be captured, yes?” Faye asked, smiling coolly in the face of this new challenge.

      “Yes, and taken to the dungeons, to await the Emperor’s orders,” the man said with a chuckle. “But you appear to be taking them into the palace, Faye. Why on earth would you do that?”

      “I don’t have to explain myself to you, Bren,” she replied with a shrug. “But if you must know, these three, are the Sisters Three, if you don’t recognize the difference between a djinn and an elf by now. This one is the human that they had for a pet… for the life of me, I can’t remember his name. And this one is just an elf that I found with them. The Emperor had special orders for them, or… were you not made aware?”

      Bren, as she called him, narrowed his eyes. The Sisters Three was obviously a name that was well known to him, and the orders seemed to make sense to his mind, but there was a hint of annoyance in his gaze that said that he didn’t like the fact that she had been given orders that he wasn’t aware of.

      “What orders?” he finally asked, taking an instinctive step backward.

      Faye took a step forward, wanting to keep him off guard. She was nervous. I could feel that much, but not a hint of it was showing on her face. She looked like she was having fun, pushing the buttons of one of the few in the Empire who could be considered her equal.

      “Orders to have them and all those associated with them questioned,” Faye said with a sigh, shaking her head. “If you would rather take them for yourself, I have much better things to do than try to extract information from these five. Take a proper bath, for instance. You wouldn’t know the horrors to be expected from riding for days out to the borders without access to a proper bath. Or food.”

      Bren took another step back, and Faye another step forward as she offered the man the tail end of the chains that we were manacled to.

      Bren shook his head. “Your orders are your orders. Far be it from me to take them over for you.”

      “Well, at least get someone to carry their weapons for me,” Faye growled, shaking her head as she held the sack up that was carrying our weapons, which constituted my sword, Lyth’s bow and sword. Aliana, Braire, and Norel weren’t known to carry weapons, and could access them from wherever it was that Aliana’s daggers went.

      Bren snapped his fingers and a Lancer that was in a hurry to get anywhere else stopped in his tracks.

      “Help the Official, you idiot,” he snapped, spinning away, giving his cloak a flourish as he pulled himself back around to head toward the palace. This wasn’t going to be the end of this, I realized. Not by a long shot, but it didn’t need to be either. It only needed to last until tomorrow, one way or another.

      The Lancer snapped to, dutifully ignoring us as he took the weapons from Faye.

      “Follow me to my quarters,” Faye said, starting to walk and tugging us forward as the Lancer was forced to come in quickly behind. Faye marched us through the palace like she owned the place, expecting any and all that came in front of her to step aside or be walked over. She was still nervous to the point of spreading the sentiment between us, but she still showed no sign of it.

      We reached the quarters that I recognized as claimed by her from my last visit here, when she had invited me to a dinner that had an annoying lack of food consumed and more fighting than I generally liked in my meals, though I knew that I would need to start rethinking my expectations on that topic.

      We reached what looked like her sleeping quarters, and they were rather expansive, even according to the standards set by the palace. Tall, arching ceilings, decorated heavily in black marble and gold, spreading across the whole of the room. Everything was opulent but never breaking from the tasteful nature of it. A massive bed could be found on the far side of the room. Bear skins covered up most of the ground, with the windows halfway covered by red silk drapes.

      I wondered how people could live like this on a daily basis. Even Vis would have considered this luxury beyond his wildest dreams.

      “Leave the weapons,” Faye ordered calmly, dropped the chains to the ground, and I could feel them heating up as power rushed through them, dragging all five of us to the ground with them, locking us in place as Faye strolled through the room, releasing her cloak smoothly and laying it over a nearby chair. “And have the kitchens send up some food and wine. Tell those servants that are to deliver to it to leave the food in the antechamber. I will be interrogating these prisoners and any who interrupt me will join them, do you understand?”

      “Yes, Madam Official,” the man said with a firm nod, quickly spinning away and making his way back through the door. Faye reached out and locked it with a quick spell before reaching down to pick the chains up again, releasing us from them as they started to recoil back into the form of a sword again.

      “I’m so sorry,” Faye said quickly, moving over to us, dropping down close as we started to pull ourselves up from the ground.

      “You had to make it look authentic,” I said with a grin, rubbing some feeling back into my wrists. “And damned if you didn’t pull it off. Well done.”

      She smiled as I moved in and wrapped her up in a warm hug, squeezing her gently to me before taking a step back to inspect our current surroundings.

      “I still have no idea how people can build places like this,” I said softly, looking around and running my fingers over one of the marble pillars. “Not the ability, mind, but the imagination. Do you have people that just sit around and imagine up ways to make rooms looks more impressive and luxurious?”

      “They’re called architects, Grant,” Norel said with a chuckle.

      “Well, I mean the decorations and the intricate stone carvings, not the buildings themselves,” I said, shaking my head.

      Norel stepped in, grabbing my hand and pulling me back to where the rest of the group was standing. “Well, the short answer is that yes, they do, and no we don’t have time to engage in the long version. We need to start planning our attack on the Emperor. We were lucky, and skilled –“ she added the second part after a quick pause to look over at Faye, “— to come this far. We can’t be distracted now.”

      I nodded in agreement. “So… do we have a plan?”

      “I thought our plan was to trap the man in the throne room and beat Abarat’s influence off of him like a regular curse,” Braire said, plucking a couple of grapes from a nearby fruit platter and popping them into her mouth. “Well, not like a regular curse, since we need a royal elf wielding a magical sword, but the concept remains the same.”

      “Sure,” Norel said with a chuckle. “But I think it will be more engaged than that. For instance, we need to start with finding a way to the Throne room that will allow us to reach it without being discovered in the process.”

      “That can wait until our food gets here, I think,” Faye said with a small smile, dropping down into one of the seats and crossing her legs as she flipped her hair around again. “Besides, people are expecting us to be in here a while longer, with interrogations being the aim. I think we have time for a bit of rest.”
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      Finding our way to the throne room was put off in favor of eating. We waited until the food was provided by what sounded like a horde of servants laving them all in the antechamber. From the sound of their haste, I had to assume that Faye’s warning had been passed on in vivid detail by the Lancer that had ordered the food for her.

      Once they were gone, Faye was quick to retrieve the food for us. The warning that an Official was going to want food after interrogating a batch of prisoners had apparently meant that they thought that she was going to be working up quite the appetite as they brought along quite the feast for us to work with. A full side of pork, sliced cheeses, cold meats, breads, a couple of quail and other assorted sweetmeats that could have fed a full farming family for a month, along with enough wine and mead to keep them well drunk for the same amount of time.

      “Should we be planning right now?” Aliana asked, looking around as we started to dig into the feast. She didn’t seem all that hungry herself, but she was toying with a cream and honey infused pastry with a hint of interest.

      “I thought that we had done all the planning that we planned to do,” I said around a quail leg. “Meet the Emperor in the throne room, seal the room up, break the hold.”

      “As well thought out as that plan might be, it can’t hurt us to determine here and now how we’re going to be breaking that hold,” Aliana said, tossing the pastry over to me, which I caught deftly with a cheeky grin.

      “She’s right,” Lyth said softly as she paused in her devouring of a cut of ham with some bread, still warm from the palace’s bakery. “For instance, we know that I’ll have to be the one wielding the sword, but what will the rest of you be doing?”

      “I assume, dealing with the veritable army that we’ll be trapping inside the throne room with the emperor and ourselves,” Braire grumbled, strewn over one of the chairs and chewing on a pork rib. “The man won’t be coming in all on his own, right? He will have a horde of lancers and possible even a few mages coming in with him.”

      “Not to mention that I probably won’t be able to handle the Emperor on my own,” Lyth interjected. “Grant, you remember what it was like to break Faye’s bond to Abarat, right? You needed to be there every step of the way, holding her down and keeping her from fighting back during the process. And that was only Faye. No offense.”

      “None taken,” Faye grinned over at the elf woman. “Though it should be noted that I was in a considerably weaker state than I am currently, as I was stuck as a human at the time and, more importantly, I was fighting over the hold myself for the whole of the time.”

      I nodded. “How much help do you think you’ll need?”

      Lyth looked over to Faye. “Since you’ve met the man, albeit in an altered state, how powerful would you say that the emperor is?”

      The woman tilted her head, looking like she was making a couple of judgements based on memory. I took a sip from the wine – which was a fantastic red, I had to say – already starting to feel a few doubts creep in over the validity of our chances of actually walking out of this palace alive.

      “Very powerful,” Faye finally said. “I can’t narrow it down, since, as you said, I was in an altered state at the time, but from what I do remember of my time with the man… his power is substantial. Far more than I had at the time, and maybe more than I have now.”

      “Fantastic,” Braire grumbled, shaking her head.

      “Which again begs the question, how much of our man—” I stopped in the middle of my question, remembering the company that I was in. “How much of our womanpower do you think you’ll need to subdue the emperor, Lyth?”

      She shrugged. “As much as can be spared.”

      “I say Norel, Faye, and Aliana are tasked with keeping the Emperor calm enough for Lyth to perform her spell,” Braire said, pushing herself up from her sprawled position on her chair. “Grant and I – with a little help from my furry friends – should be able to hold off any Lancers and mages that he might bring in with him.”

      “And if you can’t?” Aliana asked.

      “Well, then you lot will have to help out,” Braire shrugged, standing up and stretching. “Let’s not over plan this fight of ours. Staying loose and ready for surprises is the only reason that we’ve survived this long. And I intend on surviving a good deal longer too, so we should probably be ready for just about anything. In the meantime, I’m done eating. Does anyone else feel like tracking out path to the throne room down now?”

      I raised my hand, putting my goblet of wine down next to the quail leg, picked to the bone. None of the others were ready to move out as of yet, which apparently meant that Braire and I were going to be moving on our own.

      Norel indicated for us to start our search through the various secret pathways that crisscrossed through the palace. They were rarely used, and then only by servants who needed to move through the place quickly without being seen.

      “Once you reach the staircase, just follow it down until you find a door,” Faye said as we were preparing for our mission. “The first door you see should open up to the Emperor’s own quarters, which has its own passage into the throne room, which would be the most logical way to reach it, I think. Considering that it will not be in use until the Emperor’s arrival either.”

      Unlike the rest of the place, the tunnels themselves were cramped, tight affairs that only had enough room for one person to move through at a time. They were hidden inside the walls of the building, and therefore couldn’t be too large. I still would have preferred a little more room to move through as we started climbing through the stairs that Norel had said would lead to the throne room.

      “Why would they make a place like this?” Braire asked, taking up the front as we moved through the passageways. “Why would you build a building that has so many ways to get from one part of it to another?”

      “I assume they did it because the Emperor assumed that there would be people that wanted to move about without being seen,” I replied, running my hands over the exquisite stonework that created these passageways. “And I assume that he would have wanted a roundabout way to escape should he ever be attacked in his own home.”

      Braire shook her head in disgust. “I still don’t understand it. I would never want to live in a place where people could skulk around in the shadows.”

      “I’m right there with you,” I chuckled. “If I were ever to make a home of my own, I would want something simple and to the point. Less work to keep it maintained. Less time spent in cleaning and walking around from place to place, more time to spend actually living in it, you know?”

      “I can only hope that your dream house includes space for four,” Braire grinned, leaning back to gently nudge me in the ribs. “Or five by now, I suppose. Or is it six? Do you plan on trying to get Lyth to join us?”

      I narrowed my eyes. “I would have thought that there would be some laws involving elves fucking humans. Especially those elves that are of royal blood, or something.”

      “I do recall there being some regulations in place, yes,” Braire said, grinning back at me. “But those that put them in place are all gone and she’s the last of her royal bloodline. She decides whether she wants to put up with some old rules put in place by some dusty old farts, long dead. And we’ve all seen the way that she looks at you.”

      “Wait, how does she look at me?” I asked as we reached the first door that we’d seen since we started down these damn steps.

      “Well, mostly at your ass,” Braire admitted, gently pressing against the door. Despite the apparent weight of it, it moved almost noiselessly, allowing us to slip through. It led into a hallway that was completely abandoned.

      “My ass?” I asked in a hushed voice, so as to hopefully not attract any attention.

      “Are you surprised? it’s a nice ass.” Braire grinned over at me.

      I nodded, tilting my head. “You know, all the fairy tales I’ve read in the past have had something in them about a stable boy eventually marrying a princess. I know, I was technically never a stable boy…”

      “And Lyth isn’t technically a princess,” Braire pointed out. “Like I said, she is the last of her line, which would make her the queen.”

      “Really?” I asked. “That’s considerably less like a fairy tale.”

      “Considerably more delicious, though,” Braire said with a chuckle. “I assume, anyway.”

      I didn’t know what she meant, but I had to assume that she was right, and I nodded in agreement as we kept on moving deeper and deeper into the hallway. It was still abandoned, though there wasn’t a hint of dust. There was the option that there was some magical spell that would keep the place clean and dusted without any work needing to be performed, I supposed. I didn’t think that was the case, though, which meant that there had to be an army of servants keeping the place clean at all times. Or maybe it had just been cleaned over the last few days to prepare for the Emperor’s arrival.

      There were a handful of doors all leading into a chamber beyond that I assumed were the Emperor’s chambers. I wasn’t sure what I was going to see on the other side.

      I realized that the hallway itself was a part of the room that we were entering at the moment, working as something of an antechamber to quarters that were stepping into. There were terraces from which, even from the doors, we could see the expansive city below, and then the countryside beyond. Heavy black silk drapes covered up the massive entrance to the terrace, framing the view of the sun starting to set over the western mountains. I needed a moment to take in the view, and from the look in Braire’s face, she needed the same.

      “Well… if this is the place that the emperor is staying away from, I can’t imagine how beautiful his place on the islands must be,” I said softly, shaking my head. The arching columns made of pale white and black marble, all threaded with gold and silver. There were statues of what looked like past emperors, pushed far into the back where a small banquet hall has been set up. There were heavy curtains in place to pull over to separate that area of the banquet hall to the bedroom.

      The floors were all marble as well, all pale white with silver and grey streaking through it, and most of it was covered in what looked to be very expensive rugs and carpets. There was a fireplace fit snugly into the corner between the bed and the main door, with a large bearskin laid out in front of the fire.

      “Should we keep moving?” Braire asked. “I mean, that’s the passage into the throne room.”

      “You know that for a fact?” I asked, looking over to her, wondering how she would know. Faye hadn’t given us much instruction after we came to the chambers themselves, only that there was a passage in the chambers. Considering how well those passages were hidden, we might well end up searching for the rest of the night.

      “Well, I assume,” Braire said with a grin, dropping down onto the bearskin rug, facing the fire and tapping at the spot next to her.

      “Don’t we have something that we need to do?” I asked, tilting my head.

      “And there will be plenty of time to do that later,” Braire said as I dropped down next to her. “But I think that we’ve just enjoyed a nice meal, we’re in a nice place, looking over a gorgeous view and I think that we should have some to bask in that. The gods know we’ve earned a little break from our seemingly constant state of hunting something to fight or being hunted by something that wants to fight us.“

      I nodded, unable to disagree with that as I settled in next to her, wrapping my arm around her shoulder and pulling her in closer to me as we looked out into the sunset.

      “It was nice to see your bear come to our rescue back into the tombs,” I said after the silence started to drag on for a bit. “I think he liked me too.”

      “Don’t let it get to your head,” Braire grumbled, turning and pressing her face gently into my neck. “My furry friends are connected to me. Not quite like you and I are connected, but it’s still a connection. They know that I like you, and so they feel the same way. Or at least are encouraged by me to feel the same way.”

      “Well, that makes me feel so warm inside,” I said with a chuckle. “It’s nice to know that you like me so much that you make everyone connected to you like me too.”

      She looked over to me and smirked, shifting around so that she could lay her head on my lap, looking up at me. “Well, that is true enough.”

      I smiled down at her, running my fingers through her hair. “You said that you weren’t going to be able to summon the bear unless you were in a particular state of mind. And not a particularly good one, either. I don’t like to think that… you were in that state, even if it did save my life.”

      “I know,” she whispered, running her hand up and down my chest. “I didn’t like it either, but I think I’m all right with it, considering that we all made it out of there alive.”

      I nodded. “That is a good point. We did all make it out alive, though I don’t know what our chances were if the bear hadn’t shown up. I’ll have to come up with some way to thank you.”

      Braire tilted her head, looking up at me with her eyes narrowed. “Well… now there’s something that I might be interested in. You know, I was in a great deal of discomfort, thinking that you were in danger of dying, and all I could do was follow your mind through our bond. I think I need some comforting.”

      I nodded, leaning down to press a light kiss to her lips. “I don’t think there’s any fairy tale that involves fucking on an Emperor’s rug, do you?”

      Braire paused to think for a moment as I moved out from under her head on my lap, allowing me to place kisses all the way down her jawline, and then her neck. “I don’t think so,” she finally said with a chuckle. “If there were some fairy tales about it, I think I would have heard of them. Sounds like my kind of story, to be honest.”

      I looked up at her, placing a light kiss to her nose, her lips again, and down her neck once more as I found that I was drawn down over her slowly.

      “What are you doing?” she asked, propping herself up on her elbows to watch me slowly undressing her, running my tongue lightly over her exposed nipples until I could feel them harden against my lips.

      “I just… want to try something,” I grumbled, letting my voice vibrate against her bare skin as she helped me strip the rest of her clothes away. As my lips traveled down to her stomach, she reached down, insistently tugging at my shirt, pulling it up and not giving up until I finally ceded and let her take it off, tossing it aside. My trousers would have to wait for a moment as I drifted my kisses down lower on her stomach, hearing her already moaning softly as her thighs parted, wrapping around me and guiding me down between them as I kissed lower and lower, tasting a light sheen of sweat on her skin.

      “Fuck, Grant,” she whispered, one hand moving down to thread through my hair as the other climbed up to play with her breast as she watched me run my tongue down between her lips, feeling that little nub of pleasure there, kissing and toying at it playfully, hearing her soft gasps with each touch from me.

      I could feel her arousal growing alongside my own, just as I realized that Aliana, Norel, and now Faye could feel it too. There were questions coming from their end of the bond, but I was too busy to answer them at the moment as my hands brought her thighs up over my shoulders before moving beneath her, gripping her ass firmly and pulling her closer to me as my tongue started working her with a little more aggression, more passion as I moaned softly into her warm sex. She shuddered in response, gasping for breath and letting her fingers dig into my scalp as my tongue slipped inside her.

      I looked up, seeing her head dropping back, watching her squeeze and tug at her bare nipple with the hand that wasn’t alternating between playing with my hair and scratching at me. She was whispering something softly, and for a moment, I thought she was just enjoying herself in her own tongue, but after a few moments, I could feel tendrils of pleasure starting creep through my body as well.

      Two could play at that game, I thought, pulling her roughly to me, feeling the burn in my left hand, which was still gripping her ass.

      “Not fair,” she growled down at me as she started raising her hips up to meet my mouth, her hips squirming in my hands as I continued to apply my lips and tongue to her warm, wet pussy. She shuddered again, another few elvish words escaping her lips, this time I believed in pleasure as her hand dropped away from my head and down to the rug that we were still on, gripping the rug and squeezing it between her fingers.

      I smiled, enjoying her reaction. One of my hands moved away from her ass, my fore and middle finger taking the place of my tongue inside her as the latter moved up over her lips, lathering her clit with attention as my fingers moved inside, curling upwards to find that little nub of pleasure that made her shudder under my grasp, her words of pleasure suddenly turning to gibberish as she dropped down on the rug, her back arcing.

      “Grant… oh please…” she whispered hoarsely as her thighs wrapped tighter around my head, though I couldn’t tell if her intention was to pull me closer or push me away. I could see her breasts heaving quickly as the sensations spreading from her over to me as I pulled her in closer, not wanting her to try and get away from me as the pleasure crashed over her, causing her to buck her hips up into my face, soft cries of pleasure turning into screams.

      My grip on her turned into a vice as I could feel her trying to pull away, not giving her a moment of respite as I pulled her in closer to me, growling softly as I felt her inner muscles tightening around my fingers again, her eyes rolling back behind her head as low, primal moans came from the back of her throat, her whole body tensed up as she lost herself over the edge again.

      She knew I wasn’t finished with her, toying with her mercilessly as I was, feeling her pushing toward the edge of her pleasure again, and again, until I could feel her thighs trembling weakly around my head, her hands reaching up to try and pull me away.

      And I did pull back. Not at the first tug, and not at the second, but eventually, as she gasped for breath, a sheen of sweat coating her body as I lifted up from her, watching as she settled back down into the rug, breasts rising and falling as she tried to hold her breath.

      “You know I’m not finished with you, right?” I asked, licking her juices from my lips and then my fingers.

      She didn’t answer, her eyes focusing on me and giving me a gentle nod. An excited smile curved her lips when she saw the runes on my hand glowing.

      She showed no sign of resistance as my hands settled on her hips, pulling her in close to me. She started to spread her thighs open around my hips, but let out a soft cry of surprise as I turned her over onto her stomach instead. I moved in closer, straddling myself over her ass as my hands ran up her body, first over her back and the coming over to the front, kneading her breasts greedily as she could feel my arousal pressing into her ass through my trousers, and she let out a soft, plaintive cry.

      “Please, Grant,” she whispered, and I dipped my head down, placing a light kiss to her neck as my hands slowly undid my trousers. She could feel my hard cock pressing between her cheeks and she pressed herself up against it, grinding herself slowly against me as I guided it down between her thighs, eliciting more soft sounds of pleading.

      “Do you want me inside you?” I whispered against her ear.

      “Yes, please,” she nodded, the last syllable dragged in a long, slow moan out of her mouth as I pressed my hips forward, slowly at first, and I could feel her rising herself to meet me, but she found herself being driven back down into the bearskin roughly, drawing out another soft cry from her as she reached around, grabbing at my ass, feeling her gripping and pulling me in and closer. I dipped my head down as she turned to face me, licking her lips as I pulled back and drove down into her again.

      “Fuck me, Grant,” she growled, looking up at me with something wild in her eyes. “Hard.”

      I was only too happy to comply. My hips rose up and came down over her ass, a loud slap echoing through the Emperor’s chamber as I pushed in deeper, grinding slowly into her for a few long moments, shuddering with pleasure as I felt her tight, warm and drenched pussy wrapping around me tighter and harder, growling softly as I started to push myself into her over and over again.

      The sloppy sounds of our sex filled the air as I filled her up with thrust after thrust, roughly pushing her into the rug over and over, feeling her tight walls squeezing me hard each time that I filled her up, feeling her gripping at me each time that I pulled back out again.

      She tried to push herself up against me valiantly, but after a few tries, I could feel her suddenly just laying down against the rug, closing her eyes and focusing on the pleasure, letting it flow through and into me through our body, soft moans from her as she melted into my arms.

      I settled my hands over her shoulders, giving me all the leverage I needed to push in deeper and harder inside her, soft grunts and growls coming from me as I started feeling my pleasure starting to crest, pushing me harder and faster into her as she came again. A low roar started to pull up from my chest this time, I couldn’t hold myself back from it.

      And honestly, I didn’t really want to.

      I pushed in deeper, harder, hips bucking down into her and harder, pulling her into me as my cock twitched inside her, a shudder shared between her and me as I pulled in closer. I was gasping softly as I slowly wound down, dropping down over her, sucking in deep breaths.

      Braire was similarly lacking in breath as she reached around, gripping me and pulling me in closer as we both slowly wound down from it.

      “Damn,” she whispered, a few aftershocks still rippling through her body. “If you ever feel like trying that again, you let me know.”

      I nodded, still not trusting myself to speak as I rolled over from her and dropped down on the rug, sucking in deep breaths as I looked up to the ceiling, feeling myself starting to cool off. The sun had set behind the mountains, and the evening chill started to set into the room. I couldn’t help a small smile as Braire pulled back ground to lay her head on my chest.

      I wasn’t usually comfortable in moments of silence, but right now, it felt perfect. Nothing really needed to be said at this point, and all I needed to do at the moment was just stroke her hair tenderly.

      “You just couldn’t resist it, could you?”

      I snapped my head up, hearing Aliana’s voice as the woman stepped into the room, looking around.

      “Well, it just sort of happened,” Braire replied softly, not making any attempt to cover herself, not even as Lyth joined us as well. She didn’t appear to have any shame in looking either, I noted as I quickly pulled my pants up from where they were still lowered. “Totally Grant’s fault though, he started it.”

      “I don’t blame him,” Faye said, grinning from ear to ear as she eyed us, and Braire in particular, still brazenly and nakedly sprawled over the rug. “Being in a place like this, I’d want a rough fucking in me as well. Was that it? You wanted to be able to say that you fucked in the Emperor’s quarters?”

      “I’m not going to lie,” I said, retrieving my shirt from where Braire had tossed it. “That did factor into my decision.”

      “You let me know if you start making decisions like that again,” Braire grinned, biting her bottom lip before deciding to pull her clothes on as well.

      “Will do,” I replied with a smirk.

      “Well, then, now that we’re all… dressed—” Norel starting to say, taking a moment to watch me pull my shirt back on. “Shall we finish the job of finding a way into the throne room?”

      “I have nothing better to do, really,” I mused aloud, rolling my shoulders as my shirt came over them. “I say we get it done.”

      “How industrious of you,” Aliana said, coming over and placing a light kiss on my lips and standing on her tip toes to reach my ear for a whisper. “If you feel like exploring more places that you can fuck in, be sure to have me with you as well.”

      “I’ll try to bring as many of you as possible,” I replied with a small smile, keeping my voice low, knowing that pretty much everyone in the room could hear me anyway. “The more the merrier.”
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      The night passed quickly. Unlike all the other nights where a battle was anticipated, I didn’t feel the chilling knowledge that I could be dying the next day. Well, I could still feel it, but there was a certain peace that filled me at the same time. It wasn’t something that overwhelmed all my thoughts to the point of permeating my dreams as well.

      There was a danger coming my way the next day, and while that was almost a certainty, I also knew that I needed a good night’s sleep to be prepared for it. My sleep wasn’t dreamless, but as my eyes opened, I could feel them already starting to slip from memory.

      I had fallen asleep in Faye’s room, with Aliana finding herself snuggled in next to me on the right side and Norel on the left, with Braire coming in behind Norel. It was something of a pile, but a pleasant one.

      Faye was already up by the time that I woke up, and in fact, it was her closing the door behind her as she stepped into the room again that woke me up, though it took me a few moments to realize that. She didn’t look like she was trying to be silent, but not overly loud either, which indicated that nothing was happening yet. The sun had only just started to crest the horizon, if the pink sky outside was any kind of indication.

      I pulled myself up slowly, gently disengaging myself from Aliana, Norel, and Braire, noting that Lyth had found herself a place to sleep off of the bed on an ottoman that was larger than most of the beds that I’d seen in my younger years.

      “Good morning,” Faye said, smiling as she noted me on my feet and getting dressed again.

      “Right back at you,” I replied, yawning and stretching slowly. Faye indicated me over to where a bowl of scented water was waiting for me to wash my face in. “Where were you off to?”

      “Just making sure that the emperor wasn’t entering the city at first light,” she replied with a small smile. “The news is that he hasn’t passed through the walls, but that could probably change at any second.”

      “Agreed,” I said, splashing some of the cool, refreshing water into my face, letting the shock of it wake me up fully. I could hear the others starting to wake up as well.

      “Do you think we’ll succeed?” Faye asked, coming in closer to me and keeping her voice low for the first time since she’d entered the room. “How good do you think our chances are?”

      I shrugged, trying not to show that the very same question had been on my mind the night before. “The way I see it, we have to succeed. We can’t fight a war against the emperor and Abarat at the same time. This needs to happen if we are to advance in our cause. Failure is not an option. Don’t let it abide in your head. We are going to succeed.”

      Faye nodded, though I could tell that my words hadn’t had the desired effect of lifting her spirits. The hint of doubt in her mind had faded, though, replaced with a steely sort of resolve. And that was all that was really needed, I supposed.

      Aliana was the first to notice. A sense of urgency suddenly filled her as she passed by the window. After a few seconds, I could hear it too. With the windows open, the sounds of the city outside could be called a low drone that you eventually just didn’t hear anymore, but in this moment, I could hear it starting to swell.

      “He’s coming through the gates,” Aliana said softly, turning to the rest of us. “We don’t have much time.”

      The rest of us quickly prepared for the fight that we knew was coming. I didn’t have much to prepare, and neither did the rest of us, I realized. Aliana had her daggers to be called when she needed them, as did Braire, who also had her runed stones to call up her beasts when they were needed. Norel had her spells to call on, Faye had her sword that could change into pretty much anything that she needed it to, and Lyth with her all-important sword.

      Nothing else really important to bring into the fight. I couldn’t tell if we were overly prepared or not prepared enough, but this was all we were going to have.

      We all started moving through the passages without much more by way of conversation between us. Not much to say, I thought with a soft chuckle. All four that I was bonded with had the same thought, and Lyth appeared to as well, as even in the darkness, I could see a small smirk on her lips as we started heading deeper into the palace.

      As we stepped out into the hallway, all six of us had a sudden moment that caught us in our tracks as one of the doors into the emperor’s quarters opened, revealing a young girl, a servant that looked like she had been sent to prepare the quarters for someone to take up residence, from the billows and wood that she still had in her arms.

      She saw us suddenly, and the logs that were in her arms came clattering to the ground. Lyth was the first to react, jumping forward with lightening speed to quickly clamp her hand over the girl’s mouth to stop her from screaming.

      It was effective, as what was going to be as loud and pealing as an alarm bell came off as muffled and barely audible.

      “We mean you no harm, girl,” Lyth said softly, making sure that the girl understood that she meant that, but still keeping a hand over her mouth. “If you answer our questions honestly, you’ll be let go without any trouble. Nod if you understand.”

      The servant, barely a day above fifteen, nodded quickly, her eyes still wide open as she stared at the six of us like she had just seen a dragon strolling through the halls of the palace.

      “Is there anyone else in the Emperor’s quarters?” Lyth asked, keeping her voice calm and collected. It was a good question, one that I didn’t even think was needed. If there was anyone else in the quarters that we were planning on walking through, it meant that we were going to be delayed by having to find another way through. A delay that we really couldn’t afford here.

      But the girl shook her head quickly, and while we weren’t going to be taking her at her word, she didn’t seem the type that could lie that convincingly under these circumstances. I let out a soft sight of relief as she looked around, wondering if Lyth was going to keep her word.

      “Are you here because the Emperor has entered the city?” Lyth asked. It never hurt to make sure, I mused, and the girl quickly nodded in response.

      “We won’t hurt you, I promise,” Lyth said quickly, apparently ending her questioning by placing her forefinger on the girl’s forehead. Her eyes rolled up to the back of her head and she went suddenly limp, dropping down into Lyth’s waiting arms as the elf pulled her in and gently laid her down on the ground.

      “She’ll sleep for a few hours,” Lyth explained in a hushed voice as we started moving through the hallway toward the quarters, which were, as the girl stated, empty as we moved through them quickly, easily finding the door to the hallway hidden behind one of the old emperor statues, requiring little more than a push to get through. I supposed that the design had been with escape in mind, meant to be quick and easy but hard to find if you weren’t looking for it specifically, and we were quickly on our way to the throne room.

      The place still took my breath away, even as it was the second time that I’d seen it. I assumed that some sort of magic had been used to build it, as the sheer scope of the place spoke of years and years of work from hundreds of skilled workers to put it all together. It was large enough to host a full army inside, or at least a couple hundred men. The scope of it felt altered somehow as it stretched on.

      For the plan to work, we needed to be a good deal closer to the entrance than at the throne itself, and we found ourselves starting to move through the hall, watching the door. We had made good time, but there was no point in not being vigilant at the moment. I honestly couldn’t believe how empty this place was, but I assume that it had been prepared days in advance and left empty so that there was no feeling of usurping his birthright as the Emperor entered the room himself. The place was isolated against invasion of all sorts, physical and magical, meaning that once the doors were sealed, they could only be unsealed from the inside again unless someone wanted to tear the room down. It would be providing us with some much-needed privacy for what was to come.

      Once we were in position, Lyth dropped down to the ground, sitting on the marble cross-legged as she lowered her head, appearing to be preparing herself for the fight that was to come with a little bit of meditation, and possibly projecting herself into the rest of the palace to see where the Emperor was. Aliana, Braire, Faye, and Norel all shared a quick conversation before Braire headed off to one of the corners of the room, pulling the runestones from the pouch that she carried them in, appearing to start developing some kind of strategy.

      Aliana, for her part, came over in my direction, wrapping her arms around my neck and pulling herself into me, her wings coming in to wrap around me as well.

      I avoided the horns at the top of her head carefully and placed a kiss to her forehead, pulling her in close to me.

      “You know, I could tell what you and Braire were doing last night,” she said to me in a hushed whisper. “Well, it wasn’t like either of you tried to hide it from us.”

      “Can that sort of thing be… hidden?” I asked, tilting my head, genuinely curious.

      “Well, anything is possible,” Aliana replied after a pause as she thought about my question for a moment. “But that’s not the point. The point is, I could feel it as well. I could feel the intensity of what the two of you were sharing, and I don’t want you to think that I’m jealous of that or anything, but you should know that once all this fighting is over and we’ve won this, I will be taking you aside, somewhere private, and we’ll be having a repeat of that between you and me. I assume that you and I will both need to recover a bit too, and I think that the best way to do that is you pumping me full of that delicious cock of yours.”

      There was a spike of arousal, and I couldn’t tell if it came from me, or if it was just a reaction to what she was feeling at the moment. I cleared my throat, trying to bring my mind back to the matter at hand instead of my sudden need to make the throne room my newest of interesting locations in which to have sex. I finally managed a nod as my hand drifted down to give Aliana’s ass a firm squeeze.

      “You’d think that I wouldn’t need any more reasons to come out of this alive and on top,” I whispered back to her, kissing her cheek teasingly.

      “One can never have too many incentives to win, my love,” she murmured back, pressing herself enticingly into me before taking a step back.

      “I’ll drink to that,” I said, still needing a moment to catch my breath, but I was quickly distracted from my distraction as I realized that Lyth’s eyes had just opened.

      “He’s here,” she warned, jumping smoothly up to her feet. She hadn’t brought her bow, I suddenly realized, meaning that she was fully focused on her task of breaking Abarat’s control over the emperor. Besides, she was rather skilled in the use of that blade anyway, meaning that she would have little problem if she was needed to put up a bit of a fight before, during or after.

      I pulled my sword clear of the sheath and, following in the lead of the other members of our group, moved around behind some pillars to conceal myself. Faye would be tasked with sealing the doors once the Emperor was inside, along with whatever his retinue was, leaving it to the rest of us to guide the man himself right into the trap that was being laid out for him by Lyth, Aliana, and Norel. Braire and I would handle the retinue, and Faye would step into whatever role she was needed for. I thought that it would involve helping them with the Emperor, but one might never know what would happen.

      I closed my eyes, feeling a spike of sensation rushing up from my stomach as I was caught offering up a silent prayer to whatever gods might be listening as I could hear the doors being opened from my hidden position.
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      Hidden behind one of the pillars as I was, I couldn’t see what kind of formation would be coming in for us to deal with. There weren’t a lot of people in the world that could match the tone and precision that came from the march of a group of Lancers in formation. They were in the classic double file that was supposed to fall back and around whomever they were protecting should danger come about. They were the vanguard, a show of force to take the will out of anyone that had violence on their minds. I could hear the hooves of a horse trotting in right behind. Considering that I’d never seen anyone riding through the palace before, I had to assume that it was the Emperor.

      Through the cacophony of marching and trotting, I couldn’t hear much else as I leaned back against the wall as I looked gripped my sword tighter, evening my breathing out. My heart was beating so loudly in my chest that I knew that it had to be heard by the men that were marching through the throne room not ten feet away from where I was standing.

      I sucked in a deep breath, hearing the massive doors of the room starting to be pulled shut. A handful of others closed a lot quicker. I assumed because they were a lot lighter than the main doors at the front, though those shut too, and a flash of runes could be seen rushing across them, sealing them all in with us in the same room.

      If that wasn’t an indication that it was time to start this thing, I didn’t know what else could be. I needed another breath before I stepped out from behind my pillar, seeing that the rest of the team of six were doing the same at almost the exact same time.

      And we hadn’t even planned that, I thought with a small smirk, feeling the fire of battle about to start filling my veins, pushing a pulse of power into my sword and watching with some satisfaction as the runes started to pop out with a dull white light.

      I didn’t know what I was expecting when I saw the emperor. The man had always been a bit of a mythical figure who hadn’t left behind any representations of his visage. No paintings or statues, leading me with no idea of what he might look like.

      And yet, when I saw him, I wasn’t disappointed. The man looked like a hero out of a story book. He was astride a powerful white-haired war horse, with its tail done up in a near braid, the mane left and a silver face plate with a long horn at the crest.

      The man himself was an impressive specimen. His eyes were a clear blue, hair was a long, flowing brown, his beard matching the color, with hints of grey starting to show around the corners. He was wearing a brilliant-looking silver plate and mail, coating him from neck to toe, his steel-tipped boots tucked neatly into a pair of gold stirrups. The man wasn’t wearing any spurs, which spoke to the training of the horse that he was riding, I supposed, though it looked light and twitchy despite its impressive size.

      The emperor had broad shoulders and was holding a similarly silver-colored helmet under his left arm, with a longsword resting in its sheath on the same side. Tall, powerfully built, classically handsome with a powerful beard that was just classical enough to improve his already good looks while adding a good deal of authority to his figure.

      The man looked over at me, looking more curious than alarmed as he brought his mount to a stop with the gentlest of tugs to the reins. His eyes narrowed further as Aliana was the next to meet his eyes, and he stopped in place, watching as Lyth stepped out of her hiding spot, blade in hand and a grim look on her face.

      “Kaelyfth,” the man said, his hand moving instinctively toward the weapon at his side. “I was under the impression that you were no longer of this world.”

      “Rumors of my death were… greatly exaggerated,” Lyth replied, looking calm and unsurprised that the Emperor seemed to know who she was.

      Which was the exact opposite of my reaction as I narrowed my eyes, looking around between the two of them as I peered back at Lyth before my attention was drawn back to the Lancers who had quickly formed up to protect their war, raising their shields and weapons as they realized that they were surrounded. There were twenty of them all told, with a handful of what looked like ministers and advisors that were remaining in place near the doors that had shut behind them.

      The man chuckled softly, pulling his weapon clear from the sheath at his side. There was something odd about the blade itself. At first glance, it didn’t appear to be that impressive of a blade. None of the gold and silver gilding that I was expecting, but as I looked at it a moment longer, I realized that there was a shimmer starting to come off from the sword, blackening the blade and making it like it was cold made into steel. There was power coming from it, I realized, enough that I could feel it from this distance. The whole room felt like it had lost a good deal of the heat that had been making its way inside from the point that the sun had started to rise.

      “Well, then,” the emperor said, still chuckling. “I suppose that we’ll have to rectify that unfortunate misunderstanding.” He turned to the Lancers, pointing his blade around the room. “Kill them all, but leave her to me.”

      I just assumed that he was pointing at Lyth, as my attention was drawn back to the group of armored and armed men that were just ordered to kill me and the rest of my comrades. I lowered my sword, resisting the urge to attack all out, taking a step forward as one of the Lancers rushed forward, shouting a war cry that I didn’t understand as he kept his shield up, swinging is sword at me.

      I took a step back, and then to the side, deftly parrying the strike and slamming in a precise riposte, opening the man’s neck. His armor and shield were meant to withstand most magical attacks, but they weren’t any more effective at defending the man inside them than regular armor, which still left a small gap between the shoulder plates and the helmet only covered by padded leather that was smoothly cut through by the razor-sharp sword that I had in hand, opening up the neck underneath.

      The man dropped back, clutching at his neck as blood started to seep out between his fingers, and I quickly turned my attention back to the pair that were charging at me.

      One was forced to stop in his tracks and raise his shield as a blast of power came from my sword. It was powerful enough to drop him back a step as the second man charged forward, not thinking that he was suddenly lacking any protection with his flank as I stepped around his shield, pressing my left hand under the man’s helmet, into his face, and pushing power until the runes in my palm, feeling a splat of blood as he dropped away, half of his face missing as I turned back around, slashing out the unprotected hamstrings, and slashing his head off with a powerful cut, watching as it bounced away before turning back to the group of Lancers that were charging in at me.

      They paused as a gigantic wolf jumped in their way, powerful jaws crunching down on one of the men’s skull as the rest were suddenly knocked off their feet as a sinuous snake came in from behind them.

      “Well, damn, I never thought that I would be so happy to see you two again,” I said with a chuckle as the wolf, who was the only one that appeared to hear me, showed off a bloody grin before turning on the rest of the Lancers who appeared to be trying to retreat and regroup as they were being attacked from all sides.

      I could see the Emperor charging his horse over to where Lyth was waiting for him, seemingly ignoring all the others that were closing in around him until it was too late. Norel called down a powerful strike of lightning that hit just close enough to the horse to spook it into a rear. Aliana jumped forward, grabbing the emperor by his long red cloak and dragging him clear of the beast that was suddenly terrified of the two women standing before it. Norel rushed in quickly to try and help Aliana to hold the man down, but he recovered quickly, landing smoothly on his feet and powering a blast into Aliana’s chest. The djinn was quick enough to deflect it, but she was sent stumbling back a few before dropping to the ground. Norel quickly stepped in to keep him from pressing any kind of advantage, but she was out of her depth as the man swung his blade for her, forcing her to take a step back.

      I looked around at most of the Lancers, who were either dead or being corralled by Braire and her beasts. I looked over to Faye, who had a few splotches of blood on her blade, on fire again. She nodded her head over to where Aliana, Norel and Lyth were struggling to keep the man contained, and I nodded. We had the Lancers well in hand.

      I turned around to where the advisors seemed to be huddled against the door. One of them, wearing a heavy cloak, was different from the others, watching the battle curiously, seeming to be shielding the rest of the men from any attacks that might glace their way.

      “You should stand back,” I warned. “No blood will be shed by those that wish no violence on themselves or others in this room.”

      “Don’t be foolish, boy,” the cloaked man said with a chuckle. “You have no way of hurting me.”

      The voice was familiar, and it dawned on me as I saw his face. The elevated cheekbones, the pale skin and crystalline eyes. I knew that there were pointed ears too, even though they were hidden by the man’s cloak.

      “Oh… shit,” I growled, watching the man’s hands raise and a bolt of lightning jump easily from them. I already had my sword up for protection, but I still felt the jolt that knocked me onto my back.

      I rolled quickly, coming back onto my knees as I slid back a few more feet over the smooth marble floor before I captured my momentum, and then drawing myself back to my feet as Abarat pulled his cloak off, showing himself to be long robes of purple and red, with a velvet and silver crown sitting delicately on his head.

      “Your first instinct was the right one, boy,” Abarat said, his voice calm and soothing as he started walking toward me. “Stand down. As amusing as this little skirmish has been, I feel that it has gone on long enough.”

      I could feel a knot forming in my stomach as I stared into the man’s eyes, a lump in my throat as every instinct in my body told me that I needed to run.

      It was all I could do to stand my ground, watching the elf advance on me in slow yet steady steps. “Not… going to happen,” I hissed through clenched teeth.

      “Curious,” Abarat replied with a small smile. “I had thought that true courage was a trait long extinguished from your mongrel kind. I have not felt it in quite some time.”

      I had a feeling that he wasn’t lying. There was no courage in attacking someone that you could beat without breaking a sweat. There was some, mixed in stupidity, in standing your ground in a fight that you knew you would lose.

      I needed to buy them time. I could hear Lyth starting the incantation. It appeared that her and Faye joining their forces was enough of a boost to keep the man subdued. They just needed some time. I could buy them that time. Braire could stay on the Lancers. I just needed to hold him off for a few minutes.

      That could have been extended by a lifetime for all the difference that it would make. I still knew that I had to try.

      Abarat smiled again, his hands raising, and I knew what was coming this time, quickly diving out of the way as a pair of lightning bolts rushed toward me faster than I could blink. The clap of thunder inside the throne room was deafening, but the lack of searing pain and smell of smoking flesh told me that I had avoided being torched. Barely.

      I landed on my shoulder and came back up to my feet smoothly just in time to see Abarat jumping at me, his hands closed together as he did. I saw something gleaming in his hands. I couldn’t tell if it was glass, or if it was just magic made to look like glass, but that didn’t change the fact that it was sharp, and it was being swung at me like a sword. I raised my blade to block.

      There was an impossible amount of power behind the swing. I was forced down to one knee, sparks flying as his weapon connected with my sword. I gritted my teeth, using all the power I had to keep the weapon away from my skin, but, with seemingly no effort, Abarat forced it down a few more inches. The blade pushed down into my shoulder and a shocking amount of pain bolted through my body.

      Despite it all, I still held my sword up.

      Suddenly the pressure was gone, and I lurched forward, trying to understand what had just happened as the same lancing, hot pain rushed across my back. I screamed, falling forward to the ground and rolling away, trying to get anywhere that wasn’t near to what was hurting me.

      “Did I say you were brave?” Abarat asked, chuckling softly, taking a moment to look over to where the spell was being performed on the Emperor, and apparently judging that he still had enough time to stop it after finishing me off. “I meant stupid. I would have thought that you were going to try some of the evasion that you’re so skilled at, like you did the last time. You at least put up a battle of attrition in that case.”

      I growled, shoving the pain to the back of my mind as I slowly pushed myself back up to my feet.

      “Call me stupid all you like,” I whispered, sucking in a deep breath. “So long as there are people like you, there will be people like me making the stupid choice of standing their ground when they’ve had enough of being pushed around.”

      Abarat smiled, and I hated just how condescending and yet sincere the expression was. “I stand again corrected. That doesn’t happen often. I almost feel bad for depriving my sweet sisters of your company. Good-bye, Grant.”

      He came at me again with impossible speed. My left shoulder was wounded, meaning that I wasn’t going to be swinging any weapons with it, but there were still the runes in my hand. I blasted a shot at him, which caught him on the left side of his face, and had no effect. I raised my sword to block his swing. More sparks flew as Abarat swung his fist into my stomach, knocking the breath out of me and lifting me up off the ground to crash into a nearby pillar.

      I tried to breathe, but nothing was coming in. Through my teared up eyes, I could see Abarat still coming for me, rushing at my position while still looking like he had all the time in the world. His weapon came up again, swinging down for my head, and I raised my sword up, more out of instinct than anything else, seeing the sparks fly as the impact almost dislocated my right shoulder. A low growl of annoyance and he swung again, and this time, as more sparks flew, my sword was shorn in two about five inches up from the hilt. The runes in the blade faded as it clattered away. I reached for it and missed. I wasn’t sure what I could have done if I’d caught it.

      The smell of ozone suddenly overwhelmed me and the hairs on the back of my head stood up as, impossibly, I thought, a portal opened up between Abarat and me, and Aliana stepped through it, blocking Abarat’s killing blow and knocking him back a handful of steps.

      “I’m sorry Grant,” she whispered. I wasn’t sure how I could hear her, but I did, and still didn’t understand. Until I saw something dark, a black, inky smoke starting to circle around her. Her horns started to glow a sickening red. I remembered seeing this before. Well, not the process itself, but the end result. The djinn that we’d fought what felt like decades ago. A darkness involving her. Aliana had explained it to me. There was a dark nature that was fighting for the control of the soul of a djinn that she had been holding back for so long. Something powerful yet twisted that she had been keeping at bay for all this time.

      It was out. She smiled back at me, and I could see the change in her. Feel the change in her as she rushed toward Abarat, who looked confused for the first time since I’d seen him. He didn’t notice as another portal opened up behind him and Aliana caught him around the waist with her shoulder and tackled him into the portal, twisting them both into it in the blink of an eye.

      And the portal closed.
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      The change in me was as sudden as it was shocking. I was already in a great deal of pain from the beating that Abarat had laid down on me, and yet what I was suddenly feeling… not more painful, I thought, but deeper. Something inside me had been forcibly torn away, ripping into me and pulling something out. In my current state, I still needed to a moment to process it, trying to understand what had just happened.

      Aliana had just saved my life. I didn’t know why. I was buying them the time they needed to break the emperor free. What was she doing?

      And then I realized. The bond that I felt between myself, Braire, Norel, and Faye no longer included her. There was a pain there that I was struggling to comprehend, and gap that had been left in me that wasn’t physical, and yet I could still feel it crushing through every muscle in my body.

      There was a reason for the intensity, I realized. It was reverberating between all four of us, washing over us in wave after wave that felt like it would never end. The kind of pain that souls weren’t meant to feel, somehow intensified by how close we had all been to her.

      Aliana was gone. I couldn’t feel her anymore. The bond was cut, severed. I didn’t even know how someone could do that. Had she died? It hadn’t felt like she had died. No, instead, it felt like she had cut the bond herself as she entered into that damn portal with Abarat in tow. She had intended not to come back from that.

      I blinked, shaking my head and looking around. Braire had dropped to the ground, clutching at her chest, tears streaming down her cheeks. Norel had done the same, looking like she was about to pass out from the pain of losing her sister. Faye was in some pain as well, but she was only on her knees, looking like she was just as confused by Braire and Norel’s reactions as she was by the sudden ache inside her.

      It made sense to me, I supposed. They had a much closer bond to their sister than either of us had. She had been a part of their lives for such a long time that the sudden removal of their bond to her was a feeling akin to having a piece of their hearts torn out.

      I was feeling the same, I supposed, but it was to a lesser degree, and even less for Faye, who still looked like she couldn’t fight anymore.

      Leaving Lyth alone, face to face with the Emperor, a man slowly rising to his feet as the three that had been holding him down suddenly stopped. Lyth was backing away slowly, gripping her sword with both hand as she anticipated a fight.

      The man himself looked somewhat dazed on recovering his feet, but there was a sudden surge of anger in his face as he recovered quickly, picking his sword up from where it had fallen down next Faye. A sinister smile crossed his lips, looking so out of place on such a heroically handsome face.

      “You’re going to regret doing that, Kaelyfth,” he growled, twirling the sword about at an impossible speed. I could almost see the power rising in him as Lyth kept retreating.

      He roared in rage at her, charging forward and swinging his sword. She brought hers up to block and clashing it back, launching a series of powerful bolts at him, which he smoothly deflected with his sword or absorbed into his armor as he chuckled, coming in again, swinging again, and I watched as something extended from the blade, lashing out at her like a whip. She ducked down just in time, coming up to her feet quickly as the lash cut into a nearby column, cutting a clean piece from it.

      I gulped, slowly pushing myself back to my feet, looking down at the hilt that I was still clutching in my hand. I tossed it away, leaving my hand cramping in a way that wouldn’t let go anytime soon. There were still a few inches of sharp blade extending from it, though, I thought. Not completely useless. I would recover it later.

      I pushed in forward, feeling the skin on my back and shoulder pull away from where they had been cut by Abarat, but still I pushed forward, feeling the whole of my body burning with effort. Lyth was standing on her own out there, and damned if I was going to let that happen, no matter what kind of pain I was in.

      I watched as Lyth ducked and moved around the Emperor’s skilled strikes, blocking when she could, attacking when she could, but mostly only surviving by staying away from the strikes that were coming in faster than she could defend them. As I stepped in closer, I watched the Emperor feint to his right and come in to the left as Lyth tried to avoid it, knocking her feet out from under her with a smooth sweep of his own legs. She came down on the ground hard, and I could hear something cracking as she dropped, letting out a cry of pain as she did.

      I could feel something new inside myself. It wasn’t quite a foreign sensation. I had felt it before, but never quite as intense. And it was growing with intensity with move made by the emperor as Lyth blocked one strike aimed down at her as she was on her back, quickly and desperately trying to roll away. Inch by inch, toward the thrones. She knew she wasn’t going to win, but she wasn’t going to let that stop her from trying.

      Rage, I realized. Rage was building inside me like a white-hot flame, rising up in my stomach and flooding into my heart. My power that had been somewhat depleted in trying to hold Abarat back was suddenly filled again with something that wasn’t as white and pure as what I’d felt in that pool of mine before. It was red, inky, and roiling like an angry volcano, begging to erupt.

      As I watched the Emperor finally knock Lyth’s sword away, it came to life, coursing painfully through my body, but suddenly pushing aside all thought of the pain in my shoulder, in my back, and in my body. It was fueled by the darker, deeper pain that I didn’t want to address.

      Not yet. Not now. If I thought about what had just happened, I knew I would end up doubled over like Braire and Norel.

      As the Emperor raised his sword up for the final thrust to kill our hopes at trying to break him free, I came up from behind him, locking his right arm, the one with the sword in it, up and pulling it back.

      The man fought back with what I felt was impossible strength, almost lifting me up off my feet, but his attention was suddenly pushed away from Lyth and toward me.

      Hurray.

      He lashed his elbow back, catching me on the side of the head, but I pushed the pain aside again, shoving my left hand into the small of his back, the only part unprotected by his armor, and flooding all the power I could into the runes in my palm.

      The resulting blast was more powerful than I anticipated, seeding the padded armor underneath scorched away, his skin left red and blistered as all the strength I had came back to my right arm as I pulled the man that was almost a full foot taller than me up and away from Lyth to come crashing onto the ground.

      He rolled away from me quickly, a rage like mine in his eyes as he tried to recover, but I launched myself at him, hammering my fist into his jaw. It hurt my hand like one of Norel’s bolts of lightning, but it hurt him more. He shook his head, trying to recover as I pushed myself up from the ground, butting my forehead into his nose with all the power that I had in me.

      “Fuck!” he roared, falling back again, clutching at his bleeding and broken nose as I pushed myself up again. The rage in me was the murderous sort, but I knew that killing him wouldn’t get me Aliana back. Keeping him alive might do the trick though.

      I wiped the blood from my face, looking over at Lyth as she recovered her weapon.

      “Get this fucking spell done now!” I roared at her, and she snapped to, rushing over to join me as the Emperor pushed himself up from the ground. I clamped my hand down on his shoulders, pushing him back to his knees as he tried to stand, hammering another fist into his face as I reached down and pulled the sword out of his hand.

      The blade was cold to the point that I could feel it burning my hands as they touched them and I tossed it away quickly.

      The man tried to break free as Lyth rushed over to him, hitting me in the side with his fist, knocking the breath out of me again, giving him just enough space to reach for where his sword had fallen to.

      His hand was stopped as something silvery and full of fire wrapped around it, and suddenly brought his hand down to the ground. I looked over to see Faye, who’d turned her sword into something like a whip that was keeping the man in place. For the moment.

      I used both my hands to grip down on the emperor’s remaining free wrist, pinning him down as Lyth came up to him, closing her eyes and placing her blade on his right shoulder. She ran through the incantation quickly, but it sounded precise anyway.

      The reaction was different from Faye’s. Where she had suddenly calmed as the blade was placed on her shoulder, the emperor reacted like she was touching him with acid, fighting back, pushing away, screaming and shaking, frothing at the mouth as she continued, speaking in a language that I couldn’t understand until Lyth place the blade on the other shoulder, completing the incantation.

      He suddenly fell slack, his eyes rolling to the back of his head and dropping forward to plant on the marble floor, face-first. The weight of him pulled me to the ground with him. I sprawled, coughed and pulled myself up quickly, slipping a bit on the sweat and blood on the marble, looking down at the man before me.

      “Did… did it work?” I asked, more than a little breathless as I turned to look at Lyth.

      “I think so,” she said, but a bit of confidence suddenly crept into her features. “Yes. Yes, it did.”

      I nodded, looking over to Faye, who was slowly pulling herself back up to her feet. Braire and Norel were still on the ground, appearing to have passed out.

      A crack was heard, and I looked up. The massive doors to the room were starting to swing open. They started slowly, but quickly gained in momentum as more people started pushing it. I could see a group of mages standing near the doors, looking spent over having broken the seals on the room. I assumed that we wouldn’t have to worry about them.

      Not that it mattered, I thoughy. Literal hundreds of Lancers were rushing inside, quickly filling the room.

      I looked around. My sword was gone, but I could still feel that awesome power coursing through my body. Sword or no, I knew that I could take at least five or six of the bastards before dropping. Lyth could handle a dozen or so more, and so could Faye.

      Which would still leave about three hundred or so to cut us into ribbons.

      It didn’t matter. Our mission was finished. Damned if I was going to go down without a fight, but our mission, as it was, had been seen through.

      The Lancers paused, looking down at the bloodied and battered corpse of their Emperor, as well as the bodies of the Lancers that we had left behind. The Wolf and Snake were standing over where Braire was still prone, likely ready to defend her to their deaths.

      A lot of that going around, I thought, pushing power into the runes in my hand. Lyth raised her weapon, and as did Faye, ready for a fight.

      “Stop!” came the booming voice, echoing through the chamber, heard over the clattering of weapons and the thudding of boots.

      I looked down at my feet, seeing the Emperor on his knees, slowly shaking his head. He seemed to be recovering. He didn’t bother standing, turning around to sit on the ground, looking around at the hundreds of men that had come to his rescue.

      “Well, kill them if you must,” he growled. “But do so knowing that they were here to help and save me, just as you are now. It seems a little hypocritical of you, but I’m not one to judge. Overmuch.”

      The Lancers all looked confused. One of them stepped forward, offering the seated Emperor a hand to help him up, which was accepted. “Are you all right, my lord?”

      “Well, I’m alive,” the man said, standing slowly. “But my head hurts like a motherfucker, and I think my nose is broken. If you’re all done with your violent tendencies now, I think I should like a fucking physician summoned.” He paused, looking over to where Lyth and I were still standing, and noting the wounds that we had both sustained. “You know what? Make that two physicians.”
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      It was a long night.

      Braire and Norel woke up sometime around sundown, looking confused and angry at us for tending to their wounds instead of trying to find Aliana. They knew she was alive, somehow, and it wasn’t up to me to prove them wrong. Hell, I was all for proving them right. But while they were both exhausted, my attempts to try and get them to get some rest instead proved futile. They spent most of the night working to try and find out where Aliana had secreted herself to. Various tracking magics were attempted, and even a summoning spell that Norel had concocted on the spot. The woman was a stone-cold genius, I realized at around midnight.

      But as dawn started approaching, there didn’t seem to be any solution in sight. Instead of trying to convince them to get some sleep, Faye and I tried to comfort them, find some way to assuage the pain. Braire had sobbed into my shoulder for longer than I cared to remember. The pain was there for me as well, a dull ache in the pit of my stomach that just wouldn’t go away, compounded and exacerbated by the stiches that had been applied to my back and shoulder. Moving was agony. Staying upright all night had been agony.

      But for Aliana, it would have been worth it. And it still might be, I thought, hugging the beastmistress into my chest as tightly as I could, trying as hard as I could to stop the pain that was coursing through my body with every beat of my heart. I needed to focus on helping Braire and Norel now. I was afraid that if I took the time to inspect the damage done to me, I would be curled up in a ball for weeks.

      As the sun started to creep up into the sky, a young page made himself known in the antechamber of Faye’s quarters.

      “Apologies, my lord, my ladies,” he said softly, bowing profusely. “The Emperor has requested that you join him for a morning meal in the throne room.”

      As exhausted as I was, it took me a moment to realize that the ‘requested’ part of that request actually meant that we were being summoned by our Emperor. Well, maybe not Lyth, but the fact remained.

      Lyth had managed to get some sleep, which I envied her for, but I didn’t begrudge her. It had taken everything that she had in her to break Abarat’s hold on the man, and while she hadn’t been hurt by the bond breaking, she had still put every ounce of effort that she could into helping before curling up on her ottoman and getting a few hours of rest.

      She didn’t look particularly rested as she woke up, puling herself up from where she had been sleeping.

      “We’re being summoned,” I whispered in Braire’s ear, and she nodded. She had cried herself all out during the night, and her eyes looked red and irritated. I had never seen an elf look the way she and Norel did now, and I hoped I never would again.

      We took a moment to make ourselves somewhat presentable, though that was a lost battle from the start. It wasn’t going to matter anyway. After the ordeal, I doubted that the Emperor would be a stickler for the tradition of dress codes in his presence.

      The page guided us through the halls toward the room that we had left behind the day before. As the doors were pulled open for us, I took a moment to appreciate the fact that not a trace remained of the battle that had occurred. The blood and bodies had been taken away. The marble had been cleaned and dried to the point of perfection. There was no denying the industriousness of the palace servants.

      Well, one trace remained, I realized, looking into the chunk of pillar that the Emperor had cut away using that… thing that had come from his sword. I supposed that there were some things that just couldn’t be washed and scrubbed away, no matter how hard you worked.

      There was a table set up in front of the throne, with a handful of empty chairs that were waiting for us. There were a handful of advisers standing nearby the throne, none of whom I recognized from the day before. They all eyed us with a hint of interest, tempered by the man whose presence they were in.

      It was annoying, I realized. Even with a bruised jaw and a broken nose, with the purple starting to spread to his eyes, the man still looked as impressive as he had the day before. It wasn’t fair. I felt like a scarecrow, about to keel over, and utterly lacking in appetite for the delicious meal that had been set before us. I still took my seat, with Braire and Norel sitting on either side of me, Faye sitting next to Norel.

      As Lyth took her seat next to Braire, the Emperor stood, bowing gently.

      “Your Grace,” he said, with something like reverence in his voice. “Thank you for coming.”

      “Of course,” Lyth said, sounding perfectly regal as she took her seat.

      “And thank you four for coming as well,” the man added, almost as an afterthought. “You have no idea what this time has been like. Trapped in my own body, following orders that I couldn’t understand, and sometimes didn’t even hear in person, performing the will of another with no control over my own actions. I… you can’t imagine.”

      “Actually, I can,” Faye said softly, raising her hand.

      “Ah… apologies, of course, my Official Faye,” he said with a nod. “I… forgot. The night has been something of a flurry for me. I’ve barely had time to treat my wounds.”

      “I just wanted to apologize, by the way,” I said, not sure how one was supposed to properly apologize to an emperor for breaking his nose with my forehead. I just tapped at my nose and he nodded with a soft chuckle.

      “I suppose it was necessary, after everything,” he said shaking his hand. “The trust of the people in me to protect them has been shattered, and while Abarat has faced defeat in this arena, I doubt that his plans ended with me as his puppet. The man had a great deal of machinations at work. Machinations that I intend to disrupt. He tried to use me to steal my own empire away, and that is something that won’t be forgotten, or forgiven. From my time under his thumb, I can remember a fortress, deep in the north of my empire, where he has made his home and where he appeared to be sending all of his forces. We will begin our attack there.”

      “You should focus on that, your grace,” Faye said softly, looking like she didn’t have the appetite for food either. “Our efforts will be going into another arena. Aliana has been lost, and we intend to find her.”

      “Naturally,” he said with a firm nod, toying with a cream-filled pastry between his fingers. “The djinn that opened a portal and pushed Abarat, and herself through it. Memories of what happened do not escape me. I was also told of a bond that was shared between her and her two sisters, and that the bond was broken after she disappeared through the portal. My mages have told me that can only mean one thing. Are you sure that she’s even still alive?”

      “She’s alive,” Norel snarled at him, showing the first sign of anger that I’d seen in her since last night, hissing at the Emperor through her teeth, tradition be damned. “Believe me when I say that she is still alive and waiting for us to find her.”

      “Of course,” the Emperor said, narrowing his eyes and letting his eyebrows drop, apparently not used to being spoken to like that, but deciding to let it pass for the moment. “I owe you all my life and my empire, and I owe it to the djinn as well. If you say that she is still alive, I will follow through on that claim. Everything under my power that can be done to find her and restore her to your arms will be.”

      I could feel a hint of the rage that had been rushing through me the day before. I wasn’t sure if it was coming from Norel, who’s annoyance had made itself openly obvious to all present, or if it was just something that was coming from deep inside of me, but at this point, I didn’t care. It was all that was driving me forward at this point, and there was nothing that I wasn’t going to do to make sure that the piece of me that was missing was made whole again.

      I pushed myself up from my seat and softly cleared my throat, taking in a deep breath before looking firmly into the Emperor’s eyes.

      “All due respect, Your Grace,” I growled, “but you’d fucking better.”

      I could hear soft gasps from the nearby servants and advisors, but I lacked any semblance of care for their precious protocols. I turned back around and headed toward the door.
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