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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 IN MY FACEBOOK GROUP.

      

      I look forward to discussing my books with you!
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      They weren’t moving like an army would. They were pushing in on top of each other, rolling through the rough terrain, some of them even snapping and roaring at one another as they got a little too close, or pushed too hard. 

      Then again, they weren’t an actual army. More like a horde, a mass of creatures that had been given life for the singular purpose of killing as many as they could before being killed themselves.

      I could understand why Abarat would prefer to have an army that he didn’t need to feed, give shelter to, or overly control. As far as tactics went, from my recollection, they had relied mostly on their superior numbers and the fact that fear never factored into a force that consisted of the undead and powerful beasts made of clay and rock.

      The undead themselves weren’t too difficult to handle. They posed a threat but were fairly easy to dispose of. The golems and the hellhounds that had been raised to lead them were what gave me pause. 

      They hadn’t seen me yet, perched up on the trees as I was, and I wasn’t going to be giving my position away just yet. Their numbers were still comparatively small, and they didn’t appear to be led by anything more than a direction to move in. Even so, attacking them single-handedly would prove to be a mistake, and likely the last that I would make.

      With that said, I couldn’t help the burn that I felt inside myself, the need to make them pay. Maybe they weren’t responsible for the pain that had been cutting into my chest over the past three weeks, but they were responsible enough. I wouldn’t mind taking it out on them, and they likely wouldn’t mind it either.

      I took a deep breath, just like Norel had taught me, maintaining my perch, my silence, and my position, and I forced the rage that was building up from my stomach back down, feeling it simmer and retreat to where I could summon it quickly when it was needed. 

      And it would be needed soon.

      Norel was supposed to be holding the position to the south, covering the position that Braire and Faye were going to be defending. Those two would be able to take care of themselves, especially with Norel raining literal fire and lightning down on our enemies, with Lyth using her bow to make sure that none of the larger beasts slipped through their gauntlet and attempted to flank Norel’s position.

      It was my business to make sure that they were too distracted to try.

      Our shared connection told me that the small horde of undead and monsters were in their view now too, heading due south as they were hunting down the groups of refugees that were pulling away from the northern towns and villages in the light of the marching army. The mass in the north had proven to be too slow to hunt the people down, and Abarat had taken to sending smaller, faster groups of them to try to close the gap.

      And we were here to stop them.

      My hand moved to the sword hanging from my hip. Some might question the decision of sending only five people to stop what could only be described as literally scores of monsters. But those who asked could not have been aware of just how much power those five had.

      Even though we were missing a member of our team. 

      Another deep breath. The four that were still with me needed me to focus.

      The monsters moved underneath me without realizing that I was above them, watching, waiting, letting the others know how many there were, if only by sheer emotional impact. It wasn’t fear that was racing through my veins.

      It was anticipation.

      The beasts suddenly grew excited, roaring and screeching below me as they caught sight of the women below. They were ahead of their leaders and needed to wait for the command from the golems and hellhounds among them before they could start to rush forwards. I could see bolts of lightning already starting to fire off at the front lines, and Braire’s beasts, a wolf and a snake, suddenly jumping into existence to take on the first wave.

      This was the worst part, to my mind, anyways.

      I drew the blade, feeling the anger that had been simmering starting to rush forward, filling the weapon in my hands. The runes in the steel started to fill with a white light, and I could feel a burning in my left hand. Those runes would be glowing a dull red for now.

      It wasn’t all the power I had, but it was as much as I could spare for an opening strike as the creatures continued to swarm around under the tree that I was hiding in, pressing towards where the fighting was starting to get fierce.

      I released my hold on the trunk, jumping away from the branch, feeling the power in my body that had been aching for release suddenly build inside the sword as I dropped towards the ground.

      Twenty feet up in the air fell away in a moment as I hit the ground, screaming, feeling the intensity of the power tearing through me as I planted the sword down on the ground, releasing it all in a blast. The ground sunk around me as the power was released all around it and, in a moment, the blast was heard, and felt, by the monsters that it was intended for.

      Flashes of light arced up from the ground as the earth itself churned under the impact, rolling forward, tearing down the stones, trees, and monsters in its wake. 

      Another flash of light as the power all came surging into the air, filling it with rocks and splintered wood, tearing through the monsters that were still alive after the first wave. I raised my left hand, the red rushing out to form a shield in front of me, blocking those few that had flown in my direction.

      Another deep breath. I could feel my whole body pulsing with barely controlled energy, to the point where it felt like even my eyes were glowing as I pushed myself back to my feet and rolled my shoulders, twirling the sword in my hands as I advanced on the golem that was slowly pushing itself up from the ground in my path.

      Those assholes were harder to kill than most, but I felt no fear as I advanced on the creature towering over me, at least two feet taller than I was.

      It roared at me, making the ground shake with the noise.

      I couldn’t help a small smile from creasing my lips as it raised its fists and brought them down on where I was standing.

      Even with a shield, the creature would be able to beat me into the ground without so much as a passing thought. I formed the shield in my left hand anyways, pulling my right foot back behind my left and spinning out of the way as the shield deflected the strike away from me.

      Even while taking just a fraction of the power of the blow, I could still feel it in my bones in the form of a dull ache as I twisted out of the way, watching sparks fly up from where the massive, clay fist impacted on the shield. Without so much as a pause, I brought my blade up under the creature’s jaw and pushed it in. The monster shuddered as the power that kept it going was suddenly interrupted and another fluctuation of energy into the blade took the rest of the head off.

      No sense in being careless about these things. I couldn’t tell if it was just going to be getting right back up again.

      It wouldn’t be now, of course. The power that maintained it was kept in a small scroll, either in its mouth or near the throat. Once that was gone, the golem reverted back to its original, clay form.

      More of the monsters were turning around, trying to engage the new threat arriving from behind, allowing Braire to launch her wolf and snake forward. Norel, for her part, continued to rain destruction on them from above, as Faye used her sword and blasts of power similar to my own. Hers had a bit of a golden hue, I noted as she moved forward, cutting into the monsters that were trying to come at Lyth, who was picking them off with her bow with unerring accuracy.

      The undead were having trouble containing themselves. Once again, it appeared as though they were awaiting orders from the golems and the hellhounds, but as those were dropping one by one to the surgical strikes from my comrades, they would likely be waiting a long time. There were still a couple of them left, but they seemed almost as lost as the monsters that they were supposed to be leading.

      One of the hellhounds drew itself up from the ground, it’s glowing eyes focused on me. I stood alone, appearing to be the vulnerable member of our party, and it decided that it was going to take its chances alone as the rest of the undead attempted to attack Braire and Faye.

      Memories of the last time I had faced one of those creatures flickered across my mind. That encounter had left me with a very memorable and literal impression, represented by the branded runes on my left hand. If I had stood alone, there would have been very little that I could do other than run the other way.

      But I was not alone.

      “Norel!” I shouted. I wasn’t sure if she could hear me over the din of the battlefield, but the connection between us was enough to drag her attention towards me. She could see the beast bearing down on me and, seeing into my mind, she knew what I was thinking.

      There was a hint of hesitation in her, but she moved past it quickly as I took a step towards the hound bounding towards me. I could feel the ground shaking with every step that it took, bearing down on me quickly as I gripped the sword with both hands and then launched it as hard as I could. 

      The light flashing through the runes grew in intensity even once the weapon was separated from my hands, spinning through the air before finding its target in the hellhound’s eye, burying itself halfway to the hilt as the blast of power knocked it to the ground.

      I stood my ground, now unarmed but certainly not defenseless as the beast slowly regained its feet, shaking its head as if it was shaking off the effects of the blast from the sword.

      Another smile touched my lips as the forest around me suddenly lit up with a bright, white light. One of Norel’s lightning bolts was sailing through the air. I could feel its power, strong enough to make my hairs stand on end even from the distance that was maintained.

      I closed my eyes as the bolt landed, filling the whole area with light, as it grounded onto the sword that I had impaled the hellhound with, tearing through it from the inside until it exploded, pieces of it blowing off in every direction, quickly enough to tear through the remaining undead.

      Not all of them, however. Those that were close to me saw the same weak, vulnerable target that the now dead hellhound had seen, and tried to attack.

      I raised my left hand, feeling the runes branded there burning as a blast of light tore through a pair of them, knocking them back and searing their bodies.

      The one that remained was unfazed, screeching hellishly as it raised its battle ax to try to cut me down.

      The runes burned again, and a shield formed up around my hand. I gripped it like an ordinary shield, raising it to block the strike from the monster standing in front of me, sending a shower of sparks flying across the forest as I brought my hand in, hammering my shielded fist into the creature’s unprotected face. I could feel bones breaking and I drew back and smashed it in the head again, watching the skull cave as the creature dropped to the ground.

      The shield disappeared from my hand and I made my way to where my sword was still buried in the ashes of what had once been a hellhound, drawing the weapon up and cleaning it quickly. No warrior worth the name would fight with a dirty sword if he could help it.

      Aliana had told me that.

      The rage rushed inside me once more as the undead started to run away. They were leaderless, with all of the golems and hellhounds gone, leaving them with only the knowledge that they were standing alone, decimated and without any chance of succeeding in their fight.

      I advanced on a small group of them, cutting and slashing my way through without even pausing in my step, rushing power into the runes on the blade and slashing it forward, feeling another scream of agony rush up from my lungs, watching the power arch forward, cutting cleanly through a group of trees, sending them tumbling to the ground to crush the undead that were using them to cover their escape.

      My heart was still thudding in my chest, the need to keep hunting the beasts down, killing them all, taking them all away like that would somehow fill in that hole that just wouldn’t go away from my chest.

      But less than a dozen of them rushed off into the woods, heading up north where the still small voice of their master was calling them back to where the hordes were still assembling. As I watched them scrambling, there was nothing that I could do to chase them down. I could feel a light trembling touching my hands as dropped down to my knees, picking some loose dirt up from the ground, cleaning the blade carefully.

      I could hear the other four approaching as I finished, and slipping it into its sheath at my hip once more.

      “How are you feeling?” Faye asked, dropping down to one knee next to me.

      “Like they got away easily,” I said, shaking my head.

      “It felt like you were taking it a little too far,” Faye said, placing her hand on my shoulder. “Like... well, like you were taking some pain out from yourself, pushing it into them.”

      “Why wouldn’t I let them feel the pain that we’re all feeling?” I asked.

      “It’s his grieving process, apparently,” Braire said, rubbing behind her wolf’s ears. “I would say that there are worse ways to take one’s pain out. At least it’s being useful.”

      “There’s nothing to grieve,” Norel said, keeping her voice low. “Aliana is still out there. Waiting for us. Alive.”

      There was no response to that. None of us could say any differently, even if we suspected it wasn’t so. We had to believe that it was true.

      She had to be alive, even if she wasn’t going to be the same Aliana that we all knew and adored. My mind went back to the Dark Djinn that we had fought when still dealing with Cyron and his ilk. I had seen the change that had come over Aliana as she disappeared through that portal with Abarat.

      I wasn’t going to give up hope, though.

      “We’re finished here,” I said. “These creatures are the furthest south of the whole of Abarat’s army. It’s time to tell the emperor about what is happening here.”
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      There were a whole variety of reasons why I missed Aliana. She was the one who had driven me to the heights that I could reach with my power, my confidence and the strength that I could feel rushing through my body. 

      All that power that hadn’t helped me even one little bit against Abarat. Sure, I had put up one hell of a fight, as much as a youth my age could against an all-powerful elven mage with hundreds of years of experience in war and combat. In the end, Aliana had needed to step in and save the day, at her expense.

      There had been nothing to do. Abarat would have killed me if she hadn’t done it, and honestly, so long as the other five had a chance against the elf, it would have been worth it. But now, everything was jeopardized.

      With all that on my mind, it had been almost impossible to realize one of the lesser side-effects of her not being at our side anymore; the fact that we were unable to use her portals to travel from one point in the world to the other in the blink of an eye.

      Without her, we were forced to travel the way that everyone else did, either on foot, or on horseback.

      The elves were less than pleased about having to use horses to travel, but considering the shadow looming over the empire, it was a necessary evil. Braire said that she’d spoken to the horses that we were riding, and they appeared to understand the necessity of it, and forgave them for it.

      For herself, however, Braire preferred to stay on the back of her wolf rather than ride on the horses. It had the less-than-pleasant effect of spooking the horses that we were riding, but it didn’t take long for the beasts to grow accustomed to the wolf, especially when Braire could talk to them.

      We were used to being able to trust Braire on those sorts of things, and riding was far, far superior to walking the whole way. It only that it took us all a few days to ride from the northern borders of the empire back to the capital.

      We had been sent to scout the strength of the forces that were being assembled against us, and we had done that before working to clear the beasts from the area and allowing the refugees time to escape back to the southern cities that had more protection.

      Or were further away from the monsters that were assembling in the north.

      Those few that we had managed to clear were only a drop in a very, very violent ocean, but they had been enough to allow for the five of us to pull back to report what we’d found.

      Therein ended the good news. The bad news was that the forces heading south were unlike any army that had ever been seen before. We could only hope that the troops that the emperor had been assembling before we left were of comparable size. The five of us were powerful enough, but Abarat himself was going to prove challenging enough without having to face a whole horde of creatures he had summoned.

      None of us were sure where the vast army had come from, although Norel suggested that he had brought those that Cyron had caused to rise up from the dungeons, and had found in the graveyards and battlefields of the elven wars in the past, using them as a foundation for his army.

      That was neither here nor there. How Abarat had acquired his army was not really relevant to how we were going to be dealing with them. Or maybe it was.

      The horses carried us towards the capital city where we could see the walls already almost completely rebuilt, with hundreds of scaffolds erected to allow the inhabitants to put the stones and gates together. Outside of the city, we could see a city of tents pitched, thousands of soldiers in armor working on digging trenches and setting the place up as more and more were gathering to fill the ranks.

      Not all of them would be the guards that were legendary for guarding the Imperial City, but they would be wearing armor that would negate the magical attacks that Abarat would be sending their way, and they were going to be trained in how to hold a shield wall and stab monsters with spears.

      They were mostly comprised of the refugees that had run away from oncoming force and were more than willing to help with the defense of the empire if it meant taking their homes back.

      As we rode in closer, I could see that the army did not solely consist of humans either. Those elves that had been imprisoned were released and knowing that a similar fate would be waiting for them if Abarat had his way, had decided to join the fighting force, not only taking up arms themselves but helping those that needed training in military tactics and spell-casting.

      There weren’t many of the latter, but those few that could help from the emperor’s court were learning more about magic over the last three weeks than they had in their entire lives.

      I could practically feel the vibrancy in the city as we rode through one of the gates that was still being repaired. People were afraid, of course. Stories were seeping through of the horrors that had befallen those towns and villages that had been attacked up north. There was the realization that those same horrors would be visited on every city and town in the empire and beyond should they not be stopped.

      But, interestingly enough, I found that these stories had not only brought the people together in a way that only an outside threat could, but had made them a little braver, a little stronger. Hundreds were still flocking in to join the war effort, either in taking up arms themselves, or finding some way to bring in food for the army, or helping blacksmiths, fletchers and wood carvers to supply them with weapons.

      It was a heartening sight, one that lifted my spirits as we rode through the streets, heading up towards the palace. Those guards that were still maintaining order in the city were quick to move out of our way, allowing the horses to head straight up to the palace where there were already stable hands waiting to take the horses in to feed and water them as we headed into the palace itself.

      The place was still as magnificent as I remembered it being, with all the trappings and decorations that showed the eminence of the person who held the throne. While none of that was lost, the feeling was that the powers and politics of the high office were somewhat lost in these trying times. The hallways were full of messengers being sent off, aides taking orders and a variety of commanders of the troops assembled outside the gates discussing battle plans and strategies.

      All pulled away as the five of us marched through, not wanting to get in the way as they were headed up to the higher levels where a war room had been assembled. Most of the people involved were the more powerful mages that the emperor had at his disposal, as well as a select group of generals and commanders of the troops, and a series of economic advisers that were helping to organize the imperial treasury that would allow for them to pay for all of this.

      Each was as important as the last, and while I could see a great many arguments being held in this room, they were also all working towards reaching a common goal; stopping a threat the likes of which would not be seen again in their lifetimes, and maybe a few after that.

      I could tell that Norel, Braire, and Lyth were pleased to see a group of Elven commanders also taking their places around the massive, round table that also held a map of the empire. The troops that were being gathered were represented on the map with small, red griffons, the emperor’s seal, while the threat in the north was represented by a grouping of blue blocks.

      Blocks that I noted were a little too far north for accuracy.

      The emperor looked up from the papers that a couple of treasurers had placed in front of him as we approached the smaller copy of his throne that had been set up in the war room.

      “Welcome back,” he said, his voice booming through the room. “I heard that you were approaching the city. I would have been out there to greet you on your return, but...”

      “You found yourself bound by more pressing concerns,” Lyth said with a small smile. “I do have to say, we are impressed by the advances that you have made on the war effort.”

      “Your grace,” the emperor said, bowing gently at the hip to the elf queen, a small smile on his lips. “Well, you would be awestruck by what can be done when your empire isn’t subtly under the control of a powerful elf mage with intentions to end the world as we know it.”

      “Well, yes, I suppose,” I said, moving over to the table, running my fingers over the map on it. “But it’s still impressive what humans and elves can do when faced with an overwhelming outside threat.”

      “Indeed, you are right, Varion Grant,” the emperor said with a small smile, placing a hand on my shoulder. “And we do need to find a higher appointment for you before this is all through. I have been thinking... Official. Like Faye.”

      “I... would be honored, my liege,” I replied. “But for the moment, I think that we should be focusing on what was seen and heard up in the north.”

      “Well, the reports that we have thus far have been from the refugees, fleeing the onslaught,” the emperor said, indicating for one of his generals to start filling in.

      The man that stepped up to the task was lean, shorter with graying hair and a stern look about him. “From the words of the survivors, we have lost Holmen and the East Ridge to the attacks. Those soldiers that were stationed there remained on the walls to buy the people fleeing the attackers time. Little was heard from them. All of the other towns between Abarat’s horde and the capital have been evacuated, with food and supplies being brought down with the refugees.”

      “Well, that does mean fewer mouths for us to feed,” the emperor said, shrugging his shoulders. “The city’s storage of food was relatively untouched in the previous attacks, but we already have the city on strict rations to avoid letting anyone starve in the months to come. We can only hope that this is a very short and successful war, since as winter approaches, the longer that the fighting lasts, the less relevant the results of the actual battles will be.”

      Lyth leaned in closer to me. “If a protracted siege were to develop, all those that would have died at the hands of the undead army would just be dying of hunger and sickness instead.”

      I nodded, understanding the concept. The fact remained that even with the numbers that had been assembled, and were growing every day, they were vastly outnumbered by the horde that Abarat had on his side. Whichever way it was cut, the battle would be a long and arduous affair. The soldiers were well-led by trained and experienced commanders and generals, which meant that it was going to last even longer than if they didn’t.

      There had to be some kind of way for us to weaken the enemy forces from within. The five of us were the crack troops that could be used for infiltration and striking of strategic targets, but when the enemy was made up of a horde of monsters, there were few of those to begin with.

      “Well,” Norel said, “we do have reports from the north. The enemy is advancing a great deal faster than anticipated. We encountered a few raiding parties that were sent south to attack the refugees that were lagging behind. Those that were intercepted were dealt with as decisively as we could manage, but that won’t stop more from being sent.”

      “We need to send advance troops to protect those running from Abarat’s forces,” the emperor said, scratching at his beard. “We were planning on sending the army forward in a week, but should they be advancing as quickly as you say, we might need to move our forces a mite sooner than anticipated.”

      “It helps that they don’t appear to need to eat or rest as they march,” Braire pointed out.

      I nodded. “It’s been mostly undead, though they do appear to be led by larger, more complex creatures like the golems and hellhounds that we encountered.”

      “I would say that even Abarat doesn’t have the power himself to control an army that massive, at least not directly,” Norel said. “From what I can tell, he has advanced his troops with those creatures that are easier to hold under his control, and uses them to lead the lesser, more volatile monsters.”

      “Is that something that we can exploit?” one of the generals wondered.

      “Kill the leaders, and the undead will become listless and retreat quickly,” I said with a nod. “Focusing attacks on the larger, more powerful beasts should be the priority once the battle lines are drawn.”

      “Send word to the engineers,” the emperor said to one of the commanders, who placed his hand to his chest and bowed. “Catapults and ballistae are to focus their attacks on the larger monsters. The rest will be cleared by the troops on the ground.”

      “Yes, my lord,” the man said, quickly gesturing to one of the aides who shot out of the room to spread the word.

      “In the meantime, I suggest we all prepare for an early march,” the emperor said, looking around the group. “Those that are standing against us do not appear to be resting, and neither will we.”

      The rest of the generals nodded, heading out of the room to start spreading orders among their troops.

      “As for the five of you,” the emperor said, turning his attention to us. “Your valiant efforts may well have saved a great many of my people’s lives, and for that I am grateful. I would suggest that you find some food and rest while both are readily available. You may be called upon to ride once more ere the day ends.”

      “Yes, my liege,” I said, offering a stiff bow. “A question, if I may?”

      He nodded, waving his hand.

      “Has there been any word about Aliana?” I asked, forcing my voice to remain steady. “Your people should have been able to detect her particular kind of magic, yes?”

      “They would have, yes,” the emperor said. “Unfortunately, there has been no word. Know that should any word come my way; you will be the first to know.”

      “Technically, you will be the first to know,” Braire pointed out.

      “Well, my people have orders to approach you with any news first, and only me if you cannot be found,” he said. “I hope that settles your mind.”

      “Well, it will have to do for now,” I said, bowing gently. “If you’ll excuse us, we will indulge in that rest and food that you offered.”
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      The food that was delivered was not quite the fare that we had gotten used to in the palace. Then again, we had long since gotten used to the simpler food as we traveled over the past few weeks. The warm, freshly baked bread with cheese and smoked meats, accompanied by watered wine still tasted divine.

      The silence that carried over after we finished the meal wasn’t quite as uncomfortable as I thought it would be. We all needed some time with our own thoughts, and the time spent with each other did feel something close to comforting.

      It wasn’t quite as pleasant as we all hoped it would be, but after having spent the past few weeks trying to find comfortable spots in the woods to sleep in, an actual bed to work with was certainly something that we had all looked forward to.

      “You know,” Norel said, finally breaking the silence. “There could be another way to weaken the army even further.”

      I looked up from toying with an empty goblet.

      Braire was the first to bite, however. “How do you mean? Do you think there’s some monster that will be commanding all of the other monsters? Because... well, I remember Abarat, and he will be having a fit over having to delegate as much as he is.”

      “Well, yes and no,” Norel said. “When you think about it, the whole of the army is being commanded by Abarat himself, as along with a group of familiars, more than likely. He is powerful, but not as powerful as we are seeing. Not on his own, anyways.”

      “It doesn’t take that much to control that kind of army,” Faye said. “He would be pushing them all to move in one direction, sending a few ahead faster than the rest, but other than that, it’s just one willful voice telling them all to head south. It would take a hefty amount of power to do it, yes, but it doesn’t require a great deal of technique.”

      Norel nodded. “Yes, but they would still require him to instruct them. Abarat doesn’t like his minions doing too much thinking of their own. Should he be removed from their command, they would be leaderless, and easy work for the rest of the army to handle. Well, as easy as... golems, hellhounds, and undead soldiers can be, I suppose, but without any coordination, they might actually start turning on each other.”

      “So, you’re suggesting that we find a way to reach Abarat ourselves, and kill him?” Braire asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “Something of the sort, yes,” Norel said.

      “It would be a fantastic plan if we had any way to reach him,” Faye pointed out. “As it stands, we find ourselves a literal horde away from him.”

      I knew who would be able to reach him, and who would be able to help us, but she had taken herself out of the equation just to save me. I didn’t like that I hated that, but I did, and as the others started to discuss the merits and pitfalls of Norel’s idea, I couldn’t help but pull myself away, eventually removing myself from the room entirely.

      It was clear to see and even feel that they were in the same pain that I was. It was worse for Norel and Braire, whose connection to Aliana had been so much closer than anything that I had felt for the woman, but it was still a raw wound, one that was poked and prodded every time that I thought of how she had given herself up to save me.

      Moving further away from the room, I found myself wandering through the hallways of the palace, away from where all of the people were plotting and planning the survival of the people in the city. It was all important, but in an odd way, I found myself pulled away from it all, distant and unfeeling, like I had somehow been dragged free from my own body and was hovering quietly above it.

      Before I knew it, I found myself outside of the palace altogether, stepping into the adjoining gardens. The people who had been tasked with maintaining the place had been otherwise engaged over the past few weeks, but it was still an impressive sight for anyone who entered them.

      It wasn’t long before I reached one of the small rivers that flowed through the area, watering the flowered vines growing all around me, giving me some shade from the sun as I dropped down next to the babbling creek, crossed my legs and sat.

      It wasn’t silent, but since it was far, far away from the horrors that we would be facing before too long, it might as well have been.

      As I looked down into my reflection mirrored in the water, I couldn’t help but feel... something. I wasn’t sure what it was. Like something was nagging at the back of my mind, hovering at the edge of my vision, but every time I turned to look, there was nothing there.

      Like it was just standing at the edge of my consciousness, trying to get closer without my seeing it. It was annoying, and more than a little distracting.

      Which, oddly, was precisely what I needed at that moment. All things considered, I could live with being a little distracted from everything that we were facing. Not that this was much better. It was like a fly buzzing around, avoiding my every attempt to swat it.

      As I found myself turning, trying to catch sight of the something that still eluded my vision, I almost fell over when the sight of a pair of long, toned legs greeted me instead of the nothing that I had been expecting.

      “Are you all right, Grant?” Lyth asked me. “You look a little... agitated.”

      “I’m... well, I’m as all right as any of us have a right to be,” I grumbled, scratching at my chin. The feeling was gone, now that there was someone else with me to distract me from it, but I couldn’t help but suspect that it would be back before too long.

      “Do you mind if I join you, then?” Lyth asked. “I think we could all use a little peace and quiet before the storm that is coming.”

      I nodded, indicating for her to take a seat with me. She did, although she moved in front of me, sitting directly opposite and crossing her legs like I had, pulling her long hair back behind her pointed ears and tilting her head.

      A moment of silence passed between us as I looked up into her eyes. It seemed as though she was trying to ask me something, or maybe the better description was that she was trying to pry something from my mind without having to ask it.

      Considering that she was the only one of our little group that wasn’t intertwined with it, I could understand why she needed to fall back on such tricks, but it still felt like she was trying to get me to say something that I wasn’t sure I wanted to.

      Finally, I’d had enough. “What?”

      “I didn’t say anything.”

      “No, but you’ve been trying to ask me something,” I replied, leaning forward until my nose was only inches away from hers. “Don’t beat around the bush. Ask me what you have on your mind.”

      She shrugged her delicate shoulders, not moving away from me as I came closer. “You seemed a little... off during the meeting. Like your mind wasn’t wholly a part of it, like you were somewhere else. Even as I approached you here, you appeared to be in conflict with something that you didn’t appear to understand yourself.”

      I nodded. “I’m not sure what your point is.”

      “Well, and know that I mean no offense with this, but you are young,” she said. “Even by human standards, and definitely by elf standards. You are incredibly powerful and gifted, but you seem to lack... vision. Your mind isn’t focused on what it should be.”

      “I just lost one of the people that I care for most in the world,” I said, keeping my voice low. “I don’t know if she’s gone for good, and I certainly hope that she isn’t, but chances are, even if she isn’t... dead, she is facing a great deal of torment for what she did to Abarat in saving us. Saving... well me.”

      “You don’t appreciate that she put herself in harm’s way to save you,” Lyth said, understanding. “You... seem not to realize that while you care for her a great deal, that she cared for you in an equal amount, or maybe even more. You know that it was her decision to do so, yes?”

      “I... I loved her,” I blurted out, pausing as I realized what I had said. “I love her. But I’m only human. Like you said, young, prone to stupid, thoughtless action. You’re all older, wiser, more hardened to the world than I am. A human life... hell, it must seem like the blink of an eye to you. What I call love... I don’t see how or why she could have felt the same way for me. And yet she still...”

      I shook my head, trying not to think about it, but as all the anger that I felt roaring through my body suddenly came to rest, I couldn’t do anything more but lower my head shaking it gently. “I’d made my choice. She had no right to take it away from me.”

      “You think she didn’t care for you as much as you cared for her?” Lyth asked, narrowing her eyes.

      “I’m saying that it didn’t matter.”

      “Or that you didn’t matter,” Lyth said softly, placing a hand on my shoulder. “You need to understand that Aliana did what she did because she thought otherwise, and if you trust her now as much as you did then, you must realize that she did what she did for a reason.”

      She was right, but the anger was back. I didn’t want to hear her tell me more about it. I pushed her hand off of my shoulder, but she gripped my hand instead. A low rumble rose from my throat as I pushed her hand back, rising up from my seated position as she caught my other hand with hers.

      Even with so many years of training and fighting under her belt, the elf was still slim of build and lacking in too much physical strength. Enough to draw that bow of hers, of course, but as I pulled her towards me, either she had no means, or lacked the interest to resist.

      I wondered if it wasn’t the latter as she glided her body over mine, her fingers reaching up to lightly caress the side of my face. Her eyes were hooded and as she took in a deep breath, I couldn’t help but enjoy the sensation of her breasts pressing against me through the thin robes that she had on.

      All doubts disappeared as she pressed herself closer to me, her head dipping down and her lips pressed lightly to my shoulder, my neck and along my jaw-line before she paused, her face less than an inch away from mine.

      “I would have thought that there was some kind of rule preventing this sort of thing,” I whispered, suddenly breathless, suddenly momentarily resisting the urge to rip her clothes from her body. “You know, royalty spending time with the common folk?”

      “You’re far from common, Grant,” Lyth whispered, her hand gripping my shirt and dragging me closer to her, pressing her lips to mine. 

      I let out a soft grunt of surprise as I felt her kiss me, the restraints that I had put up crumbling down. Something that I had been repressing over the past few weeks, except when we found ourselves in combat, suddenly roared to the surface.

      It was her turn to sound surprised as I gripped her hands in mine, pulling them down and away from me, though not breaking the kiss as I angled her away from me and pushed her down to the ground. Her gasp turned into a giggle of anticipation as I pushed myself atop her, feeling her trying to pull her hands free from my grasp.

      I pushed her hands down so they were pinned by only one of my own, above her head on the soft grass as my free hand gripped at her clothes, ripping them off, hearing the sound of tearing fabric as I undressed her as quickly and roughly as I could. She moaned softly, wrapping her legs around my waist, using them to tug my trousers down.

      “Fuck me,” she said through clenched teeth, trying to free her hands again. “Fuck me hard.”

      I was more than willing to comply. My head dipped down, my lips and teeth lightly grazing over her neck, shoulders and letting her hands go free. My right hand came down, taking hold of her small, yet perfectly shaped breast, letting it just fill my hand and graze over the soft, sensitive nub, feeling it harden as the other slipped between my lips.

      “Please,” she whispered, her now freed hands coming up to run through my hair and down to try and pull my shirt off. I could hear more tearing fabric as she showed just as little restraint as I had, tossing the ruined piece of clothing aside. 

      She could hear and feel a rumble coming from my chest as I gripped her hips, picking her up off the ground, disentangling her legs from around my waist and pushing her down firmly on her stomach over the remains of her dress. 

      “No, no,” she grumbled, trying to turn back around as I straddled her firm, pert ass, reaching down to press my cock between her thighs.

      “Oh... oh,” she said, realizing what I was doing, stopping her movements and instead pushing back into me as I guided myself down and into her warm, wet sex.

      “Yes... yes,” she hissed, reaching behind to grab my hips, pulling me down into her in a firm, rough thrust that drove her down into the ground, her fingers digging into my skin as I pumped her full of me over and over, feeling her body wrapping tightly around me.

      “Harder,” she gasped, her agile body contorting beneath me, her lips pressing against my hand as it settled over her shoulder to support me. I could feel the comfortable burn in my muscles which was complimented once her teeth sunk into my arm, driving me to fuck her harder, as she was begging in that low, sultry voice of hers.

      She reached back, grabbing a handful of my hair to pull me down as I pinned her to the ground, feeling the burn contribute to the building pleasure in my body, and as I could now sense, in hers. It was something odd to forget, I realized, that she was connecting in the same way that the other three had been as I pushed down deeper, feeling her gasping for breath.

      I could sense a growing feeling of surprise in her, since the connection was new for her as well. That surprise faded as the rush of pleasure not only from her own body, but from mine as well, swamped her senses, her cries of pleasure losing all meaning as her focus was solely on what we were feeling, together now as I pulled her in closer, my teeth digging into her shoulder.

      When her climax peaked, it hit the both of us like a tidal wave, sending the two of us over the edge, my hips bucking hard into her ass, quick enough for the wet, resounding slaps to be heard through the gardens.

      Gardens that I was suddenly glad were abandoned as I shuddered against her, my cock twitching inside of her and my fingers holding her to me for the long, pulsating seconds as we slowly came back down from the climaxes that we had shared.

      “What... how...” she whispered, turning around to face me again as I pulled myself off of her.

      “There’s an explanation,” I said, dropping to the ground and looking up into the vines above us, and the sky beyond them. “I... just can’t remember it now.”

      “I believe you,” she said, giggling softly. “How is it that you and the others aren’t doing this... just all the time?”

      “We used to, I suppose,” I replied with a small smile, turning onto my side to face her. “Just... not as much anymore.”
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      A moment was needed to recover from what we had done, and once again, I was glad that the place was mostly abandoned during this time. It wasn’t that I was ashamed of what we had done, but rather that it had been intimate, and not something that I wanted shared with one of the palace servants.

      Once we had both recovered, it was quick work to recollect ourselves, cleaning off the small spots of grass and leaves that had collected on our bodies and our clothes. For myself, my shirt was mostly ruined, but my trousers remained more or less intact.

      Lyth was not so lucky. In my urgency to unclothe her, most of the long, flowing dress that she had been wearing had been torn and ruined, leaving her with nothing to wear.

      Or so I thought. 

      She smiled at me as I watched her pick her dress up from the ground, lightly brushing the greenery from it before pulling it around her shoulders, pulling it on like that was how it was supposed to be worn. She whispered a word that I didn’t understand and ran her fingers over the torn edges of the fabric. I could see a rune on her fingernail lighting up dimly.

      To my surprise, I watched as the dress repaired itself, coming together and binding once more into the state that it had been before. There wasn’t even a sign of stitching from where it had been ripped, as the piece looked as perfect as it had before I’d taken it upon myself to rip it off of her.

      “That is a handy trick,” I pointed out.

      “It becomes useful when my particular taste in sex becomes a little too rough for the clothes I wear,” she said with a small, cheeky smile, biting her bottom lip as I picked up my own ruined shirt.

      “I don’t suppose that you could apply that trick to my shirt?” I asked, holding the piece up, the state if it reflecting the enthusiasm that she had used to tear it from my chest.

      “Unfortunately, I think I only have the power for one repair,” she replied with a gentle shake of her head.

      “Is that so?”

      Lyth nodded.

      “And your desire to see me walking back to the palace with a bare chest has no bearing on this?” I queried, raising an eyebrow.

      She simply shrugged her shoulders.

      “You know that I can tell when you’re lying through our bond now, yes?” I asked, draping my shirt over my shoulder and letting her take my arm in hers as we started walking back to the palace.

      “But how can you really tell if I’m lying?” she whispered, standing on her tiptoes to place a light kiss to my cheek. “I’m only glad that your spirits are lifted.”

      “Impossible not to have one’s spirits lifted after that,” I pointed out, rolling my shoulders. “Although you should be made aware that the others already know what happened.”

      “Ah, is that what I’ve been feeling?” she mused, leaning in to lightly nibble at my arm.

      “Yes,” I replied. “You should feel them just on the edge of your thoughts, barely there. That is, until you join in with them involved as well.”

      “Huh,” she grunted. “Interesting. It does merit some further thought, though.”

      “I would encourage more,” I said with a small smile. “As the connection grows between us, the more... well, that rush of pleasure from our shared orgasms does rush through all of the connections.”

      “Something to contemplate with anticipation,” Lyth agreed as we headed into the palace.

      There were a few who looked questioningly at my state of undress, but there wasn’t time to engage with them about it. Besides, having to explain that my shirt had been torn off while fucking an elf queen in the imperial gardens felt like the sort of conversation that was best to have with close friends and leave the rest to question and imagine.

      I could only wonder where their imaginations were going, but honestly, I didn’t much care what they thought. Besides, there was something of a war happening at the moment, and it seemed the kind of thing that would stay on the mind of those around us instead of idle gossip.

      Lyth, for her part, showed no sign of being intimidated or embarrassed by the stares, keeping herself close to me and holding my arm as we made our way back to the chambers that had been reserved for Norel, Braire, Faye, Lyth, and myself. The queen could have asked for separate rooms, of course, but she had elected to stay close to us.

      I now knew why.

      Braire was waiting near the door of the quarters when we returned, enjoying what looked like a freshly picked apple and raising her eyebrow suggestively at us, especially when she noted my missing shirt.

      She knew what had happened, and had felt the intensity of it through me, but there were certain questions pressing at the back of her mind.

      “I see you’ve had a productive time,” Braire finally said when she realized that I would not be directly indulging her curiosity.

      “I had a few... issues to work through,” I said by way of explanation, pouring myself another goblet full of that watered wine that we’d had for our previous meal.

      “Might I point out that he wasn’t the only one that felt the need to express his issues in a physical display, your grace?” Braire wondered, taking another bite of her apple as Lyth joined me in grabbing something to drink as well.

      “Well, I could see that Grant needed someone to help him address those issues,” Lyth replied, without a hint of shame touching her. “Considering that I had a few to take on myself, it seemed like the perfect exchange.”

      I could hear Norel chuckling in the back, nearer to the bed. The mood of the whole room seemed vastly improved, and I couldn’t help but think that I might have had something to do with it.

      There was a feeling that the rest of them wanted to be included in it now, but that would have to be addressed later as they appeared to be focusing on the problem that they had been talking about when I left; how do deal with Abarat.

      Or rather, how to take the elf out of the battle.

      “Honestly, when we look into the actual numbers of the fight that we’ll be engaging in, anything that we could do at the front line would be horribly insignificant,” Norel said, bringing the topic back to something a bit more serious, drawing the rest away from engaging Lyth and I in what we had been doing out in the gardens.

      “Wait,” Lyth whispered, leaning in closer to me. “Does that mean that any time that you...”

      “Yes,” I answered the question that I knew was coming.

      “And now, any time that I...”

      “Yes,” I repeated.

      “And so anytime that they orgasm, you feel it?” she wondered.

      “That is how it tends to go,” I said. “Although for now you have a bond just with me. To extend it with the rest of them, you would need to fuck them as well. Trust that I speak from experience when I say that the intensity of feeling multiple orgasms at the same time is beyond words.”

      She tilted her head. “I can only imagine. I can’t help but feel a little embarrassed in knowing that all my sensations are shared.”

      “You’ll get used to it,” I said, in a hopefully comforting tone. “Once you’ve shared that much with someone, it almost feels silly to try and hide anything from them anyways.”

      She smiled, leaning in and pressing a light kiss to my cheek. “They’re lucky to have you, you know.”

      “And I them,” I whispered, smiling down at her before returning my attention back to the discussion at hand.

      “There would be points in the battle where it would be useful to have us,” Braire pointed out. “Holding a breaking line, helping in a retreat, and regrouping.”

      “Nothing that the imperial guard wouldn’t be able to handle,” Faye said. “Besides, it’s not like we would be able to get to the points any quicker than they could either, so our efforts in the battle as a whole would be woefully insignificant.”

      “Is there a problem with that?” I asked.

      “Not on its own,” Norel said. “But you can’t deny that our skills and abilities would be better used in a decisive strike to strategic points in our enemy’s command.”

      “But again, we can’t even reach those points without exposing ourselves to the full force at Abarat’s command,” Faye said.

      “That isn’t completely true,” I said. “As I recall, you are able to open portals as well, aren’t you, Norel?”

      “Not over any great distance,” Norel replied, shaking her head. “It could be useful if we are in the middle of the battle, but in terms of the distances that we would be facing... horribly insignificant. In point of fact, the short distances hampered Aliana’s abilities in the skill as well. When she was an elf, at least. Once she was turned into a djinn, other avenues of opportunity were opened, I suppose. It’s definitely something to be studied.”

      I nodded, tilting my head, the sensation at the back of my mind returning, but less intense than it had been before.

      “If we could find Abarat, we would be able to keep him away from the battle,” I said, recalling Norel’s plan. “He would be the most significant strategic target that we could find.”

      “An interesting idea, but again, he would want to be as far away from the fighting as possible,” Faye said. “He could be literally miles away from the fighting while still coordinating the force, and we wouldn’t even know where to begin looking.”

      “But we could still look,” I said. “We would have targets to strike at, while trying to find where Abarat has hidden himself. Remaining on the move, striking for the most damage as possible and searching for Abarat.”

      “What happens if we find him?” Braire asked. “I hate to point out the obvious, but even the five of us together wouldn’t stand much of a chance against him alone. And that is assuming that he doesn’t have familiars boosting his already significant abilities. You remember the fight against him, Grant.”

      I did. I had amounted to little more than a pebble in his shoe. An annoyance that he had chosen to toy with instead of immediately disposing of. And he hadn’t even been tapping his full potential.

      I shook the sinking of my heart down into my gut off and pushed forward. “We wouldn’t even need to kill him outright. He is essentially controlling the entirety of the force. Between the five of us, we should be able to draw enough of his power away from the battle and against us to turn the tide of the battle for long enough to make a difference.”

      “And what happens if we lose?” Braire asked.

      “He would be too drained to be able to carry on with the fighting,” Norel said. “A temporary measure, but better than just fighting at the front lines.”

      Losing had never quite occurred to me, and yet as the thought came, it just didn’t seem right. We had been up against impossible odds before but had always pulled through in the end. Then again, Abarat had faced us twice at our full strength and had been able to escape with his life, which proved how resilient he could be as well.

      As Norel said, finding and engaging him would have a better conclusion, one way or another, than just fighting alongside the army and hoping for a miracle. Our enemies’ numbers were too great for a simple victory through force alone would be something that we could count on.

      It wasn’t a statement of doubt on the men and women, elves and humans that had been assembled for the fight, but rather a proper thought on the numbers that they would be fighting against.

      Finding some way to push Abarat himself away from the fighting felt like the sole hope that we had to actually force our way into a victory. 

      “Who would have thought that the time that we needed Aliana the most was when she was gone?” Braire said, her head lowering a bit.

      I moved to her side, wrapping my arms around her and holding her close. She smiled, pressing her head into my chest, still bare from before, and placing a kiss on my collarbone before pulling me closer to her, sighing contentedly.

      “Well find a way,” I whispered, running my fingers through her hair. “We always do.”

      “All we need to do is fail once for it to matter, though,” she murmured back.

      “Don’t even think that way,” I said.

      “I know,” she replied, shaking her head. “It’s just... I miss Aliana.”

      “I do too,” I said.

      “We should hold off on making any plans for the moment, however,” Faye said. “At least, none that we cannot break away from quickly. The emperor and his generals might have some use for us that we don’t know about yet. They do have a better picture of what the armies will be doing.”

      “You know what they say,” I said with a small shrug. “No battle plan survives contact with the enemy.”

      The other four in the room turned to look at me curiously.

      “General Bern?” I asked, looking around. “One of the most famous commanders in the Third War of the Peninsula?” I scowled at their blank expressions. “I used to read history books for fun. It feels like years ago now, but some quotes and thoughts still remain in my memories.”

      I could feel Braire smiling with her lips still pressed against my chest.

      “Fine, never mind,” I grumbled. “For the moment, we should think about how we can help with the preparations for the battle.”

      They nodded. I couldn’t think of any real contributions that the five of us could really make in the effort, at least before battle lines were drawn and our abilities were really allowed to shine, but like Faye said, we didn’t have the full picture of everything that was being planned by the men and women involved in the battle plans.

      It was something that we likely needed to change, but for the moment, our orders were to rest and recover from our travels and prepare for what was undoubtedly to come.

      Braire refused to move from where she was still tangled in my arms as Norel, Lyth, and Faye discussed the possibilities of what we were facing, as well as the political ramifications that would result if we won the battle. I didn’t understand much of what they were talking about, but I did like that they were already thinking of what would happen when we won.

      When, not if. I didn’t know it for a fact, but I had to believe that to be true.

      The alternative was too horrible to contemplate. Thanks to Lyth, my spirits were indeed lifted, and there was no need to drag them through the mud again.
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      It was a long night.

      Most of it was spent talking, planning and thinking about what was likely to happen over the next few days, trying to keep our minds busy and away from the darker possibilities that we all knew would be where we tended to focus. I didn’t want to let my mind drift towards what would happen if we somehow failed, or if the war ended up lasting to the point where even a victory would mean the empire being torn to pieces, never to be the same again.

      Victory would have to come here and now. That was the only real option. I didn’t know what would happen otherwise, but the consequences painted in my mind were dire enough.

      As such, the night felt like it took longer than it was meant to, and what sleep we had was not overly restful. What sleep I did manage to get was fraught with dreams of the difficulties that we were going to face, none of which ended well, and none of which could be remembered by the time I woke up. All I could remember was a feeling of dread and annoyance before drifting off again.

      Although it wasn’t the most restful of sleep, it was better than nothing. I decided to call an end to it as the sun started to rise, moving out onto the balcony. I looked over the western sections, away from the city of tents that had been erected beyond the walls that were still being built in anticipation of our army failing in their effort to halt the oncoming horde.

      I knew that there had been talks of simply pulling as many people into the walls as possible and waiting Abarat out, but the fact that we didn’t know how long we would have to wait quickly had them discarding the idea. Besides, there was no promise that the walls would be able to stop the sheer number of creatures that were headed south.

      That, and the emperor hadn’t wanted to just sit and watch his empire be torn to shreds from the comfort and relative safety of the walls. I could understand that. Standing around and watching at this moment was hard to bear and the battle hadn’t even started properly yet.

      I took a deep breath, shaking my head and moving back inside as the sight of the sun rising over the city told me that there would soon be something for us to do. The emperor had warned that something would be found ere the end of the day before, and when no word had come, I could only expect there would be something come the morning.

      And I wasn’t wrong. I hadn’t even reached the inside of the room when a faint, timid knocking could be heard from the door. Norel, Braire, Faye, and Lyth were awakened by the sound, but all had elected to remain in their beds as I made my way to the door.

      It appeared that the rough night had extended to all of us. I had a feeling that the whole of the empire was having a difficult time getting any sleep when they knew about what they were going to be facing.

      But the night was gone, and the day was here. It was the time for action, and not just thinking about it. Honestly, the sitting around and waiting for something to happen was the worst part of it, to my mind.

      When I pulled the door open, a young aide was standing there, looking a little terrified at the sight of me, like he hadn’t been expecting anyone to be present in the room.

      “Good morning,” I said, trying to press every ounce of meaning I could muster into those two small words.

      “Morning, m’lord,” the youth said, quickly bowing.

      I couldn’t help a short laugh. “No lords here. Well, maybe a few ladies. And a queen. But I’m no lord.”

      “But you’re the Varion...”

      “I’ve never been sure what that title meant anyways,” I admitted, shrugging my shoulders. “How can I help you?”

      “The emperor is hoping that you would be so kind as to join him and the rest of the generals in the war room,” the aide said, suddenly remembering why he had come to these quarters to begin with. “He awaits you at your earliest convenience, but he asks that you not tarry.”

      I could only imagine that it was an order disguised as a request. He was an emperor after all and would not tolerate even a request being denied without proper reason being provided. Maybe not even then.

      “We will join them all shortly,” I said with a firm nod. “Thank you for taking the time.”

      “Of course, mil... sir?” he asked, tilting his head.

      “Sir is fine, I suppose,” I replied.

      He nodded in response and quickly sprinted down the hallway, likely having more people to rouse and bring to the war room.

      “What did the boy want?” Norel called from the other side of the room, where I could see the rest of them were starting to get up already.

      “Odd to call him a boy,” I said, stretching and getting some blood flowing in my limbs. “He’s not that much younger than I am.”

      “In age, maybe,” Braire said. “But there is a great disparity in mind. Enough for there to be a physical difference between the two of you.”

      I looked down at my bare chest, seeing an assortment of scars that proved her right. “Still, though.”

      “Take it from us,” Lyth said, approaching me with a shirt in her hands, placing it over my shoulder and letting her fingers dance lightly over my skin. “Those who seem to never age see the smaller differences that make those that are physically young appear older than their years.”

      “I’ll have to take your word for it,” I replied, pulling the shirt on, feeling my skin tingle where she had touched it. I couldn’t tell if she had maybe slipped a spell into her touch that made it happen, or if maybe my skin was just that sensitive. Once fully dressed, I found where I had laid my sword and scabbard for the night and strapped both around my waist. “Best not to keep the emperor waiting.”

      I wasn’t wrong. We left once we were readied for the day, and while I could feel a dull ache of hunger, I knew instinctively that breakfast would have to wait for the moment as we headed deeper into the palace. The building was already filled with sounds of people running, speaking, and barking out orders following us through every hallway until we reached the war room.

      Thankfully, it did appear that some food had been prepared for the denizens inside, but none appeared to be paying the food much attention. Thanks to the reports from us and the rest, the blue blocks on the massive map laid out on the table had been moved further south, but from the looks of it, a handful of the red griffons were already moving to the north.

      “Excellent!” the emperor’s voice boomed through the room, drawing the attention of all present to our arrival. “You have arrived. We can begin.”

      None of the men present liked to be kept waiting, and they moved quickly towards the table in the center of the room as the emperor did the same.

      “Scouts have been reporting the movement of the enemy forces towards the south,” the man said, indicating the blue blocks on the map. “Those that reported back, anyways. They appear to be moving slowly, but inexorably, tearing through the land as they pass, destroying everything in their path. At this rate they will be able to reach the capital within a week.”

      The emperor stepped forward, slamming his fist into the table to firmly arrest the attention of all present. “We will not allow them the opportunity! Between us and them, we find the Brecota County, mostly open hills used for grazing of horses and cattle. The area has been abandoned, leaving us with a mostly open area, with the mountains in the west and the sea in the east funneling our enemies into a spot that would allow us a height advantage.”

      He then indicated the griffons that had moved away ahead of the rest of the figures. “The fifth, sixth, and seventh infantry divisions, as well as their accompanying light cavalry troops have been dispatched ahead of the rest of the army to secure the position, ready to start building trenches and setting up defenses in advance of the rest of the army. They were told to expect some resistance, of course, especially since reports have spoken of refugees still making their way through the area.”

      I could see why the position was picked out. The land between the sea and the mountains thinned out sufficiently to make flanking a difficult proposition and would thus give the advantage over to the defending force of an inferior number.

      With that said, it was still a wide swathe of land that could be easily overrun. But it was still the best option to fight a force of that number. Fighting them in the forests would make the use of bows and engines in combat to be almost ineffective. An open area would also allow for the generals to maintain a view of the battlefield and efficiently send out orders when they were needed.

      “I will need the five of you to ride and help them,” the emperor said, turning to us. “They will need the support, and I have a feeling that none know more of the enemy that they will be facing than you five. I won’t give you any solid orders to follow, as I trust you to know what to do and how to do it.”

      I nodded. It was a good assumption. Maybe not for me, whose experience with vast battles like this was mostly the results of book reading. The elves with me would have better knowledge than I, of course, and Faye had a wealth of knowledge that would prove most useful when the time came.

      “Gather what supplies you need,” the emperor said with a nod that was meant as a dismissal. “Horses have already been readied for your travels.”

      I bowed gently at the hip and pulled myself away from the engagements as the emperor started barking orders out to the rest of those assembled, which mostly consisted of getting their troops to move out in a certain order to allow for the defenses to be readied and waiting for the enemy to arrive.

      We didn’t have much time to wait for them to finish with their preparations as we headed out of the room, quickly making our way to the stables where it appeared that there were horses waiting for us.

      “I was really hoping that we would be able to grab something to eat before we left,” Faye said once we were out of earshot of the rest of the generals. “They had quite the spread inside the room there. Why didn’t we just get it from them?”

      “Well, once our orders were given, I don’t think that the emperor would have looked kindly at us dawdling in the room, stuffing our faces,” Braire said with a shrug. “We have time to collect supplies, however, so that would be the best time to find something to eat before we leave. 

      The supply room was full of men and women preparing for missions like us, although they stepped aside so we could assemble the food and supplies that we needed, and we soon found ourselves eating as we packed the bags that would be put on the saddles of the horses that we were going to be riding.

      All except for Braire, of course, who had a pack for her back that would allow her to ride her wolf without using a saddle.

      “It chafes his back,” she explained. 

      I moved in next to Lyth, who was mostly finished, having gathered what I would need for the trip.

      “I never had the opportunity to thank you,” I said in a low voice, mostly lost in the din that surrounded us.

      “What for?” she wondered, tilting her head.

      “Well, for improving my spirits the way that you did yesterday,” I said. “And that of the rest of them by extension. I think we needed that.”

      “Well, I am glad to have helped,” she said, leaning in to place a light, lingering kiss to my cheek. “And I look forward to helping to lift your spirits many, many times in the future, as I found that it did wonders for my mood as well.”

      “Well, we should find a way to do it again,” I said with a small smile, reaching out to stroke her cheek tenderly before pulling back and heading with the rest towards the stables where, sure enough five horses had been prepared for our departure.

      For myself, Lyth, Norel, and Faye, the horses were more than welcome, and we quickly stored our saddlebags on the saddles in question before mounting up. As the stable boy brought Braire’s horse around, she smirked and shook her head, shouldering her pack.

      “I have my ride ready, don’t you worry,” she said.

      “Where?” he asked, looking around.

      “Well, I’d show you, but I don’t think it would be wise to bring a giant wolf out in the middle of the stables,” Braire said, jogging towards the door as we started riding in that direction. The boy followed us outside, still bringing the horse along just in case Braire wasn’t serious, but she pulled the runed pebble from her pouch and tossed it to the ground, quickly followed by a massive wolf jumping out of thin air.

      The horses that were nearby snorted and pranced nervously but were quickly calmed as Braire whispered a few words to them before turning to smile at the stable boy.

      “Told you so,” she said, grinning cheekily and jumping lightly onto the beast’s back, petting him and scratching him behind the ears.

      The boy looked almost as terrified as the horses and inched away as we started moving through the streets. As we rode through the streets more and more of the people who were remaining in the city joined the throng that had come to support the troops and to see them off as they headed out into battle.

      The roads were quickly cleared as we moved through them, however. I wasn’t sure if it was because people recognized us and knew that we were in a hurry, or if they didn’t want to find out what Braire’s wolf would do to them if they were slow to move out of the way.

      I was sure that Braire would make sure that they weren’t eaten, killed, or otherwise injured, but it did help us to reach the mostly finished gates in good enough time to see most of the armies already on the move, packing up the camp beyond the walls and heading north.

      The emperor had reached the edge of the city before we had, interestingly enough, and was there to see the troops off as well. When he saw us, he didn’t try to stop us on our way, but he raised his hand in parting.

      “Good journeys to you,” he said in that booming voice of his. “And good luck!”

      I returned the gesture, having a feeling that we would need any luck that we could get.
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      The day progressed as we headed along the roads that the rest of the troops were going to be using as they moved further north. Part of the job that we had been entrusted with was to make sure that there weren’t any surprises waiting for the troops on the paths that we were using.

      I wasn’t sure if we could guarantee that there would be nothing along the routes that could slow them down, but Norel was confident that she could sense the energy that was being used to control the beasts.

      Besides, the massive golems that were leading them would not be hard to miss, and with the sheer weight of numbers that the troops were marching in, they would have little trouble finding a way out of any trouble that they would face.

      I hoped, anyways. A delay in the whole force arriving to hold the position that they had been designated to would be a disaster, which was why they were spreading the scouting troops far and wide across the paths that would be taken to make sure that nothing foul befell them.

      And we were one of those scouting parties. Most of those were an assembly of almost a dozen troops, of course, but the five of us were able to move faster than most of the others, as well as being able to pack a harder blow to any enemy forces that we encountered. 

      There were groups of refugees moving south as well, and those who could were giving food out to the troops that they passed as a way of saying thanks for helping to protect them. Those who tried to offer us the same were firmly denied. We needed the food less than the troops that were coming in behind us, and definitely less than the women and children that were pressing on southwards.

      There were a few men in the mix as well, but not many were of fighting age, and those that were had armed themselves with spears, bows, axes, or anything that they could find to help defend the people that they cared about. Most were too young or too old to join the fighting forces anyways, since those that could had already left.

      It was a heart-rending sight, to see so many displaced from homes that they had inhabited for generations. I couldn’t help but feel sorry for their plight, knowing that they weren’t as prepared for the fighting as we were.

      There was a sense of dread coming from those that had been close enough to see the monsters that were nipping at their heels. Stories about how the creatures were tearing the land apart as they moved, making sure to ruin everything in their path felt like it was going to be something that the empire would never recover from.

      The kind of cautionary tale that made one’s blood run cold, even though I was well aware of the dangers that we would be facing as we moved forward.

      It wasn’t long after midday, after we’d had our meal right there on the saddle - or wolf, in Braire’s case - without having to stop, when we passed by the last of the troops that had been sent on ahead of the rest of the army. Those that knew us, mostly made up of the humans and elves who had fought alongside us in the previous battle for the Imperial City, raised their weapons and cheered as we passed.

      They were as much heroes in that battle as we were but held little or none of the responsibility to stop Abarat that we did. I couldn’t help but feel a hint of sadness at seeing those heading towards the front line, trying to imagine that they would all make it away alive.

      And knowing that it wasn’t likely to happen was a terrifying thought.

      “Grant!”

      I snapped out of the distracted state that I’d been in, looking up to see Faye waving her sword, now turned into a spear, around to catch my attention. When she saw she had it, the point moved forwards, where I could see a black splotch in the distance, following a group of refugees that were moving away from it.

      It wasn’t hard to realize what that splotch was, and I heeled my horse into a gallop after the others, quickly catching up, dragging my sword clear of its scabbard as we bore down on the refugees.

      They hadn’t been attacked yet, but even moving at the higher rate of speed, they wouldn’t be able to stay away from the monsters at their heels for too long. They were lucky that we happened to be travelling on the same road as them.

      The anger and hatred that I had been struggling to push back down inside myself the day before suddenly jumped to the forefront of my mind, and I could already feel a burning in my left hand, and watched the runes light up in my sword as we rode clear of the refugees, slipping between them and the creatures attacking them.

      “Go!” I roared as the refugees came to a pause, thinking that maybe they could help us.

      All they saw were five strangers riding out between the monsters coming at them, not even armored like the rest of the army was. We were armed, but the same could be said of the group that had a couple of old axes and spears, and who were trying to help. They were quick to move back when they saw the glow coming from my blade as I turned back around, lightly jumping from my saddle and proceeding on foot.

      In fairness, I could understand why they thought that we were out of our depth. I could see three golems marching forward, being followed by what looked like almost eighty of the undead, armed with swords and axes, although they didn’t appear to be wearing any armor. 

      I guessed that defense was never something that Abarat wanted them for.

      My blade moved in a quick figure eight as I loosened my wrist, advancing on the creatures that showed no intention of stopping. There was no reason for them to. Faye moved in next to me, her weapon taking on the form of a sword again now that it was decided that we would be proceeding on foot, with Braire coming in behind us, ready to unleash her beasts. The wolf was ready to attack, and the serpent would be joining us shortly, I assumed.

      Norel and Lyth took up the rear, with the latter quickly stringing her bow, and Norel gathering the power that she would need to support us.

      I took a deep breath, hearing Lyth draw back on her bow and fire, taking one of the undead creatures down from fifty feet away. An impressive shot, one that we had come to expect from her at this point.

      I took another deep calming breath, allowing myself to focus. It was still difficult, like I was missing something that had originally given me so much balance before, but now had me struggling to stay on my feet.

      Thankfully, balance wasn’t what was required in this particular situation, as I drove myself forward, feeling a roar rumbling up from my chest as I did so, knowing that Braire and Faye were flanking me as I charged. The sight of Braire’s snake slithering forward still sent chills running up my back, but I had come to take that as a given. The creature was useful in the fight, and my own personal feelings regarding snakes could not interfere with that.

      Power rushed into my sword, making the runes grow bright enough to obfuscate the details as I swung the blade forward. We were still about ten feet away from the first wave of monsters as they advanced on us, but the light lashed out from the sword, launching forward into the line of the undead as they advanced.

      The sound of flesh being cut was followed by screeching from the creatures themselves as the raw power tore through them at around chest level, crushing their bones and tearing through the muscles and ligaments that they needed to move. Killing them wasn’t quite the word, but rather making them useless to the power that possessed them.

      Either way, it made sense to me as the first line crumpled behind the blast of power, and even reaching into the following couple of lines behind them. Those that were untouched by the power that quickly dissipated, tripped over those that were fallen in front of them, opening them up for attacks from the serpent as it jumped forward, crushing and biting at the undead creatures.

      I jumped over its thick body, using my sword to deflect an attack from one of the closer beasts carrying a sword, quickly reversing my hold on the weapon and riposting to open up his throat before spinning around and burying my blade in the next comer’s chest.

      It still tried to claw and lash out at me, but I pulled away, far enough that it’s fist and dagger would not reach me as I turned to face another creature that was rushing at me with an ax, raising my left hand while keeping the right on my sword.

      The runes branded into my palm burned, and a blast knocked the creature back, crushing his skull and ribs and sending pieces of it flying into its comrades as I turned back to face the one that still had my sword in its chest. 

      A small burst of energy from the blade tore a hole through the creature, allowing me to pull my weapon clear without any resistance as the beast itself fell back to the ground, sizzling.

      Braire and Faye charged in behind me, making equally quick work of the creatures that they encountered, with Faye taking advantage of the unique abilities of her blade to rip through a group of the creatures with powerful slashes, and Braire working in tandem with her beasts to remove the rest from contention.

      It appeared as though the golems were withholding on joining the assault themselves, as they realized that they were the basis for controlling the masses that they were leading, and without them, there would be no coordination of the monsters. 

      An intelligent decision, all things considered. Abarat needed them in place to control his army, and so I could assume that it was his decision, and not that of the beasts themselves suddenly decided that they didn’t want to die.

      Besides, letting us tire ourselves on the chaff until we were weakened to the point that the golems would be able to handle us did seem like a wise tactical approach, which required us to make some changes to our own tactics.

      “Norel, Lyth!” I called, pulling away from the fighting for a moment. “Focus your attacks on the golems!”

      I wasn’t sure if they could hear me but getting their attention and pointing at the beasts in question did seem to do the trick, as Norel started to gather her power once more, and Lyth fired her arrows at the hulking creatures of magic and clay.

      As the beasts realized that they were under attack, they tried to move closer, trying to get involved in the fighting and get away from the bolts of lightning and arrows that were flying in their direction. One of them wasn’t quick enough as an arrow lanced through its throat, quickly followed by Norel launching a bolt at it and tearing the head clean off.

      The other two tried to make their way towards Braire and Faye as the two were still in the thick of fighting the rest of the undead that remained. Between them and Braire’s wolf and serpent, whose names I still couldn’t commit to memory, there weren’t too many of the undead left. Less than twenty by my estimate.

      But it looked like the golems were going to be an altogether greater challenge to face, especially as my four companions were still occupied in finishing the undead off.

      The one that I could see bearing down on Faye looked to be unnoticed by the fae woman. Braire seemed similarly unaware that she was about to be attacked, but her beasts were quickly coming to her rescue.

      I ran back into the fight, jumping over the fallen bodies as smoothly as I could while trying to keep up my speed. My muscles burned with the effort even as I filled my sword with power. I waited until the beast raised one of its club-like fists to attack Faye behind her back before slashing my blade forward, sending another wave of power to stop it.

      The clay was not cut through like the undead had been. It was a weaker strike, I had to admit, but it was still enough to drive the beast a step back, allowing me enough time to close the distance between us.

      It noted that I was coming to attack it just in time, raising its fist to block my swinging sword aimed for its head. The blow still sliced cleanly through its hand, severing it from the rest of the body, earning me a roar as the golem tried to recover. I couldn’t tell if it was pain or rage, but either way, I wasn’t going to wait for it to recover, quickly reversing my strike, slashing at its neck.

      It stumbled backward to avoid being decapitated, and on regaining its balance, the golem roared again, rushing at me as I handily decapitated one of the undead on my way to engage the larger monster.

      I sucked in an involuntary gasp as it moved faster than I was anticipating, already on me and swinging its maimed arm around like a club. More out of instinct than actual intention, I brought a shield up to protect myself from the strike, knowing even as it was formed that it would only be partially effective.

      My hope was that the part that wasn’t blocked by the shield wouldn’t kill me

      The block knocked me to the ground, and the breath out of my lungs as I kept on rolling, away from the hammering strike that was meant to crush me into the ground.

      I managed to throw another shield up to deflect yet another attempt to crush me, this time with its feet as I came up to my own. I was still having trouble breathing, but the pain only fueled the fury rushing through my veins. I gripped my sword with both hands filling it with power, and launched another wave of white energy at the creature’s head.

      It raised its hand to keep the strike from cutting into its head, but it was still forced a step back, giving me the opening that I needed. 

      A quick jump and a smooth, two-handed slash removed its arm from the shoulder, letting the hunk of clay drop heavily to the ground as I spun and drew the blade back as I passed by him.

      I dropped to one knee, hearing the head dropping away from the body, which quickly followed.

      Getting back up proved difficult, as the pain in my side continued even as I was able to breathe again. I needed to lean on my sword to finally regain my feet, looking around the skirmish. Braire was finished dealing with the undead and working to cut the head of her golem off, as the snake and giant wolf were pinning it down.

      Faye, for her part, had finished dealing with the monsters that had been attacking her.

      “I appreciate your help,” she said with a small smile. “But I believe I had it under control.”

      I nodded. “Of course, you did. I just didn’t want to leave all the glory of dealing with the creatures to you lot.”

      She smirked, but tilted her head, coming closer as she realized that I was clutching my side. “You’re hurt.”

      “Just had the breath knocked out of me is all,” I replied, shaking my head. “The golem proved a little faster than anticipated.”

      “Norel should take a look, and perhaps work her wonders to make sure that you’re ready to fight alongside us without any delay,” Faye said.

      I wanted to say that I was fine but considering that it was starting to get difficult to breathe, I could only assume that something was wrong.

      “Fine,” I grumbled. “Lead the way.”
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      I felt a little poorly for bothering and possibly draining Norel further after she had already expended a great deal of energy during the fighting, but as soon as she saw that I had managed to injure myself, she showed the same concern that Faye had.

      “Let me look,” Norel said, quickly pulling my hand away and lifting my shirt up to look at where I had been injured.

      “How domineering of you,” I said, trying to laugh but instantly regretting it.

      I looked down at where she was looking and lightly running her fingers. I was sure that there was some kind of mystical property to her touch as I could feel a gentle and pleasant tingling spreading over my skin where she touched.

      “Mostly bruises,” Norel determined. “But there are a few broken and cracked ribs that I can mend, if you’ll just hold still...”

      “Why would I... fuck!” I exclaimed as cracking from where she was touching could be heard, a sharp pain filled my side as I tried to do as I was told and stay still.

      She was repairing me, but it was a process that still hurt, even if she was making my body do the work in a few seconds that it would usually only perform over a period of weeks. I gritted my teeth and closed my eyes, feeling her mending the ribs and other bits of me that had been injured.

      The full minute that it lasted for was excruciating as she chanted softly in elfish, but once she was finished, I could see no sign that any injury had occurred except for a phantom pain that remained in the area.

      “How are you feeling?” Norel asked, straightening back up.

      “Not as good as the other times that you’ve laid hands on me,” I admitted, letting my shirt drop back down. “But overall, better than I was a minute ago.”

      She smiled, leaning in to press a light kiss to my lips. “How did it happen, anyways?”

      “I underestimated the speed of one of the golems,” I said, smiling at the kiss. “It caught me in the side. I managed to bring a shield up just in time to avoid being squashed, but it wasn’t enough to fully stop it.”

      “Well, I’ve been saying for some time now that while your raw power is impressive, your technique still needs some refining,” she said, shaking her head and taking on the appearance of a stern teacher. “We’ll just have to work on that when we have time.”

      “I think I’ll have plenty of opportunities to practice in the coming days,” I said as we started heading back to where our horses had been left behind.

      Braire recalled the serpent back into its stone after petting it and scratching the top of its head, and she gave her wolf the same kind of treatment as we climbed up the small hill where our horses were waiting for us. 

      We mounted up again, and my eyes were immediately drawn to the north. From the elevated position, looking out over the landscape ahead of us, it was difficult not to see the opposing army that was coming our way. They were miles away still, a few days at least.

      Considering that our advance troops were only a few hours behind us, they would be able to arrive and start setting the defenses up in advance of the rest of the army, as we were currently standing in the land that we would be trying to control for the battle.

      But one had to question if they even could hold the position against an army of such a size. The vastness of it could be seen spreading across hundreds of miles until they disappeared from sight, burning and destroying everything in their way.  Hundreds of thousands. Perhaps millions. 

      The undead moved across the land like a wave, peppered here and there by the larger, more powerful monsters that controlled them. Golems and hellhounds for the most part, although I could see more than a few forms that I didn’t recognize.

      They were all surging and rushing towards us. I’d known that they were coming in force and had even had a good notion of how many there were from my own eyes, but seeing them all moving towards us like that had my breath catching in my throat.

      “We need to fall back,” Braire said softly.

      I nodded, taking a deep breath and trying to keep the feeling of my heart sinking down into my gut from overwhelming me. The question of how we were going to be taking that on successfully was a hard one to answer, but we were going to have to find some way.

      There was literally no other option for us.

      I reached my hand out and placed it on Braire’s shoulder as she wrapped her arms around the wolf’s neck. The creature’s gleaming eyes turned on me and I could hear a low growl coming from its throat, but Braire whispered a few words to calm him.

      It leaned in and pressed a light lick to my knuckles by way of apology as Braire placed her hand over mine.

      “It’s going to be all right,” I whispered.

      She nodded, trying to smile, but it just looked like a grimace, and felt like one too, over our connection. I knew I could trust her to be the warrior that I knew her to be, but even she needed some help remembering it sometimes.

      “We’ll find a place to camp and watch over the army that’s coming to set up the defenses,” I said, moving over to mount up with the rest of them, lightly patting my horse’s neck. “From there, we will... well, we’ll get some rest.”

      The rest nodded, and we quickly moved out, heading towards a small thicket of trees nearby, the remnants of the forest that would grow larger the further south we headed. For ourselves, we headed about as deep as we could while still remaining close enough to be able to overlook the troops that had arrived and were already working to dig the trenches and set up spikes as defenses for the rest of the army even as night was beginning to fall.

      A fire was lit as night fell, but there wasn’t much conversation between us as we prepared an evening meal. The image of the horde advancing on us was still too fresh in our minds.

      Finally, Norel could stand it no more.

      “We won’t be able to beat an army that large while it’s being held together and coordinated by Abarat,” the elf said, her voice low and somber, looking around at the rest of us.

      Braire found herself next to me, leaning her head on my shoulder as my arms wrapped around her, pulling her in close to me as I placed a light, tender kiss on the top of her head.

      “I don’t think that we really have any other choice,” Faye said, speaking what she knew was on all of our minds. “We need to find a way to reach Abarat and kill him before his horde does the same to us.”

      “Do we even know where to start looking?” Lyth asked, looking around. “He could be in the middle of his army, and we wouldn’t be able to reach him in a hundred years. Not on our own, anyways.”

      I nodded, agreeing with the sentiment, but really didn’t have anything to add to what they were discussing. Between Faye having served him as long as she did, to the others that had fought alongside him in the war, all of the others in our group knew the elf in question better than I ever could. There was nothing I could say that would really add to the discussion, except maybe encouraging them.

      Braire appeared to sense that, leaning in and placing a light kiss to my neck as her hand drifted down over my side, pulling me in closer to her. The touch over where Norel had healed a few hours before had me shivering gently. It was still sensitive, even after having been healed.

      She smiled when she felt me tremble against her, letting her hand drift a little further down, lightly grazing over my thighs and pulling me closer to her as the hand came up the inside, her fingers lightly caressing where she could already feel me growing against her.

      “Do you think now is really the time for that?” I whispered softly, tilting my head as she turned her head to look into my eyes.

      “No time like the present,” she replied, leaning in to lightly place a kiss to my cheek, my jawline, and then my lips.

      She pressed the last with a bit more intensity, letting her tongue slip into my mouth as her fingers started caressing my growing bulge, smiling when she could feel it growing harder and larger from her ministrations.

      A rush climbed slowly up my spine, sending goosebumps over my skin as her fingers slipped under my trousers. She tilted her head, dropping down to place light kisses down my neck and shoulders as her fingers wrapped around the shaft, stroking it slowly.

      I noted that the conversation around the campfire had come to a sudden stop as all eyes rested on me and Braire. None of those present seemed to disapprove, and all wanted to continue to watch. I tilted my head when Norel turned to look at Lyth, who was clearly aroused and licking her lips, leaning in to place a light kiss to the elf queen’s neck.

      Lyth looked surprised by the sudden touch, but she knew I could feel her arousal growing alongside mine as Norel’s hands found her breasts, gently kneading them and pulling her in closer as Faye seemed content for the moment to watch and enjoy the view. It wasn’t going to last, if the building need in the fae woman was anything to work with on my end.

      Braire, for her part, chose not to be distracted by what was happening around her, choosing instead to focus on me, dipping her head down, helping me to pull my shirt off, and letting her kisses trail all the way down my chest, moaning softly with each light touch.

      The arousal spread through us like wildfire, and I could see that Norel’s hands had followed Braire’s example, slipping between Lyth’s slim, firm thighs as the elf queen’s hands started to explore, trying to watch Braire and me while enjoying the feel of Norel’s firm, heavy, not yet bare breasts in her hands, as Norel started to undress.

      I looked down to watch Braire pulling her own clothes off while pulling my trousers down far enough to reveal my hard, throbbing cock, letting her breasts lightly rub over the head before allowing her head drop down, her tongue flickering out to lavish the shaft with her attention before I reached down, placing my hand on the back of her head and helping her take the member into her mouth.

      I looked up, indicating for Faye to come over to join us. The fae smiled, pushing herself up and lightly discarding her own clothes as I watched her skin ripple and her appearance change. By the time that she knelt down next to Braire, she was the spitting image of the beast mistress herself.

      Faye took a moment to run her hands over Braire’s bare skin, leaning in to place a light, playful kiss to my lips as her fingers drifted between Braire’s thighs, discovering her drenched pussy waiting.

      One hand remained there, drawing low, muffled moans from Braire as she enjoyed the taste of my cock in her mouth. Faye’s other hand drew Braire away from me with a grip in her hair, turning the beast mistress to her for a kiss.

      Braire appeared a little surprised to be looking herself in the eye, but the moment of hesitation quickly passed as she leaned in, kissing Faye hungrily as she continued to stroke my cock with her hand.

      As arousing a sight as it was, the growing hunger inside me was not so easily sated. I pulled Braire and Faye closer to me, feeling Braire’s lips press against mine with the same enthusiasm as Faye moved down, eagerly taking my shaft into her mouth and slowly bobbing her head over it. 

      “Hey!” Braire protested, seeing her position so quickly removed. Faye moaned in response, not willing to relinquish her control of the shaft as I guided Braire down between my thighs next to Faye, letting her suck gently on my balls as both women appeared willing to play, touch, and toy with each other.

      My left hand drifted through Braire’s hair, feeling the runes heating up in my hand, with Braire’s reaction coming a moment later.

      “Oh... gods,” she whispered, eyes closed, fingers digging lightly into my thighs as the magic flowed through her body, culminating in her pussy as she gently pressed herself against me. She shuddered gently as the driving force started to push her towards the edge, her body crashing against me as she came hard.

      Faye paused to watch, still keeping me in her mouth until my hand started bobbing her head again for her, filling her warm mouth and pushing in deeper, feeling her throat tightening, eyes bulging as she pushed herself in deeper, taking me in harder, fucking me with her mouth. 

      I looked up, realizing that Norel had just climaxed as well, realizing that Lyth had buried her face between the elf’s thighs, using her lips and tongue to push Norel to her own orgasm, with a little help from her connection with Braire.

      I motioned for both to come over and join the three of us on the other side of the fire.

      Norel smiled, tilting her head and pulling Lyth up, pressing a light kiss to the queen’s lips before turning her attention over to me. Both elves smiled and were happy to acquiesce to my request, moving around the fire to join us. Lyth dropped down next to where Braire was still recovering as Norel moved over me, straddling over my hips as Faye moved away, once again changing her appearance to match the elf queen this time.

      “Interesting trick,” Lyth said softly, tilting her head, licking her lips, watching Norel slowly sinking down onto my cock, moaning softly as I filled her with a gentle thrust from my hips.

      Norel gasped, dropping down to let me fully impale her as Braire turned her attention on the elf queen, dipping her head down to pay her the same kind of pleasure that she’d given Norel. as Faye, too, my left hand on hers, pulled it over to her breast, covering my hand with hers and kneading it gently.

      “You know what I want,” Faye whispered, running her tongue lightly over my cheek as she watched Norel starting to ride me, gasping for breath and shuddering with pleasure that was spreading over her through our connection. The connection that I could feel with Lyth was getting stronger as well, sending shots of sensation rushing up and down my body as I started to push back against Norel’s movements, gripping Faye as well and feeling the burn in the runes branded on my skin.

      Her eyes rolled back, and Norel could feel the spell rushing through the fae’s body, increasing her pace, and through Norel, Lyth appeared to feel it as well, gasping and moaning as her head fell back, her fingers digging into Braire’s skin.

      I was not immune to the sensations myself, my whole body tensing as Faye suddenly climaxed.

      “Oh... Grant!” she screamed, pressing herself into me, and Norel joined in, her body tightening around me as my hips bucked back into her, filling her with cock and more as I twitched inside her, trying to scream but nothing coming out as Lyth came as well.

      Norel kept on moving for a few more seconds before dropping down against me, gripping me and Faye to her as the other woman shifted back to her original form.

      It felt like my power was brimming as we all lay next to the campfire. My body was exhausted, but my mind was clear. The fears that had been plaguing me weren’t gone, but they seemed less important now.

      As the other four drifted off to sleep, tangled up with me as they were, I couldn’t help but follow suit.
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      My eyes opened, looking around and blinking quickly, trying to drag myself from the sleep that had overcome us. I didn’t know how long I had been asleep, but it felt like it had been for far too long.

      And yet, not quite enough.

      I gazed out at the forest, trying to gauge what the hour was, but was unable to tell. There was light in the land around me, but a mist had rolled in, obfuscating everything further than twenty feet from where I was standing.

      What I could see was less than encouraging. The camp was still set up, but the fire had long since burned out. The four women that I had been with the night before were gone, disappeared. There was no sign that they had even ridden away, but the horses were gone too.

      Something was wrong. I looked around, trying to find the sword that I had taken from my waist, and it was nowhere to be found either.

      My attention was drawn away to the flicker of movement I caught in the corner of my eye. I turned around, trying to catch sight of what was moving. I had no weapon, sure, but I was far from defenseless, feeling my left hand starting to burn as power started to flow into the runes on my skin.

      “Who’s out there?” I called, not wanting to move away from the camp. The others might still be returning, and I wanted to be here when they did.

      “Do you really think that is necessary, Grant?”

      The voice behind me was more than familiar. The sound of it made my whole body go warm as I turned around, refusing to believe the evidence of my ears, and as it turned out, my eyes as well.

      I wanted to believe it, but there was just too much in my mind telling me that it was impossible. Even the sight of her long, flowing green hair, the fluttering of her wings and the ridiculously immodest nature of her clothes, showing the gorgeous form that I had spent so much time touching, kissing and enjoying, to the gentle glow at the base of her horns.

      There were a few things that were different about her. The wings that had looked torn and worn before were now perfectly cured, fluttering gently like she was expecting to be able to take flight. Her clothes were a different color too.

      But there was no mistaking her. There weren’t any others like her in the world.

      “Aliana,” I whispered, almost fearing that saying it would make her disappear into the mist.

      But there she stood, tilting her head and smiling at me in the way that she had when she had overseen my training. Like she knew I was doing something wrong, but it was interesting to watch how I failed in order to find a way to help me succeed.

      “Is that you?” I gasped, taking a step towards her, and once again, she remained where she was, giggling softly as I reached out to touch her, making sure that she was real. 

      My fingers ran lightly over her cheek, stroking her skin. It felt warm. That same kind of feverish warmth that I remembered, and she tilted her head to press her cheek into my touch, closing her eyes to revel in the moment.

      “Gods,” I whispered, stepping in closer and wrapping my arms around her, pulling her in close in a warm embrace. She hugged me back, pulling her wings around to press me closer to her.

      “How?” I asked, stepping away, but keeping her close to me, my hands on her shoulders. “The last... you were gone. The connection... how is this possible?”

      A flicker of pain crossed her face, marring the happiness that had spread over it when she saw me.

      “You’re... you’re not here, are you?” I said, feeling my throat catching. “This is a dream.”

      She nodded. “It was the only way that I could contact you.”

      “Contact me?” I asked. “What do you mean? What happened to you?”

      “Abarat cut my connection to you as soon as he realized what happened,” Aliana explained, stepping in closer to me, running her fingers down over my cheek, looking deep into my eyes. “He... wasn’t happy to lose control of the emperor the way that he did. His plans for retaking control didn’t involve me, and he locked me in a cell. I don’t think I’ll be able to escape on my own, but I did manage to force myself free enough to contact you this way.”

      “We... I don’t understand,” I said. I wasn’t aware of any way for the link between us to be broken with her still being alive, but I wanted to believe that she was telling me the truth.

      “I don’t have much time,” she said, shaking her head. “You might be waking up any minute, and Abarat might be able to tell that my spirit has escaped his grasp.”

      I nodded. “I’ve missed you, Ali.”

      She smiled, a few tears slipping from her eyes as she leaned in and pressed her face into my bare chest. “I’ve missed you too, Grant. But I’ve reached out to you to tell you that there is a way for you to find me. And more importantly, find Abarat.”

      I pulled her away, looking down into her eyes, trying to resist the feeling of something tugging against the back of my mind. “How can we help? I’m not sure if you know but the threat that we’re facing... well, the long and short of it is that the only real chance we have to defeat them is to find Abarat, and we can’t do that without your ability to open portals.”

      “I know,” she said, nodding. “I know of a way for you to find him and reach him too. It won’t be easy but then... when is it ever, for us?”

      She had a good point.

      “What can we do?” I asked again.

      “You need to find your way up north,” Aliana explained. “Around Abarat’s force, and into the mountains. Back during the war, Norel and I were able to head into the mountains. It was a long time ago, but Norel should be able to remember a time when we headed up that way, fighting a pair of monsters that helped us to learn how to open the portals.”

      “Norel never mentioned anything like that,” I said, narrowing my eyes. “But that doesn’t really matter, does it? Norel knows how to open them herself, so...”

      “She won’t be able to do it alone,” Aliana said softly, shaking her head. “It’s not that I doubt her abilities or anything, but it is a fairly unique ability, one that even the ancients were not able to pin down. She knows how, but she lacks the ability to open a portal that would be able to reach past Abarat’s army.”

      That sounded about right, since Norel had said something similar herself.

      “How would finding those monsters help?” I asked. “And would those beasts even be there to help us like they helped you?”

      “I would say that they are still alive,” Aliana said with a firm nod. “They were ancient before we even got to them, and... well, Norel and I were just barely able to escape with our lives. They are likely still there and would be able to help all of you to learn how to work the ability. With all of you helping, you should be able to coordinate better, and work through it all to be able to open a portal of sufficient distance.”

      “How do you know that it would work?” I asked, narrowing my eyes.

      “I don’t,” she admitted, shaking her head. “But something needs to be done, and I don’t have any other ideas.”

      I sighed. “We are struggling as well.”

      “Finding a way to reach Abarat would be worth the effort, I think,” she said softly. “I need to return. It has been a life-savor to see you again, Grant. Please let my sisters know that I miss them.”

      “I will,” I said, trying to fight tears back as the sudden urge to pull away struck me. “We’ll see you again soon.”

      “I hope so,” she whispered.
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      The world fell away as the mist, the forest, and Aliana herself suddenly vanished from my sight. I wanted to protest, but something strangled my throat, holding me back as I fought to remain with her. But she slipped through my fingers anyway, as did the rest of the world, or so it felt.

      And in that instant, control came back to my body as I shot out of the warmth of the makeshift bed that I’d formed out of the blankets that we had brought with us and the leaves and bracken of the forest, jerking around and trying to reach for my sword as my lungs were suddenly full of cool, morning air, eyes wide and looking around for a threat. Or Aliana. I wasn’t sure which I would find.

      And I found neither. We were still in the forest, and the other four were still around me, keeping the camp warm despite the cool fall air. I could feel a hint of winter in it.

      Ordinarily, I would have enjoyed the cool air. I preferred the cold over the heat of the summer months, but this time all it made me feel was sick, though the temperature had little to do with it. Not seeing Aliana anymore was enough to sink my heart to my gut as I looked around the campsite.

      At first, none of the others noticed that I was awake, seeming to be deep in sleep themselves. Braire, who had been asleep with her head laid on my chest grumbled and groaned something but quickly fell silent once more.

      It was only when Norel gently pushed herself up from where she had been sleeping next to Lyth that I realized that I’d woken her up.

      “Is everything alright?” she whispered, turning to face me, rubbing some of the sleep out of her eyes. “How is your side?”

      I pushed myself up from my make-shift bed and moved over to help her up as well. We carefully moved away from where the rest were still sleeping, collecting our clothes and dressing before heading away from the where the fire had already died down to embers.

      “My side is fine, thank you,” I said once we were far enough away from the others so that we wouldn’t disturb their rest. “You should know better than most that your abilities are beyond question at this point.”

      The sun was still almost an hour away from rising, and I could sense that we weren’t going to have much time to sleep and rest in the coming days. Best to just leave them to what little time to relax that we still had.

      Norel blushed gently and leaned in to place a kiss to my cheek. “Well, I never do tire of hearing your compliments, so maybe I just needed to hear that. But I do know that something is the matter with you. Something is agitating you and it has nothing to do with my abilities.”

      I nodded, leaning my back against a nearby tree and crossing my arms in front of my chest. “I had a dream. Well, I think it was a dream, although I have suspicions that it might not have been.”

      “How deep do those suspicions run?” Norel asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “Deeper than I am comfortable with,” I replied, shaking my head. “In the dream, I thought that I was in the forest, like we are now, only there was a heavy mist and... well, Aliana appeared to me in the dream.”

      The sensation that I felt from Norel was partially surprised, with a hint of hope, and more than enough suspicion to drown the rest out as she tilted her head. “Tell me more about it.”

      “Aliana said that this was the only way for her to contact me,” I said, surprised by how easy it was to recall the dream in question. Most of those tended to slip away before I could even address them. “She said that... well, Abarat was the one who had broken the connection between her and everyone else out of spite for losing control of the emperor.”

      “That does sound like Abarat,” she admitted. “But I will say that I didn’t know it was possible. It sounds like it could be done, but I wouldn’t even begin to know how he did it.”

      I nodded. “I thought the same, but... well, interestingly enough, it was not the most memorable part of what she told me. She said that we would need to find and help her, and in doing so, stop Abarat.”

      “More or less what we were trying to figure out how to do anyway,” Norel said, rubbing her chin gently. “She didn’t happen to tell you where he was, did she?”

      “No,” I said, shaking my head. “Well, not as such. She said that she was being held in a cell that had been warded to keep her from being able to use her power. She was just able to project herself from her position to enter into my dreams, though I’m unsure as to why she came to me and not you or Braire.”

      Norel nodded, appearing to be wondering the same. “Even so, it would appear that this was more than a dream. Did she tell you how we were going to find our way to Abarat? Or where he was, and how we were supposed to reach him?”

      “Not where he was, no,” I replied. “But she did have an idea as to how we would be able to reach him. She was talking about how you and she headed up north into the mountains during the war. How you encountered a pair of beasts that were capable of opening portals and you learned while fighting them how to do it yourselves.”

      Norel nodded. “I remember. More importantly, I know for a fact that we didn’t tell you about what happened in those mountains. Well, I didn’t, and I’m fairly certain that Aliana was equally tight-lipped about the encounter. It was not pleasant for either of us, and while we were able to learn an important skill in those caves, it was not something that either of us wanted to revisit in the near future.”

      I nodded, reaching out to place a hand on her shoulder.

      She smiled, covering my hand with hers. “I think that your suspicions were correct. The details are too... well, I don’t believe in coincidences, and so the knowledge that was imparted had to have come from Aliana.”

      “You really think so?” I asked. “But what about your doubts on the breaking of the connection?”

      “I’d say that the chances of Abarat knowing how to break a bond like ours is higher than you pulling an incident that happened over a hundred years ago from thin air,” Norel pointed out.

      “What got pulled out of thin air?” Braire asked, yawning as she pulled her clothes on as well.

      I turned to see the woman standing only a few feet away from me, not having made a sound as she approached.

      “Well, in all honesty, it would appear that Aliana is not only alive, but still able to help us, somewhat,” Norel explained, tilting her head, looking to me to provide the rest with the same explanation that she had given me.

      I took a deep breath. “Well... in a way, yes, that is more or less what happened. I had a dream that Aliana came to me and said that we might have a chance to figure out how to open a portal to bypass the army, and to take us to where Abarat is, but it would take us away from the rest of the army and have us miss out on the opening stages of the fighting.”

      “As we were thinking to do anyways,” Lyth pointed out. “How did she think that we would be able to do that, though?”

      “In the dream she mentioned that she and Norel fought a pair of beasts that proved to be more than a match for the two of them,” I explained. “The two beasts were able to open portals and through them, they were able to learn how to do the same.”

      “Is that true?” Braire asked. “Is that how it happened?”

      Norel nodded. “We just barely made it out with our lives.”

      “How come you never told me about it?” Braire asked, moving over to the woman who was her sister in all but blood, gently squeezing her shoulder.

      “It was... well, fairly traumatic,” Norel said. “And a little embarrassing, if I’m being frank. Aliana and I were sent to investigate a group of humans who were supposed to have been discovering a new and powerful weapon that could have been used against us during the war. The threat was enough to alarm our leaders enough at the time to send the two of us off to make sure that the weapon in question did not fall into their hands.”

      I hadn’t been a part of the war, and so it was interesting to learn what those who had been went through. Even so, I could tell that it was difficult for Norel to talk about it, and not only from the sinking feeling that was spreading from her to the rest of us. She didn’t enjoy recalling what happened, but appeared to be ready to push through it for us.

      “When we arrived up in the mountains, there were signs that the humans had been there, but none of the humans themselves,” she continued. “They had made camp and even started exploring the area, but we couldn’t find them anywhere. Not even bodies had been left behind, although there were tracks leading into a cave, but none coming out. We went inside and... well, they were in there.”

      “The bodies?” Lyth asked, tilting her head.

      “Yes, those too,” Norel said, taking a deep breath. “The monsters were waiting for us. Even in the darkness, they could move through the portals without any effort, using magic like nothing we’d ever seen. It was only when we saw the runes in their skin starting to glow that we were able to understand how they were able to do it, and we only just managed to escape the caves by using those same runes. It wasn’t a pleasant experience for either of us, but at least we were lucky enough to survive, which could not be said of the humans. And we had discovered the weapon that they were there to try and collect.”

      “The beasts, or the ability to open portals?” I wondered, tilting my head.

      “I guess we’ll never know,” Norel said, shrugging. “Maybe both, but they had to know that taking monsters that deadly and that intelligent, not to mention powerful, would be a difficult prospect to begin with.”

      “I suppose that it would be interesting to ask, but how is it that Aliana expects us to be able to survive something that the two of you barely escaped from?” Faye asked, cocking an eyebrow.

      “I guess the fact that there are five of us means that we should be powerful enough to be able to put up a fight,” Norel said, shrugging her shoulders. “That and the fact that we are desperate and need a way to get to Abarat before the battle turns into a charnel house.”

      I nodded, turning to the four women that were with me, the four that I trusted more in the world bar maybe one.

      “What do you all think?” I asked.

      They exchanged a few glances, and, unsurprisingly, Braire was the first to speak.

      “Moving that far north would isolate us from the rest of the army,” the beast mistress said, crossing her arms. “As well as cutting the rest of the army from us, should they need our help.”

      “The emperor is powerful enough to protect them from anything that Abarat can throw their way,” Faye pointed out. “Not for the long term, but for long enough, should they need him to step up. And if we can find a way to take Abarat out of the fight permanently, it would give them the advantage that they need to win the battle.”

      “On the downside,” Lyth said,” if we are caught by enemy forces out in the open and without any kind of support... well, we could make a dent in their forces, but not nearly enough. We could be easily attacked and overwhelmed and prove not to be of any use to anybody.”

      “All very good points,” I said in a soft voice. “None of us are going to be forced into heading into a situation that they are not comfortable going into. There are enough dangers for us to face without adding doubts to our situation. There can be no doubts about what we’re going to do.”

      The women exchanged glances once more, and while there was a hint of hesitation at first, there seemed to be something of an unspoken determination between them.

      “What do you think?” Braire finally asked.

      I paused, taking a moment to ponder my words before speaking. “I think that if there is a chance for us to save lives by removing Abarat and the threat of a coordinated horde from the field of battle, I think we need to take it. It will be dangerous, and possibly foolish, and it could end with all of us dead without having accomplished anything. Even so... I think that it would be the best use of our talents.”

      “Then we are with you,” Braire said, reaching out and placing a hand on my shoulder, squeezing it gently.

      “It... well, are you sure?” I asked, looking around, and they all nodded.

      “We’re standing with you, Grant,” Braire said. “We always have, and we always will.”

      “Well, I haven’t always,” Faye said. “At least not in action. My intention has always been to, however. That is what counts, yes?”

      I couldn’t help a small smile as I nodded. “I do appreciate the trust that you all have in me. I’ll endeavor to prove myself worthy of it.”

      Lyth came in next to me and pressed a light kiss to my cheek. “You have already.”

      The comment made me grin like an idiot. “It’s decided then. We’ll pack up camp and head up to where Norel remembers that she encountered the beasts and hope that we find them again.”

      They all agreed and started heading back to our campsite, but I touched Faye on the shoulder, indicating with my head to stay for a moment.

      “What is it?” she wondered once the others were out of earshot. “Feel like a little loving before we head off? I’d like it, but it might make the rest of them a little jealous.”

      I blinked. “I... well, maybe not now, but maybe later.”

      “Then how can I help you?”

      “I was wondering if I could ask you something,” I said, keeping my voice down. “It might be difficult for you to answer, and if you have no intention of talking about it, I’d understand.”

      The fae woman nodded, brushing a few strands of hair from her face. 

      “Can you tell me what it was like to be under Abarat’s control as you were?” I asked. “It’s an odd question to ask, I know, and if you would rather not talk about it, I’d understand, but know that I have my reasons, even if I cannot reveal them to you now.”

      Faye’s eyes narrowed, but there didn’t appear to be any kind of annoyance over my persistence, not over the odd question or the fact that I wasn’t going to share my reasons for prying.

      There was curiosity, but no anger on her part. 

      “Well, at its core, it appeals to a basic side of your mind, pulling and tugging you,” she explained. “Nothing you do seems unnatural until you look back at it and realize that the thing that you did was somehow something that you wouldn’t do. The longer that you spend under his control, the more you realize that what you’re doing is someone else’s actions through you. It comes to the point where you are just... sitting in your body, watching yourself do one horrifying thing after another.”

      I nodded, and she could tell that I was feeling a little disappointed by what she told me as she leaned in and wrapped her arms around me.

      “He’ll be using Aliana’s altered form against her,” she whispered. “The change into a dark djinn will be his hold on her mind, allowing him to influence her and warp her mind away from what she knows that she is. It’s her weakness, but your strength. There’s something in Ali that wants to come back to what she was and who she was with. If you can find a way to draw her to you... that would be how to break Abarat’s hold.”

      I smiled, leaning in to place a light kiss on her forehead. “Thank you, Faye.”

      “Of course,” she said with a smile.
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      Our group started heading further and further north, evading the growing numbers of undead that were starting to head deeper into the area. We couldn’t see any of them engaging with the army that was already assembled to stop them, although word was spreading of smaller skirmishes happening in the periphery of where the real battle would commence. Most of them saw victories for the humans, but not all. Nothing that we heard told us anything encouraging.

      It was all building up to something, of course. Abarat was testing the edges of the conflict, trying to find weaknesses to exploit. Most of the troops would still be heading steadily south, of course. There were too many of them to fight without suffering heavy casualties, which was why they had elected to stay away from larger groups, funneling the whole troop into the war zone the emperor had prepared.

      Everything was building up to the battle that would give the living the best chance that they would have against the dead, but it was still not going to be enough. Not to my mind, anyways. Every once in a while, even as we were sticking to the wooded areas, trying our hardest not to be caught out in the open, we could still catch glimpses of the armies that were being gathered.

      And sometimes, more than glimpses.

      I dropped down to my knees, wiping my sword clean of the blood and gore that was covering it from the beasts that we had spent our time killing. The scouting groups were getting more and more frequent the closer that we got to the main army, and the more we needed to keep the fights quick and decisive to avoid collecting the attention of the rest. Those fights that we could avoid were avoided.

      It seemed that even if Abarat knew that we were moving around his force, he didn’t really care. There were enough of them continuously heading south that it didn’t appear that they cared about what any small group was doing.

      That, or maybe Abarat assumed that we were just scouting, and would be heading back to the main force before the fighting started. I couldn’t assume that he didn’t know where we were, of course, since he had to have at least sensed our movements.

      Aside from staying away from those that we could avoid, there were still a handful that we needed to take care of, like this one now, as they were trying to attack one of the last groups of refugees that had managed to survive despite being on the wrong side of the armies that were converging.

      At least there was a reason for why they had managed to survive. The group looked like it consisted mostly of women and children, but the men that were accompanying them were soldiers, armed and armored, ready and prepared for a fight. There had been talk about soldiers staying back in the cities to hold off the advance, and these appeared to be escorting those few civilians that were still alive and trying to find a way out.

      They had been on the brink of escape when cornered by a group that consisted mostly of undead, with a couple of golems guiding them through the paces of killing anything that they found.

      The group had been pushed into a ravine and cornered, allowing the troops to form up around the civilians, but giving them no route of escape if they couldn’t win.

      And from the casualties that could be seen on the ground, it didn’t look like they would have.

      “Greetings,” one of the soldiers said, brushing some of the blood from his shield before planting it on the ground. “We’ve been on the run from this group for days now. I don’t think we would have been able to continue. The people... well, they’re tired.”

      “But alive,” Braire said, placing a hand on the man’s armored shoulder. “Thanks to you.”

      “We’ve done what we could with what we have,” the man replied, smiling and trying not to stare at the five of us. “It wasn’t much. The magic-absorbing armor did its job and we were able to slip through mostly unnoticed. But our luck ran out.”

      I took in a deep breath, nodding. “How were you able to slip through unnoticed?”

      “Mostly sticking close to the mountains, staying out of the open,” the soldier replied.

      “Smart,” I said. “How long have you all been running away from them? How long without rest?”

      “The last week, we’ve been travelling,” the apparent commander of the group said. “Moving as quickly as possible, and the past few days without pause or rest. The undead do not sleep, apparently.”

      “No, they don’t,” Lyth said. “Did the emperor have a way to deal with that?”

      “I think he’ll be working the troops in shifts,” Faye said. “It won’t last forever, but it is a temporary solution.”

      “How do you think we should continue?” the commander asked, looking around to the group. “There will be too much fighting to bring civilians towards the armies that are being gathered.”

      “Agreed,” Norel said. “If you could reach the imperial army before the fighting starts, you would be allowed to pass through.”

      “How?” the man asked again.

      “It would take another night of travelling instead of resting,” Norel replied. “It is unfortunate, but necessary under these circumstances. Besides, you can take the horses that we brought with us. It should allow for smoother and quicker travels.”

      “Are you sure?” the man wondered, looking around to the rest of the people around them. “We wouldn’t want to interfere with the war effort.”

      “Trust me,” Norel said with a small smile. “The horses won’t be able to travel the way that we’re going. I suggest you take what supplies you can carry, what you can’t stand to be parted from, and then go. I wish there was more time for you to all gather what you needed, but in this case... well, there is no time for that now. You need to keep moving. We cleared the path behind us as well as we could, but I wouldn’t rely on it.”

      “Appreciated,” the man said. “Where are you all going?”

      “Trying to find a way to win the war,” I replied, speaking the truth but without giving the man too many details. “In the meantime, trying to support the war effort as best we can.”

      The commander nodded, not fully understanding, but realizing that he had little to add to the topic of conversation. Besides, his focus was on helping his people escape with their lives, and not on what we were doing.

      Yes, we had helped them in time of dire need, and while he might feel some gratitude for that, this man’s duty remained with the people that he was escorting back to safety.

      Safety was, of course, a relative term at this point in time.

      “We will do as you say,” the man finally replied, bowing his head. “Once again, we will not forget what you’ve done for us.”

      “Just give us a moment to take what we need from the saddles, and you can take the horses,” Norel said.

      “They’re not taking my wolf,” Braire grumbled.

      “Of course, they aren’t,” Norel replied as we headed back to where the horses were standing. “We still need him for the fight. Besides, I don’t think they would be able to guide him far enough away from you. And since there’s no saddle for him to use, you can help me.”

      I moved to the horse that I had been riding, starting to take those supplies that we needed and that I would be able to carry on my back and placing them on the ground before patting the horse gently on the neck.

      The gelding turned and nudged me with its nose.

      “You’ll be helping people who need you more,” I whispered, smiling and scratching at its forehead. “But don’t think that we’ll not miss you, or that we don’t appreciate your efforts.”

      “Are you talking with the horse?” Lyth asked, approaching me and tilting her head with a playful smile dancing across her lips.

      “No, I am talking to the horse,” I replied, trying not to give her the rise that she had been hoping for. “Meaning I speak, and do not expect the horse to speak back. Of course, stranger things have happened than a talking horse, so I wouldn’t be surprised if he decided to reply.”

      I paused, eyeing the beast for a moment, but the only response I got was him dipping his head to chew on a clump of grass.

      “Well, I just wanted you to know that I have noted some changes in you,” Lyth said softly, brushing her fingers over my back. “Positive changes, of course. In your fighting style. As Norel said, you have been working on your defenses. I did note that before you were... well, a little suicidal in your attacks. Charging in without any thought for your own safety could be seen as dashing by some, but stupid to those who know the kind of danger that you’re putting yourself in.”

      I sighed, turning to look at her. “It was never done with the intention of putting myself in harm’s way. Well, no more than getting involved in the fighting, anyways.”

      She chuckled. “I know.”

      “It’s just... as I said, Aliana put herself in mortal danger to save me,” I said, keeping my voice down. “I would be damned before letting any of the rest of you do the same, and in the end, I suppose that I would have put myself in the same danger to avoid anyone else dying, I guess. I don’t think that I could stand to lose anyone else at this point. I’m afraid that it would literally kill me. And if I’m going to die, it might as well be doing something to protect one of you...”

      “Don’t you think that they feel the same?” Lyth asked.

      I nodded. “I know, it is selfish of me. But I couldn’t help it before. It was never a conscious decision.”

      “You know that we can take care of ourselves, yes?” Lyth wondered.

      “Yes, of course,” I said with a soft chuckle. “I never said that it was an intelligent decision.”

      “And now?”

      I sighed. “Maybe knowing that Aliana might actually still be alive, out there somewhere, has given me something to live for other than keeping the rest of you alive. That, and the whole... killing Abarat thing is fairly important as well. For the fate of the empire and the world as we know it.”

      “Well, maybe we need to you to keep yourself alive too,” Lyth said. “Try to remember that.”

      “I will,” I replied. “Thank you.”

      She winked and squeezed my shoulder before turning to the rest, who were already starting to guide their horses towards the refugees that were getting ready for their last push towards relative safety. A part of me wanted to help them head back, help them arrive without too much hassle, but they were going to have to rely on the force that had protected them thus far.

      “So, I think we should have talked about this before,” Faye said as we were seeing the others on their way. “Why don’t we need the help of the horses again? I don’t want to say that you were wrong, Norel, but walking will significantly reduce our travelling speed.”

      “Have you ever tried climbing up the side of a mountain with a horse before?” Norel asked, picking her pack up and hefting it without too much effort. “I have. Believe me, we will be moving faster on foot.”

      We had to take her word for it, and from the way that Braire nodded, we could trust that both were telling the truth, or at least speaking from experience. We gathered up our supplies and started heading deeper into the ravine, with Norel taking up the lead, pulling us forward into the ravine that the refugee group had just left behind. Norel did appear to know where she was leading us, and at the back of the ravine, a very narrow path could be seen leading up into the mountains.

      “Why didn’t they escape into this pathway?” I wondered aloud.

      “Being trapped on a narrow pathway like this would be a less preferable death than somewhere that you can fight,” Braire said. “At least to my mind.”

      “Besides, it would be leading them away from where they want to go,” Norel pointed out. “And, if they know anything about this area, and the time of year, they would know that they would have a much, much longer way to go and through a great deal more peril while travelling slower than they would have on open ground. It would have been a death trap for them when they had the undead nipping at their heels.”

      It was a fair point, and as we moved steadily up the mountain, it became clear why the horses needed to be left behind. It was a sharp climb out of the ravine, up into the cliffs that stood above them, and the path narrowed out to where we needed to travel in a single file. The horses would have been wedged into the rocks, possibly forever, and if there was any blockage ahead, there would have been no way for them to turn and head back if they needed to.

      But on foot, we were able to push further up, climbing out of the ravine as the daylight was starting to fade, and up into the steadily steeper slope of the mountains proper. A path had been carved out, but even then, it was difficult to follow as we moved up higher, feeling the icy chill of the mountain air, like the whole place was preparing itself for the oncoming winter.

      I couldn’t shake the feeling that all that was happening right now was changing the world around us. The animals that normally live on the mountain were not in evidence, and perhaps they sensed the dangers that they were facing. Even the trees and weather appeared to be changing in light of the army that was coming south.

      That feeling was only further reinforced as night fell and we found a small outcropping of rock that protected us from most of the wind and started preparing camp for the night.

      Looking out into the land below us, I could see the flood of campfires covering the ground below. The emperor’s army appeared to be fully stationed and ready for the incoming horde. The battle didn’t appear to have started yet, but the blackness that was spreading from the northern regions could be seen inching across the land, coming closer and closer with each passing moment.

      I couldn’t help a gentle shiver that had nothing to do with the cold as we huddled close to the fire and tried to get some rest. It was going to be a long few days, and we likely weren’t going to have the luxury of uninterrupted rest for a while to come.
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      It was a long, cold night. We needed to keep a watch on the surrounding areas to make sure that there were none of the monsters climbing up the pass, trying to sneak up on us. If we were caught unawares, the fighting would be dark, dangerous, and impossible to avoid due to the lack of avenues of escape that were to be found up in the mountains.

      We needed to know if we had to move quickly to avoid being caught out on a ledge, and due to that, none of the four of us managed to sleep well. The thoughts of what was happening down in the valleys below, and what was going to happen, weighed on our minds, leading to a restless night, feeling strangely on edge and ready for a fight.

      One that never came. The night passed without so much as an incident, and all we were left with was an unpleasant night’s sleep to remember it by so we were happy to quickly start moving as soon as the sun was rising and we had enough light to navigate the treacherous mountains paths by.

      As we moved higher up into the mountains, more and more silence came over us. Either we were all occupied with whatever was plaguing our minds at the time, which happened to be a great deal, or it was the cold, making it difficult to find any topic of conversation that wasn’t suggesting that we head back to the valley and engage the horde on our own just to get away from the icy bite.

      I couldn’t tell what exactly was on the minds of the other four, but considering the tension that I could feel from them, it had to be something that was plaguing their minds, Norel seemed more tense than the others, and as she tried to hide it, I could tell that she was not looking forward to meeting with the monsters once more.

      I could understand the kind of fear and dread that she was feeling. It was the same kind of terror that haunted me every time I thought of the fact that another showdown against Abarat was bound to happen, needed to happen, and while there was nothing that I could do to stop it, it still felt like the world was pushing me towards the very thing that I feared the most.

      Memories of the elf crushing me, pushing me down and toying with me had only been made worse by the suddenly shock of pain that I had associated with it. Losing Aliana’s connection had felt like losing a limb, and I could still feel the throb of pain every time that I thought about it, making it impossible to forget, or even try to move on. 

      Just thinking about it had me aching in a way that made it difficult to breathe sometimes. 

      Braire could feel the pain on my end, and she approached me, placing a hand on my shoulder. 

      “Was it that obvious?” I asked, placing my hand over hers. 

      “I’m afraid so,” Braire said with a small smile and a gentle squeeze before turning her eyes up to where Norel was guiding us. “So, how was it that when you and Aliana were coming up here during the war effort, I wasn’t with you? I seem to recall precious few missions that didn’t involve the three of us working in tandem.”

      “Yes, I was wondering the same thing,” Lyth said, looking up the path from where she was taking up the back of our group. “The Sisters Three were famed for... well, being three sisters, not of blood, that fought together during the war. Even I knew of you, and the tendency to send you out into the field since you all worked so well together.”

      “Well, it was during the time that you headed off to parts unknown,” Norel explained. “You remember the time that you disappeared for months and returned with the ability to summon beasts and creatures with the use of runes on pebbles, which... well, you never did explain that to us either.”

      “Oh, yes,” Braire said, shaking her head. “I’d forgotten. Well, not forgotten, but failed to realize that was when it had happened.”

      “Well, it was,” Norel said. “I’d say that we could have ended it differently than us just barely escaping with our lives if we had you at our side that day, but I fear that... well, there wouldn’t be much in the world that would have been able to drive those beasts back into the darkness that they seemed to love.”

      “I don’t know,” Braire said with a shrug. “I’m sure that someone of my particular talents might have been able to find a way to communicate with the beasts, maybe even have them with me for the fight if we needed them.”

      Norel didn’t answer, but I did note a shudder that had little to do with the cold that was still enveloping us as we climbed higher up on the mountainside. There was something about the creatures that she didn’t like, and it went beyond how powerful they were.

      “Well, they would have had to be a little more intelligent than most creatures,” Lyth said. “If they were able to open portals like Aliana and you can, that would mean that they are capable of something that... well, I don’t think I’ve ever seen it before the two of you were able to. I don’t think even the ancients were able to consider a power like that before you came about with it. Something that can do that has to be beyond powerful and, I hate to say it, ancient. Older than those humans and elves that first started practicing magic. Those are not creatures to be trifled with, much less summoned in your time of need. Like Norel’s dragon.”

      “Agreed,” Norel said softly. “They seemed intelligent, although limited. And malicious, somehow. Like they were toying with us, cutting off our escapes, waiting for us to tire ourselves out before moving in for the kill.”

      “I’ve seen cats do something similar with rats,” I recalled, from my time as a familiar to Vis.

      “Well, they weren’t cats,” Norel said softly. “Not even remotely.”

      “It does beg the question,” Faye said. “Where was Braire while you and Aliana were fighting these beasts? Or... just barely surviving them, I suppose is the way to describe it.”

      “I was elsewhere,” Braire said, looking away. “I never wanted to be a part of the war, and when it started, I needed some time away to gather myself and find out why I was fighting. I headed off into parts unknown, into the isles of the south and out west, where the people had few interactions with elves outside of our forest-dwelling kin. It was with them that I was able to learn a few handy abilities that had mostly been lost from our people on this continent. One of them was being able to summon beasts that certain connections were made with. Among them, the wolf, the serpent, and the bear.”

      “The bear,” I said, pensively. “I’d forgotten about that big bastard. Is he all right?”

      She nodded. “I love him, but he likes to remain in isolation.”

      “Wait, can we talk about how you found a group of elves living beyond our continent?” Lyth asked. “What were they like? How is that they’ve not tried to contact us?”

      “Well, until I came to them, I don’t think that they realized that there were elves elsewhere in the world,” Braire explained. “They were also more nomadic, preferring to make their living in the trees rather than gathering in larger numbers. They also shared that forest with a great many other creatures, mostly isolationist and in many ways similar to the elves. Kinds I’d never seen before were walking among them. As for why they never tried to contact us... well, I think there might have been some bad blood between elves from our lands and those from theirs, and the distance served to drive them apart further. Eventually knowledge of our presence on another continent disappeared, and they didn’t bother to rekindle it.”

      “I can understand that, at least,” Lyth said. “Even so, it is a shame that so many of our kin were separated from us, even across great distances. I feel like so much could be gained if we were just able to maintain contact with them.”

      “Agreed,” I said. “It does make one wonder what exactly happened that would have driven a wedge into relations between elves of different continents. I mean, the rivalry that humans have with elves is just as senseless. Humans and humans are equally prone to conflict with each other, so it makes me wonder if humans and elves are just that similar.”

      Lyth shrugged her shoulders. “We can ponder on the social issues between humans and elves until the end of time, but I don’t think that we’d ever find a solution that works. At least not in the long term. Having a common enemy does help to drive us all together, but it won’t last forever.”

      It was a sad realization, but no less true. It had proven as such in my experience and considering that those around me had a great deal more, they seemed to know the same. It wouldn’t stop me from trying to find a way, of course. I didn’t want to say as much, but there was going to be some conflict or another, even if we found ourselves surviving this fight, but it was still something to fight for. An impossible dream.

      “Wait, you mentioned that the beasts that you found were back in this... far off continent,” Faye said. “Which means that you would have needed to find a way to use the ability, and then discovered the beasts that you would have been able to then bind to the runes. I’m assuming that the animals somehow consent to all this, in their own way, and want to help you when they can.”

      “It is a little more complex than that,” Braire said, shrugging her shoulders. “But the basic idea is that... well, yes, they do need to agree to it, as animals would, and a connection does need to be made. The ability to bind something and summon it, using the runes as we know them, isn’t completely foreign, but the ability that I learned from them that made it possible was to be able to communicate with the animals. It was why I was known as the beast mistress.”

      “That does make sense, I suppose,” I said, tilting my head. “But are you dragging them clear of their lives just to help you whenever you need it, or... how does it work?”

      “Again, it is a little more complex than that,” Braire said, moving her head back and forth as she tried to think of a way to explain it better. “Like... in entering the rune, they would be entering a pocket universe, like the one where you entered that castle in the cave? Something like that. Anyways, they receive my request for help inside that universe, and are able to provide help when it is convenient for them, which is translated by the rune on the stone to be immediately for me, while it can be days or even weeks for them.”

      “Can they just... decline to be summoned?” Faye wondered.

      “Yes, they can,” Braire said. “In fact, the reason why you see so little of my bear is that he consistently refuses to be summoned unless I find myself in a situation similar to the one that I met him in. It’s an emotional connection, and he needs to sense me in a similar mental state as I was when I first met him, if he is to come to my aid.”

      “You said that you were in a cave, trapped and in need of help when he first came, yes?” I said, vaguely recalling how we had discussed it in the past.

      “Indeed,” Braire said. “He’s a grumpy old bastard, but I love him, anyways.”

      I still didn’t think that I fully understood what she was talking about, but at the moment, it didn’t really matter. Braire appeared to understand it will enough for it to work for her, and I trusted that she knew what she was doing. Even if it seemed like she didn’t fully understand, or maybe just didn’t know how to explain it to someone who wasn’t mentally or emotionally connected to her beasts. 

      “Either way,” Norel said, bringing the conversation back on topic. “It would appear that these monsters were intelligent enough. They killed a whole troop of humans before we even arrived, and there had to have been at least twenty of them, and they were powerful, too. Once we found a way to escape the cavern, however, they showed no intention or ability to follow us. I don’t know if we were just able to open a portal further than they were able to go, or maybe they were just unwilling to. Either way, when we left the cave, they didn’t follow.”

      “I would say, that maybe something that made its living hunting anything that entered the caverns didn’t want to leave,” I replied. “Maybe the reason that they have survived however long that they have is because they refuse to move out from where they have the advantage, and perhaps they can survive for long spells of time without feeding on the unfortunate creatures that find their way inside?”

      Norel nodded. “That does seem vaguely possible, but it cannot be the whole truth. Maybe they just can’t stand the sunlight? Or light in general.”

      “How were you able to fight them without any light?” Braire asked.

      “Actually, they pulled away anytime that we had light, and then opened a portal to any spot or opening where they saw there was enough darkness to allow them to move,” Norel recalled. “It was an unpleasant experience, and one that I really wish that we wouldn’t need to repeat.”

      I moved in closer to her, bringing Norel to a halt before wrapping my arms around her, pulling her in close. If nothing else, the warmth of our bodies pressing together was a welcome relief.

      The others moved on slowly, sensing that Norel and I needed a moment together, alone. Well, as alone as could be allowed, considering how connected the five of us were.

      Pulling back, I looked down into the elf’s eyes and placed a hand on her cheek, guiding her to look back up at me. “Can you do this? Because if it is too much for you, we can turn back. We’ll find another way.”

      She tilted her head and smiled. “No, I don’t think we will. Which is why I have to do this. My own personal fears should not come between us and success. Too much depends on it.”

      “You shouldn’t feel forced into something like this,” I whispered softly.

      “I’m not,” she replied. “And I follow on with the rest of you willingly. We can do this. Because we have to.”

      I sighed and pulled her to me in a close embrace once more. “Remember, we’re with you to help.”

      “I know,” she said, smiling and enjoying the closeness for a moment. “Which is why we will succeed.”
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      The day carried on as the weather continued to grow steadily worse. Or maybe as we climbed higher, the worse it got, with a great deal of wind coming up the mountainside, drawing out the poorer weather the higher we went.

      I couldn’t help feeling that even so, there was so much happening below that it was somehow influencing the climate around us. I could see the clouds starting to build up, rising higher and higher. Soon I could feel the snowflakes drifting down, sinking into the ground and starting to pile up.

      It wasn’t long before the snow was coming down in flurries, thicker and thicker to the point where it was difficult to see anything that was in front of us further than fifteen feet. Even huddling in closer together to avoid losing any members of our party, it was still difficult to make out where we were going.

      And considering that we were climbing up a mountain, where even the smallest misstep could and would end with all of us falling hundreds of feet to a very useless death suddenly seemed like the worst possible result of what we were trying to achieve. There was time to figure out what we were doing later, but for now, we needed some shelter to get out of the storm that looked like it was only going to be getting worse with every second that was passing.

      “We need to find somewhere out of this storm!” Braire shouted, voicing what we were all thinking, as she made sure we still kept close together.

      Norel had been trying to throw up shields that would keep the worst of the winds and snow away from us as we continued to move on. There was really no other way but forward, but as the snowfall started getting thicker, even that was starting to be a difficult thing to find.

      I wasn’t sure how it was possible to lose the sense of moving forward, and yet it was difficult to tell which way would keep us heading in the right direction, and which would end with us plummeting to our deaths. 

      “To the left,” Faye said. “There’s a cave to the left of us. Now, not tomorrow!”

      I turned to look at the fae woman as she started tugging us towards the left, as she had intended. The threat of ravines opening up just about anywhere, and further being covered by the snow that was coming down right up until we stepped out on them was enough to give us all pause.

      “How do you know?” I called, standing firm against her tug.

      “I looked forward and I saw it,” Faye said, still tugging. The woman was strong enough to make me move despite my efforts to stop her, with the snow making for a slippery surface that she could drag me through until I finally gave in, following her and letting the rest of them pull away, following Faye as she took the lead.

      I wasn’t sure what she meant by saying that she had looked forward and seen it, but as of right now, we needed to find a way out of the storm. A cave would do precisely that, or at least it would help to keep us warm until the storm passed.

      Sure enough, as we followed Faye through the storm, I could see something that looked like a cave ahead, although it was already starting to get covered by the snow that was still coming down in droves.

      “Chances are we’ll be sealed in there before the storm is finished,” Norel pointed out, trying to clear a way for us to reach it while making sure that there were no holes in the ground for us to fall through before moving forward ahead of us.

      “We don’t have a choice!” I said. “It’s either be sealed in there or die in the cold out here. We can solve one of the problems now!”

      I knew that most of what I said was lost in the wind that was spinning around us and howling like an abandoned wolf, but the sentiment was not lost. We had a problem that needed solving, namely that Norel wouldn’t be able to protect us from the ice and snow that was coming down in torrents indefinitely. Once we weren’t freezing to death, we could figure out how to escape being sealed in by the snow.

      It seemed like the kind of mundane problem that five powerful magic-wielders would be able to solve once we had gotten some food around a fire and then a good night’s sleep

      We managed to find our way into the cave, watching as the snow quickly started building up over the entrance.

      “Can we build a fire?” Norel asked, looking around.

      “I brought some firewood in my pack,” I replied, patting the pack on my back. “But it won’t last us for very long. Maybe tonight, but probably not tomorrow.”

      “As you said, problems need to be solved tonight,” Norel said with a small smile as I pulled the pack off and started building the fire. The snow had gotten into my pack, getting the wood wet as the snow melted, but a few moments of energy expended by Braire dried it off, and then proceeded to light the kindling that slowly built into a fire that we gathered around, just enjoying the heat for a moment.

      It was a long moment before we decided to start raiding our food stores and start preparing food for a meal. It was quick work, and the food that we had was nourishing enough, as well as giving us some warmth after being cooked over the fire, which certainly helped with pushing away the freezing cold that was seeping in from the outside.

      We had managed to head in deep enough to find a spot away from the wind, but that wasn’t going to keep the icy temperatures away.

      Even though the fire was giving us some warmth, it was difficult to ward off the cold entirely.

      “We should get some sleep,” Braire said. “Looks like we’re here for the duration of the storm, which... well, could last for days for all we know. Might as well sleep while we’re somewhat safe from the monsters that we’ve been trying to get away from.”

      I nodded, agreeing, and there appeared to be no resistance from the rest of the group. None had slept well the night before, and it had been a long, hard march through the snow all day. We were all exhausted, and it wasn’t long before Braire and Norel were curled up together, with Lyth and Faye joining together with them for warmth.

      If there was ever something I wanted to do, it was join them, snuggle up with the bunch, but something was keeping me apart, drawing me away. Something that felt like it was gnawing at the edges of my mind, pulling me away from what I needed to be focusing on, the people I needed to be focusing on.

      There was nothing painful about the sensation, but it was still pulling at me, trying to keep my attention even as the night wore on. I couldn’t hear the storm outside anymore, but that probably just meant that the snow had sealed us in.

      Interestingly enough, it did make for less cold seeping in, making the embers that the fire had burned down to act as more than enough to keep us warm as I settled into my corner of the cave, on my own. I would join the rest of them when I felt like I would be able to fall asleep, but for the moment, I would probably just disturb their rest.

      And they were dropping off quickly. It wasn’t just our connection that was telling me that, but just the sight of how their breathing was deepening and they were settling into more comfortable positions together, all while being able to stay warm told me that their exhaustion didn’t allow them to stay awake for too long.

      I was just as tired as they were, of course, but it was there, bothering me. Something that they apparently couldn’t feel through the connection, but was enough to keep me wide awake.

      For the moment, at least. I didn’t doubt that it wouldn’t be long before I conked out.

      I settled back into my improvised seat against the wall of the cave, wrapped up in a warm blanket and staring off into the blackness that was surrounding our smile fire.

      It was surprising to see Faye slowly getting up from where she had been spooning Lyth and coming over to me, with an extra blanket and draping it around us before slipping under my blanket and pressing herself lightly to me.

      “Why are you still awake?” I asked her as she pressed her cold nose into my warm neck.

      “I could ask you the same thing,” she whispered, wrapping her arms around me. “Something’s keeping you up, and I can’t get a bead on it for the life of me, so... why don’t you tell me what it is, so I can help you make it better? You need your rest as much any one of us.”

      I smiled, leaning in to place a light kiss to her lips. “Just... something bothering me. I can’t tell what it is. It’s actually something that has been tugging at the back of my mind over the past few days. Like... a dog gnawing at the back of my brain, trying to get my attention, but running away every time that I try to figure out what it is.”

      She tilted her head. “It could just be anxiety over what we’re going to be facing. Not utterly unusual for someone facing what we are all going to be before too long.”

      I nodded. “It could be, I suppose. But I don’t think so. It’s something else. I’m not sure how to explain it. There’s something familiar about it. Like I’ve felt a call like it before, but for the life of me, I can’t remember when I last felt something like it.”

      Faye tilted her head and leaned in closer to me, her breasts pressing lightly to my shoulder as her right thigh draped over me, gently rubbing over my legs. “I’m sure we can think of something to settle you for the night.”

      I smiled, already knowing what she had in mind even before her hand drifted down between my thighs, under my clothes to find my growing shaft and gently rubbing some feeling into it.

      “Admittedly, that is something that has helped to push the feeling away in the past,” I whispered, and I could feel her smiling as her lips pressed lightly into my neck.

      “Besides,” she said, her hot breath easily felt on my skin as her breathing picked up to press her breasts a bit more firmly into me, “you did promise me a bit of fun back when we were still in the forest, and you haven’t delivered.”

      “I didn’t think that you’d remember,” I replied, groaning softly as her fingers worked their magic over my cock, feeling it growing in her hand.

      “You think that I would forget an invitation to have you fuck me?” she murmured, running her tongue lightly over my shoulder and up my neck before coming around to place a firm kiss on my lips, slipping her tongue into my mouth. She tasted of something sweet and warm, with just a hint of spice.

      Even so, it was a little difficult to focus on that as her fingers felt what they wanted from me, which was the expected growth and throbbing of my shaft as she pressed herself closer to me. I couldn’t help but let my own hands wander, slipping under her clothes and tugging her closer, my right hand drifting down, around her waist and curling under her clothes and finding the generous curve of her ass, squeezing and pulling her closer to me.

      The other came up between us, cupping her breast and squeezing the handful, enjoying the touch of her right up against me almost as much as her ministrations between my thighs.

      “Fuck,” she gasped, feeling the gentle thread of magic arcing through her body from my left hand. “That’s... just not fair.”

      “I didn’t know this was a competition,” I whispered back, smiling gently as I could feel the sensations rushing through her body and coming to a halt between her thighs, which I could feel squirming against me.

      “Not a close one, anyways,” she grumbled back to me, pushing herself down my body, placing light kisses where she could, lifting my shirt and pushing my trousers down, her lips not stopping around my stomach, letting the blankets cover her but not give her pause.

      I shuddered, feeling her hands pulling my cock up to her mouth. She sucked the head in eagerly, not letting my hands move away from her, letting the magic rush through her body as she continued to push herself beneath the blankets, enjoying the taste of me in her mouth. I couldn’t help a gently shudder of pleasure as she gripped my hips and pulled me up to meet her, starting to bob her head.

      I was only able to see what she was doing from what was happening under the blanket, but the sensations were a good deal more erotic, feeling her lips wrapping around me, pulling me in closer to feel more of me fill her. My hand remained on the top of her head, not pushing her any harder than she could take, but letting her continue to push herself harder, enjoying the magic rushing through her body, pleasuring her deliciously to the point where she couldn’t help but push in deeper.

      I gasped for breath, wanting to feel her closer, wanting to have her closer, reaching down into blanket and trying to pull her back up, wanting to feel her naked against me.

      She pushed the blanket up over her head, showing me that she had changed her appearance once more, this time in the look that she had sported while pretending to be a human when she had been the Official. The long, golden locks met by the full curves that were starting to fill her clothes out was only too mouthwatering for me to see.

      “What?” she whispered, still working me with her hands.

      “Take your clothes off,” I ordered, pulling and tugging at her shirt as she removed her trousers first and then helped me with the rest.

      Once that was finished, she quickly settled between my thighs, letting me watch this time as she wrapped her lips around my cock. It was oddly arousing to see her in human form again, running my fingers through her long, blonde hair, watching her mouth working me smoothly, rhythmically.

      She looked up at me, smiling and winking as she pulled up from my shaft, her form shimmering again to look like Lyth this time as she looked down at herself, running her fingers over her bare skin.

      “I can see why you like it,” she whispered, leaning down and squeezing her breasts around my shaft as she watched for my reaction. “I have a taste for the curvier myself, but the slim, graceful beauty is not something to be ignored.”

      I couldn’t help a low rumble in my chest as I took hold of the back of her head, letting her body rush with pleasure once more before filling her mouth with me once more. She grunted with surprise but didn’t pull away. Instead, one hand gripped my ass and pulled me in closer, pushing deep into the back of her mouth as her other hand moved down between her own thighs, rubbing over her clit before slipping inside.

      Between the shared sensations and the erotic sounds and sights that we were enjoying, there was little I could do to stop myself, and nothing she could do to stop herself either. I felt her crashing hard onto a climax, one that reverberated on me and guiding me towards my own, feeling myself shudder inside her mouth, her tongue eagerly cleaning the mess that would have otherwise resulted, and keeping me inside her mouth until she could feel me relaxing back against the wall again.

      Faye quickly finished up, and once she had reverted back to her original shape, she slowly pulled herself up on top of me, letting her bare body press against me gently as she lay her head on my chest, her fingers lightly running over my torso.

      “You’re going to have to teach me that trick of yours,” she whispered, lifting my shirt up so that she could place a light kiss to my chest.

      “What would that earn me, I wonder?” I whispered, lightly stroking her hair and kissing the top of her head.

      “Mmmm… the same thing that it earned me?” she mused, starting to drift off. “Or is pleasure not its own reward for you?”

      I shrugged my shoulders and held her close. “I’m sure that I’ll think about it.”

      “Tease,” she said, smiling and slowly falling asleep.

      And I was following right behind.
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      I wasn’t sure how I knew it was morning. In fact, I couldn’t even be sure that it was morning, proper, as the darkness remained as constant as it had all night. The gentle sounds of the storm were no longer audible, however, and as I opened my eyes, there was little that could be seen further than a couple of feet away from the dying embers of the fire that we’d build however long ago it had been.

      Sure, the snow piling up over the cavern’s entrance had mostly isolated us from the storm outside, but we’d still been able to hear it, but now, everything was dead silent.

      It was still icy inside the cave if I moved away from the fire, and so it was with a great deal of quiet and consideration that I pulled myself away from Faye, who was still sleeping with her head on my chest, and moved away while trying not to wake any of the others.

      I pulled one of our last logs and placed it over the fire, or what was left of it anyways, letting the flames start to pick from the embers that were still producing some heat before moving away from the flames. I still kept the blanket wrapped around my shoulders as I moved towards the entrance of the cave. With the light of the fire, I could see that the snow had been packed in at the entrance, with a gentle rolling hill pouring inside. If we were ever going to find a way to break free, it was going to be through a literal wall of snow.

      It wasn’t impossible, of course, but it would definitely slow our start on the day. It wasn’t like we had anything else to do or anywhere else to go. 

      As I came back to the fire, I could see that the other four were already starting to wake, and from the looks of it, they had appeared to have a good night’s sleep. While not fully rested, it was certainly better than how we had all felt the day before, and that was something to look forward to.

      Especially with how our day was going to start out in mind.

      Some time was spent in plundering our limited food reserves in silence, taking a moment to rest and repair before we started fully engaging with the troubles of the day.

      Eventually, though, we did need to turn our attention towards what we were going to do, and Norel appeared to be the first that was going to be tackling the issue ahead of all of us.

      “I take it that the cave entrance has been sealed in by the snow?” she asked, looking around and trying to catch a peek of the entrance in question.

      I nodded. “Padded up. Looks like it snowed all night to cover the entrance up, and didn’t let up until... well, I would say this morning, but I’m not really sure what time it is outside.”

      “We probably can’t even tell if the storm has stopped outside,” Braire pointed out.

      “Quite, but I think that it has,” I said, rolling my neck. “Besides, it’s not like we can afford to stay in here for days on end, hoping that the snow will melt in time for us to be of any help for the men and women fighting down there.”

      “Agreed,” Faye said, pulling her clothes back on before joining us near the fire.

      “I think we could probably find a way to blast our way out of the snow outside,” Norel said, shrugging her shoulders. “Of course, even if we get outside, there will be the problem that the snow won’t just be covering the entrance of the cave. It’ll be coming down from the mountain as quickly as we can clear it, and even if it is well-packed in, we still will need to clear a path further up the mountain.”

      “Sounds like difficult going,” I said, stating the obvious. “Is there anything that we can do to help?”

      “I think we’re all ignoring something that should be fairly obvious, aren’t we?” Faye asked, looking around at us with an inquisitive look on her face.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “The fact that this cave leads deeper into a tunnel?” Faye pointed out, indicating towards the back of the cave.

      Or what I could have sworn was the back of the cave, but was, in fact, blackness that seemed like it could indeed stretch out forever. It could have been the back of the cave, but in the dim light of the fire, it was almost impossible to tell. 

      I stood up, pulling my sword away from its scabbard and pushing a bit of power into it, just enough to light up the runes with a white glow as I approached the back, seeing the walls peeling away to reveal what could only be described as a tunnel.

      “How did we miss that?” Norel asked, narrowing her eyes. “How did you see that?”

      “I looked on ahead,” Faye said. “Lyth should know, she was the one that taught it to me.”

      “No, I didn’t,” Lyth pointed out.

      “Well, I saw you doing it, and that was how I learned, anyways,” Faye replied. “Pushing my spirit out of my body as you do sometimes, I was able to look around the tunnel, and it does lead deeper into the mountain, and I am no expert, but I don’t think that it is naturally occurring.”

      I looked around the cave and couldn’t help but agree with her assessment. There didn’t appear to be any sign of tools being used on the cave walls around us, but even so, the curved look of it made it seem less like it had been made through natural means. I wasn’t sure how something might have carved its way through the tunnels this way, however.

      “What could have done this?” Braire asked, echoing how I was feeling.

      “There are kinds of magic that allow one to manipulate the earth, carving it without the use of tools,” Norel said, reaching out and gently, almost reverently placing her hand on the wall. “I suppose that similar magic can be used to manipulate stone, pushing it out of the way. I just don’t see how or when it could have been done.”

      I didn’t want to say it aloud, but considering that we were in more or less the same area as the monsters that Norel was so afraid to face, I couldn’t help but wonder if maybe those beasts that we already knew to possess powers that were previously unknown to the world, might have been able to find other ways to create a labyrinth in the mountains that they lived in.

      Braire turned to me, sensing the sudden dread that filled my mind and tilted her head, quickly coming to the same conclusion that I had. “Norel, how close are we to where you found those monsters?”

      “About a day’s climb,” Norel replied. “Why?”

      “Is there any chance that this tunnel might be one that leads up to the spot?” Faye asked, joining in the train of thought.

      “I... suppose,” Norel said, suddenly understanding the feelings that were spreading through our collective connections.

      “It would appear that if it heads up to the monsters that we came here searching for, it might be best to follow the tunnels instead of forcing our way out of them,” I said softly, looking around to the rest of them.

      None of us wanted to head deeper into tunnels that contained beasts that had the likes of Norel terrified, but there wasn’t much of a choice either. It was how we were going to be getting up there in time for us to be some help to the fighting that was bound to start sometime soon.

      I took a deep breath and nodded, coming to the decision in my mind. Now it was just up to the rest of my body to make the same decision as I turned around to face the rest of the team.

      “Well, it would appear that we need to head in deeper,” I stated with a confidence that I didn’t feel. “Any volunteers to go in first?”

      Norel seemed to be trying to push herself to head into the blackness that appeared to carry on forever, and the rest were in a similar state of mind.

      Turning back around, and keeping my sword lit, I sighed, steadying my nerves. “Pack up camp. I’ll... lead the way, I suppose.”

      We moved quickly, gathering up our supplies and lighting a few torches on the fire before putting it out. It wasn’t long before we had gathered to what we had thought was the back of the cave and started moving forward into the cavern.

      It was like I could almost feel the world closing in around me, drawing in closer and tighter until there was nothing but the cave and the mountain around me. It was almost overwhelming to feel, and not something to be enjoyed, but as we moved further into the tunnel, the less it seemed like there was anything else in the world.

      Norel was managing to keep her own anxiety under control, with a great deal of effort, whereas the rest seemed to be wearing their nervousness on their skin. Braire had her daggers drawn, Lyth had declined to string her bow, keeping her hand on the sword that she had at her side, but not drawing it just yet. Norel had a pair of globes in her hand that illuminated the cave alongside my sword better than any torches, and like the sword, could be used immediately for attack if it was needed. 

      The deeper we moved into the mountains, I could feel the cold being left behind, like there was something insulating the rock around us from the icy temperatures outside. The humidity that was being captured inside was difficult to ignore as well, and it wasn’t long before I found myself sweating under the heavy winter clothes that I was wearing.

      From the looks of it, the others were in a similar state.

      “What the hell is the matter with this mountain?” Braire asked, pulling her coat off and wiping some sweat from her forehead. “Standing outside and it felt like it was trying to freeze us to death or blow us over the edge. Now, I feel like we’re in the Southern Islands.”

      “There would be more sunlight in the Isles,” Norel complained, rolling her shoulders. “Maybe a little wind. It feels like we’re in a pot, slowly being boiled alive.”

      I wasn’t sure what they were talking about, but then, I had never been to the Southern Islands. My memories were brought around to the summers that I had spent out in the open, in the sunlight being trained by Vis, or rather, by the man pushing me to powers that he wanted me to access, but only to be contained by what he wanted from me.

      It hadn’t ended well for him, and I had been there to ensure his demise.

      Ahead, I thought I saw something. The sudden pause in my step brought the conversation that was happening behind me to a halt. We were all tense to the point where any sign of danger would bring about a flurry of violence.

      The silence lasted for a moment before Braire came to the front, where I was standing still, looking around and trying to make out what it was I could see that had stopped our advance.

      “What’s the matter?” she asked, looking around at me.

      “On the ground,” I whispered, lowering my sword, but wanting to keep my eyes ahead at all times. Just in case.

      Braire’s eyes turned downwards, near my feet where she took a step back as well, her hand on her dagger tightening its grasp.

      “What is it?” Faye asked, coming in closer, and seeing what it was that had given me pause.

      I hadn’t actually seen it very well, but what little I had been able to make out was enough to have me on alert. The sight of a skeleton on the ground had that sort of effect, and there wasn’t much more that could be said on the topic.

      Norel moved forward to take a look at what had once been a body, careful not to touch it as it appeared to be about to explode into a cloud of dust.

      For myself, I was content to keep my eyes forward, and my blade pointed out at whatever it was that would be coming out of the darkness.

      “From the shape of the skull, and the make of the armor, I would say that it’s human,” Norel noted, keeping one of the orbs close enough for her to inspect it. “The shape of the skull tells me it wasn’t just an elf in human armor.”

      “What was he or she doing down here?” Fae asked, leaning in closer.

      “I haven’t the faintest idea,” Norel admitted, tilting her head. “Although I think I can say with some certainty that I know what killed him. Or her.”

      I managed to tear my eyes away from the darkness to see what Norel was pointing at. I hadn’t even seen that the skeleton had been wearing a full suit of armor, but now that I could, it was plain to see a large, shredded hole right in the middle of the shirt of mail. And if there was any doubt on top of that, it was also easy to see that the ribs around the hole had been shattered.

      “As dark as this might be, I think we I can now say that we are on the right path,” Norel said, straightening herself up and trying to hide the hint of panic that had started to creep into her voice. “I would say that we’ll find their nest ahead, although I’m not sure how far.”

      “What could have done something like that?” Lyth asked, ever the curious one.

      “A very large and venomous stinger,” Norel explained. “I think we should keep moving. The longer we stay here, the longer they’ll have to realize that we are coming.”

      We didn’t want that. There was a sense of dread starting to fill me, strong enough that it felt like there was lead in my boots as we continued to push forward, trying to stay calm, be silent and not allow for any advance warning that we might be closing in on the monsters.

      It wasn’t long until another body was found, in similar decay as the last, although this one was wearing distinctively different armor.

      “Still human,” Norel said, not wanting to stop for this one. “A bit more recent, I would say. Maybe in the past fifty years?”

      “How did they get this far away?” Braire asked.

      “They were stung but managed to slip the nest and run a short ways before the poison killed them,” Norel explained. “The monsters would have taken their time in reaching the spot, as fresh meat is not something that they are fond of, at least, from what I could tell. Either way, we should keep our wits about us.”

      “You don’t need to tell me twice,” I grumbled under my breath.
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      I gripped my sword a little tighter, taking in a deep breath and trying to keep myself calm. It was like I could hear the thudding of my heart in my chest, and if I could hear it, I could only imagine what could be heard by any monsters that might be loitering around the area.

      It was hard to focus on anything else, but I was trying to keep myself from losing it, hence the focus on getting my heart to calm itself down as we moved through the unnaturally warm tunnels. Taking long, slow breaths while trying not to think about what might be out there in the darkness was all that was keeping me from wanting to scream.

      If the monsters would just come for us, just attack and make it happen. What were they waiting for? If they were so damn powerful, so damn terrifying, why were they waiting?

      I couldn’t believe that they just didn’t know that we were travelling this deep into their tunnels. It just didn’t make sense in my mind.

      Were they waiting for us? Toying with us? Or maybe they just weren’t quite as powerful as Norel appeared to remember them?

      No, that didn’t seem right to my mind. There was something happening here that I didn’t understand, but it was tugging at the back of my mind. The same feeling that had been plaguing me the night before, and the same kind of feeling that had been digging into my skull for the past few weeks.

      It still felt annoyingly familiar, and I just couldn’t place where I had felt it before.

      There were more bodies to be found as we moved along the tunnels, that were starting to branch out and heading out into the different spots in the mountain, but all were guiding us towards something that was climbing gently upwards and into the mountain.

      The heat was getting more and more intense as we moved in deeper, and was starting to grow overwhelming. It didn’t help with how we were creeping along just waiting for the creatures to find us. The sweat coming down from my forehead and dripping down into my eyes made it difficult to see, not that there was much to see for the moment.

      Just more and more bodies. The closer that we got to wherever it was that we were headed, the more bodies were there to be found. More of them looked fresher too, like they were only a few months dead, though there was little left other than bones and sinew clinging to the armor. All showed signs of having been hit like the first one that we found, and it appeared that they had been eaten, somehow.

      Just the sight of them was making me sick, but I needed to stay focused. Keep myself calm. Not let the creatures get inside my head, and stay aware and ready for the fighting that was probably coming.

      Another deep breath, trying to bring my heart beat down a bit as we continued to move in deeper, following the tunnels that were guiding us further into the heart of the mountain.

      It was almost an hour into our trek before the truly terrifying aspect of what we were facing could be seen. A group of bodies were found, collected into a small clump and pushed up against the wall. Only the bones and armor were left, but all were bound up by a sticky, silky thread that glowed white when touched by the light of my sword.

      “What the fuck?” I asked, not brave enough to lean in and inspect the threads, and none of the others were any braver than I when it came down to it.

      “It looks like a spider’s webbing,” Braire said, narrowing her eyes. “But... leagues and leagues larger.”

      All of a sudden, the shuddering that I’d seen from Norel every time that she thought of the creatures started to make sense. We’d been dealing with the horrifying and the impossible when it came to monsters and unnatural creatures, but I was beginning to realize that none would come close to the horror that I was now feeling about these creatures.

      “Why?” I asked under my breath. “Why did it have to be spiders?”

      “What was that?” Norel wondered.

      “Nothing,” I replied. “It’s just... spiders have always made my skin crawl, even when they were the regular-sized ones.”

      “Me too,” Norel said softly, placing a hand on my shoulder and squeezing gently as we continued on our way.

      More bodies were found, some bound up in webbing, and others left out in the air, and the further inside we went, the more I realized that the humid air was starting to fill with a stench. It smelled like rotting eggs, and rotting flesh, mushed together and delivered through the thick, wet air, making it almost impossible to move forward without covering our faces.

      Not long after that realization, the tunnels opened up around us, peeling away into an open area, widening out further than our lights were able to reach.

      The smell was almost overpowering in the chamber, but unlike the tunnels, this whole place looked natural. There were stalactites dripping down from the roof, looking like pillars that supported the ceiling of the room when they met the stalagmites on the ground. What looked like massive pools of water were visible taking up most of the ground, and clouds of steam could be seen rising up from its surface.

      I was sure that if some more lights could be set up in this place, it would be gorgeous, a true wonder of nature, with the steaming water rising up from however deep. The smell did take out some of the wonder, at least in my case.

      I couldn’t make out if the smell was coming from the steaming water, or if it was some kind of result of all the bodies of those that had been killed in the proximity.

      I looked around to Norel, a hint of dread spreading over her over the connection, one that I knew to trust only too well.

      “Yes,” she whispered, and I could see bolts rushing around the orbs of light that she still had in her hands. “This looks about right.”

      “Get ready for a fight,” I warned the rest of them, keeping my voice down as we continued moving through the chamber, steering clear of the steaming pools.

      Moving in deeper revealed a few details that were missing. A couple of the walls were visible through the darkness, and from those, it was clear to see those same silky strands spread across the rock, leading upwards to the ceiling of the chamber.

      I raised my sword, guiding a bit more energy into the blade, watching the runes glowing brighter and the light spreading deeper into the chamber, lighting up the room and extending upwards where I could see that ceiling. I wasn’t surprised to see that the ceiling was covered in the same webs as the walls, but suddenly I spotted a flutter of movement just at the edge of the light.

      Just watching them move was enough to make my skin crawl. They were too quick for me to catch a good look, but there was no mistaking the long, spindly legs and fat, heavy abdomens that were just a little too slow in escaping the light. It seemed like they didn’t want to be seen, and less like the light was painful to them. I could hear chittering and buzzing up above us, still making my skin crawl as I gripped my blade a little tighter.

      “Look familiar?” I asked Norel.

      She didn’t say anything, but the nod was all I needed to see from her to know that these were the beasts that we had come here to find. I swallowed a lump from deep inside my throat, pushing myself forward and trying to approach the monsters, wanting to get a better look at them, wanting to know, against every instinct in my body, what we were facing in this dark, stench-filled hole of the world.

      They seemed curious, hugging the edge of the light and watching us closely as we approached. I could see the runes on my sword being reflected back at me in dozens of eyes from at least two of the monsters, studying us, keeping their distance.

      I could see the legs, eight of them each, tugging and moving along the webbing laid thick on the ceiling, climbing over the stalagmites and crevices. They looked like spiders, but again, a good deal larger than regular spiders, the size of small ponies, in fact, but I could make out what looked like a pair of wings on their backs. Small and ineffective, at least for the purpose of helping the beasts to fly.

      But the wings were buzzing anyways, and in quick repetition, pausing and then buzzing again, like they were communicating with each other in their own kind of language.

      Those eyes, dozens of them, shifting and gliding out of view only for a couple more to appear, watching learning, waiting.

      “What are they doing?” Braire asked.

      “Waiting for an opening,” I said, not sure where the certainty was coming from, but for the first time since we had started moving through these damn tunnels, the dread in the pit of my stomach was gone. There was more than enough fear and my skin was still crawling just from watching the beasts, but the terror of the unknown was gone.

      And what a relief it was.

      “Come on!” I shouted, taking a step forward. “Come down and fight, you pieces of animal shit!”

      No reaction. I wasn’t sure if they could understand me, but there was something that all beasts knew how to react to. And I was done waiting for the monsters to react to me. I rushed another gasp of power into my sword, and launching a blast of it into the air, cutting into where the beasts were hiding from the light.

      The rush of energy illuminated the room for a moment, showing the monsters to me in a sudden blast of light. Illuminated, they looked less like spiders and more like massive, bloated wasps, grown fat from gorging on the rotting flesh of the creatures that they had managed to lure down into these tunnels. 

      They were intelligent, flickering away from the light, away from the blast as it tore through their webs, rocking the stone ceiling as I could see runes suddenly lighting up on their skin, a dull, sickening green, and the beasts disappeared.

      Instinct. A warning. I turned around almost before I knew what I was doing, seeing the other end of the portal coming open behind me, and one of the monsters rushed at me, thinking that it had caught me by surprise.

      Maybe it didn’t know that I knew what it could do. Maybe it didn’t realize that two people had escaped their grasp decades before and knew what they were capable of.

      Or they didn’t care.

      I brought my blade down to attack the creature as it tried to rush me, slamming my blade down on it.

      It moved fast, impossibly so, shifting to its right as the massive abdomen swung around, trying to stab me with the horrifyingly thick needle of a stinger at the back. My blade glanced off of the abdomen as I suddenly lost my balance, trying to avoid being struck myself.

      The needle missed me, but the body still crashed into me, sending me tumbling to the ground as the beasts turned around. Norel launched the bulbs of light at them, trying to catch the beasts off-guard, blasting into them, but as the blasts approached them, I could see the runes on their skin lighting up again.

      The portal was formed, and Norel’s blasts slipped through, crashing into the wall on the other side of the room as the monsters rushed at the others.

      “No!” I called, pushing myself up to my feet, but the creatures appeared to be ignoring me, rushing at Norel, Braire, Lyth, and Faye.

      Braire was the first to be attacked, although it seemed like there was no intention of killing her immediately. Her dagger barely scratched the surface of their hardened outer shells as they quickly pulled the webbing from a gland near where the stingers were and as Braire screamed, wrapped her quickly into the strands, pressing her back into the wall, keeping her there as they moved on to Lyth.

      The elf queen’s blade was no more effective on the outer carapaces than Braire’s dagger, and it wasn’t long before she too found herself bound and left on the floor as the creatures continued to defend themselves from Norel’s strikes by sending them to the other side of the room.

      We’d made a mistake coming here. The realization struck me like a physical blow to the chest, and there wasn’t much that I could do but charge in, hoping to hold them off, and to give Norel and Faye the chance to escape.

      I couldn’t get close enough. Just as I came within striking distance, one of the legs lashed out, catching me in the stomach and sending me crashing into one of the stalagmites as Norel and Faye were quickly bound up in the same webbed thread and stuck against the rest of the wall alongside the others, who were struggling to break free of the bonds as the two monsters now turned their attention to the single member that remained of our little team.

      Me.

      I gripped my blade with both hands, feeling the power pulsing through my body. I was ready for a fight and had more or less figured out how they timed the portals around them, using them as shields to keep them from the kinds of attacks that they knew would crack their shells.

      I had a few ideas over how I was going to beat them, but I would need to time it just right. As they advanced on me, I started moving backward, keeping some distance between me and them, waiting for the portals that one or both would be opening to try and attack me from behind.

      They were powerful and deadly in more than a few ways, but they were cowardly, as most wild beasts are. They wouldn’t risk being killed with a direct attack. They knew how to defend themselves and had perfected their feeding pattern over hundreds of years.

      What did I know about them?

      Well, they did appear to fear the sword that I was carrying. They knew that it would pierce their hide and didn’t want to risk charging at it blindly.

      Suddenly, the creatures stopped in their advance. Not paused, stopped dead in their tracks, and after a few seconds, started backing away, their wings buzzing desperately as they pulled away.

      I could hear footsteps behind me. Light but pinging like water dropping into the pools around me, easy enough to detect.

      Turning around, the light from my sword revealed at first only the outline of what was approaching. Horns displayed, glowing a dull red, as the light flutter of her wings became clearly visible long before her face did.

      “Well,” Aliana said, “that was a little inauspicious.”
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      There was something unmistakable about her voice. Something that would never change, no matter what happened to her. Seeing her there again made that chill run down my spine that made even the horror that was standing right behind me somehow more distant than it was before. Like it was something to be ignored, since it just wasn’t the most important thing happening around me.

      Somehow, I knew that this was going to happen. Well, I hoped, and yet never quite believed. It had to be some kind of trick. Abarat playing with our minds, taking our focus away from the battle happening below.

      Well, he could do that, and she could still be standing in front of me.

      The white light from my sword’s runes illuminated the face that I had come to know so well over time, the features that had burned into my mind’s eye over the past few weeks, causing me physical pain.

      And yet there was something different, something off. Something had changed in her, and I had to wait until she was closer to see what it was. I had noted that her wings were in better shape than before when she came to me in the dream, but they looked different now. Completely healed and fluttering above her like she could actually use them to fly. 

      Even so, there were more changes to her appearance. The shape of her horns, the way her hair glided around her shoulders like the strands were pulling away from the power that she had inside her.

      But there was something else. The way her skin looked a little darker, even given consideration to our current surroundings, and the fact that her eyes were completely black, with her irises glowing a vibrant red.

      Her appearance was reminiscent of the dark djinn that we had encountered before, with the same, oddly ominous smile that was playing across her full lips.

      “Well, as I recall these two creatures were difficult to handle before, but this is just ridiculous,” Aliana said, looking around me to speak to the other four. “Norel should have at least known enough about these monsters to put up more of a fight, and now the human is all that is left to stand against them. Not that you stood much of a chance anyways, Grant, but you were a little more difficult for them to study. That and they seem to have a natural inclination to avoid that sword that you’re carrying.”

      I took in a deep breath, trying to keep it from shuddering as it came in, closing my eyes and relaxing my shoulders.

      “Have you nothing to say, Grant?” Aliana asked. “You know, before I tell my beauties to kill you and the others.”

      I bit my bottom lip and looked deep into her eyes, those that still seemed so damn familiar despite the fact that they had changed so much.

      “I’m just so happy to know that you’re alive,” I whispered. It was a dark situation for us, in more ways than one, and it seemed inappropriate, but it was all I could do not to burst out laughing as the pain that had swamped every inch of me suddenly washed away just from hearing her voice again.

      “Is that all you have to say?” Aliana asked, narrowing her eyes. “I’m sure that you’ve noticed but I have you and your friends in a literal bind.”

      “I guess so,” I replied. “They are your friends too. In fact, they were yours before they were mine.”

      Aliana smiled. “I must say that I have missed your naive and optimistic view of the world. I don’t mean it, but I feel that it must be said in order to make you stop talking.”

      I shrugged me shoulders. “What are you doing here?”

      “Well, Abarat did not want any of you at the site of the battle,” Aliana explained, looking around the chamber. “Either he didn’t want you to be making his plans run afoul, or he feels some hint of respect for his former comrades in arms and wants you all to survive the war and eventually have you brought under his wing. Well, maybe not you, Grant, but then, you knew that was coming. Abarat respects your bravery but has no real use for you.”

      I nodded. “So, in the dream?”

      “It was a trap,” Aliana said, smiling and tilting her head. “I’m honestly surprised that you didn’t see through it, maybe thinking that you would run into me and finding my darlings here instead. But it appeared to be the reverse. You expected monsters and found... well, me.”

      Another smile touched my lips and I nodded. It made sense. It was how the creatures had been able to take on Norel, Faye, Braire, and Lyth so quickly and easily, with Aliana guiding them, knowing how they fought and how to counter each one’s abilities since she knew them so well. But she hadn’t let them take me as well.

      Was that simply because Abarat had no use for me, and wanted to have me dead? Or was it because, as she said, the monsters just didn’t want to attack me?

      Or something else entirely.

      “I’ll be honest with you,” I said, my voice soft as I took a step closer to her. “I didn’t know that it would be a trap, but I did suspect. Abarat is many things, but he’s not careless. He’s been planning this for centuries, and he wouldn’t let a prisoner just slip his bonds, not even in spirit to warn us of them. Besides, the timing was a little suspect. Drawing us away with a promise of exactly what we were looking for just as the battle lines were starting to be drawn?”

      She narrowed her eyes. “If you knew that it was a trap, why did you come here? The emperor clearly needs his lackeys at his side for the deadliest fight of his life.”

      “Well, knowing that it was a trap, we assumed that you would be coming here to shut the trap yourself,” I explained, turning to the others. They hadn’t known of my intentions and suspicions, but there was no point in taking all the credit to myself. “Or Abarat himself. Or both. He would not entrust the duty of catching the five of us to two monsters. He would need someone he could trust to be here, to ensure that the job was done.”

      “I’m afraid I still don’t understand,” she said, stepping closer.

      “We came here for you, Ali,” I whispered, trying to keep myself focused on the job at hand, and not be distracted by the urge to wrap her up in a warm embrace.

      She paused, blinking as if trying to process what I’d just said. Like she didn’t understand it.

      “I’m afraid that the woman you came to find is not the one who came to find you,” she pointed out. “Your efforts, while valiant, have been in vain. Now put your sword down and I’ll give you a quick death.”

      I shook my head, looking down at the blade in my hand, and against every instinct in me, I let it slip through my fingers, clattering loudly to the warm stone floor.

      “You saved my life,” I replied. “Not once, not twice. I’ve lost count how many times to be honest, but that doesn’t change the fact that I owe you my survival over our time together. Despite the pain that we all felt over losing you, I didn’t regret knowing you, not for a second. And all I can hope is that I can somehow return the favor.”

      “This isn’t going to end well for you,” Aliana said, smiling that odd, vicious smile that I knew and feared so well.

      I couldn’t help but take a step back, remembering the violence that had come from it, but I steeled myself, calming my thudding heart and standing my ground once more.

      “When does it ever?” I asked.

      She flickered forward, faster than I could see, her fist lashing out and catching me across the jaw. There was enough power behind the blow to send me to the ground. Before I had a chance to recover, Aliana was on me again, her foot hammering into my gut.

      The kick was strong enough to send me across the ground to hammer my back into one of the stalagmites, knocking the breath out of my lungs.

      I remained where I was, trying to breathe for a few moments before pushing myself back to my feet, brushing the dust and dirt from my clothes. The sword was still lighting the cave up enough that there wasn’t total darkness, but it was difficult to see.

      What I couldn’t miss, of course, were those glowing eyes and horns, that grew more intense as Aliana approached me again.

      “Fight,” she snarled, picking my sword up and throwing it at me.

      Honed reflexes had my hand moving before I could think, picking the blade out of the air in mid-spin, feeling the edge cut lightly into my palm.

      A quick flick of the blade had the handle in my hand once more, and there was too much need in me to grip it tighter, to start fighting.

      But no. My mind was calm, focused, and the sword clattered to the ground once more.

      “No,” I said, shaking my head. “You’re going to have to kill me without my egging you on. I think the term for that is execution.”

      So be it,” she said, a portal opening in front of her.

      Aliana stepped through, and the crackle of power could be heard from behind me a moment before I felt her blow to the back of my head, sending me stumbling to the ground again.

      I’d asked for that, painful though it was, and it took me a moment to drag myself to my feet.

      “My question is,” I said, feeling a trickle of blood coming down from where she struck me, “why you haven’t just killed me already? Abarat had no use for me, and you... well, you clearly don’t care. Why drag this out?”

      “Have you considered that I might just enjoy making you suffer?” she asked, her eyes widening, stepping in closer and grabbing me by the collar, dragging me forward to crash my head into her horns.

      I could feel my nose breaking and a sense of nausea filling my body as I collapsed to the ground again, spluttering and spitting my own blood onto the ground.

      The hiss and chattering of the monsters when they smelled my blood was less than encouraging, but Aliana appeared to have them well under control as I fought the wave of unpleasantness rising up from my stomach.

      “Fight me!” she screamed, picking me back up from the ground, holding me up with one hand as her fist crashed into my face, my ribs and my stomach, seemingly all at once in a flurry of blows before she finally let me drop back down to the ground.

      She kicked me again, knocking the breath out of my body again, and leaving me to collect myself, curled up on the ground, clutching at my torso, trying to fight back the pain and the need to retaliate.

      “No, I won’t, Aliana,” I mumbled through my bleeding lips, shaking my head. “I won’t.”

      She screamed again, dragging me up from the ground and pinning me to the walls. I could feel the webbing there holding and latching onto me, keeping me upright as she flicked her wrist, making one of her daggers appear from thin air.

      “Do you want to die?” she screamed, pressing the knife to my neck forcefully. “Is that it?”

      “No,” I whispered, trying to pull away from the knife, but stopped by the stone wall behind me. “But you gave your life to save mine. Seems only fair... that I return the favor.”

      Another blow to my ribs, and this time I couldn’t do anything to protect myself, nothing to do but absorb the impact with the broken bones, screaming in pain.

      Her eyes were changing. They weren’t glowing anymore, although her horns still illuminated the rest of her face, showing it to be contorted in an unhinged rage as she pressed the knife to my neck once more, hard enough that I could feel blood trickling down from where it was sharp enough to cut through my skin.

      “Seems only fair,” I whispered again, struggling to stay conscious.

      Something was happening. The blade wasn’t at my neck anymore, but this wasn’t how I imagined that dying would feel like. It was supposed to go from pain to less pain to nothingness, and then death.

      But no. The webbing keeping me up against the wall gave way and I started falling forward until something - someone - caught me, wrapping me up and letting me back down to the ground gently.

      “Oh gods,” Aliana gasped, lightly brushing her fingers across my cheek. “What have I done?”

      I could feel tears dripping down on my cheeks, but they weren’t mine. I wanted to smile, but it hurt to do even that.

      “Welcome back,” I whispered, feeling the world dropping away from me, as the darkness grew thicker.
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      It was hard to make out what was real or not. The pain was fairly constant, and I could therefore say that it was a part of my reality, but I could see flickers of vision. Aliana standing with me, but sometimes she had those glowing red eyes, that malicious smile that she had when she was letting that violent streak of hers run wild. And then I saw her eyes, full of tears, leaning over me.

      The spider-like monsters were gone from sight too, and it wasn’t long before I could hear the other four talking around me as well. Norel was standing over me, but she had the glowing red eyes now. Lyth and Faye looked on, and Braire was talking with Aliana, saying something that I couldn’t overhear.

      Odd as it was to try and make sense of it all, I couldn’t tell what was happening. I was moving, and then I was still. Something was happening around me, movement, but then there was silence, and blackness.

      The only constant in my life was pain, and a lot of it. My whole body was on fire, my face, my stomach, my ribs. A beating had been suffered, but the pain came from more than just that. I wasn’t sure what it was, but the ache came deeper. The pool of blackness that I was moving through was gripping me, holding on and keeping me in place while churning around me like a whirlpool.

      Everything about me was confusion, crazed movement and impossible images, rushed together into an odd tapestry that made me lose all track and sense of time or space, leaving me just hoping for it all to end.

      Which, when it did, happened as suddenly as it had started. The world stopped, the nausea filling me. The blackness remained, but it seemed less thick than before. I didn’t feel like I was swimming through it, but rather like it was there, but it would be possible to remove it without too much effort.

      Air. That was the word for it.

      I sucked in a deep lungful of it. It wasn’t warm anymore. In fact, it was even a little cool. Refreshing, washing over me and pushing some vigor into my leaden limbs.

      Another deep breath, and I was finally able to pry my eyes open, and look up.

      Well, it looked like up, felt like it too, but I couldn’t quite tell. It all looked the same as before.

      I groaned softly, moving my arms to push myself up from my prone position. They appeared to fight the movement at first, but after a few moments, it grew easier to move, easier to push myself up. My eyes adjusted slowly to the blackness around me, letting me realize that there was some light in the world. Some movement out of the corner of my vision, and something to see in the dim light that was filling the cave that we were in.

      It wasn’t the chamber where the monsters had been waiting for us, and there was no sign of the webbing along the walls. It felt like such a long time ago, but there wasn’t anything else that could be said but wonder where the hell I was.

      We were still inside the mountain, and from what I could feel, further away from the area that had been warmed by the pools in the spiders’ chamber, but without any kind of notion for where that was, I was still lost. The mountain was vast enough that we could literally be anywhere.

      And my memories weren’t as strong as I hoped they would be, with what happened and what had only been a dream mixed in with each other. As drowsy as I was, I couldn’t tell the one from the other, and that was going to have to be done away with quickly. I was fairly certain that a battle was awaiting us, and I would be no good to my friends if I was a drooling idiot.

      “He’s awake,” Norel said from behind me, and I heard footsteps coming nearer, and a hand being placed on the nape of my neck as the elf dropped down to her knees beside me. “How are you feeling?”

      I shook my head gently, raising my hand to rub some sleep from my eyes. “I’m not sure. I might be feeling a little better than I was before.”

      “He might be?” Braire asked, approaching as well.

      “It’s common... or not unusual, anyways,” Norel said, gently helping me lay down again. “You took a nasty blow to the head, and while I healed the damage as well I could, there might be some short-term issues with your memories. Some difficulty in remembering what happened. Possibly even thinking that what happened was a dream sometimes.”

      “Well, since the alternative was that I was going mad, I’ll be happy to accept that,” I replied, looking up into Norel’s eyes. “Although I would argue that I took more than one nasty blow to the head, if my memory serves.”

      “We weren’t able to see too much of what happened,” Lyth explained. “One moment, we were bound up in the webbing, and we could hear you and Aliana speaking. And then a scuffle, and then Aliana was cutting us free, with the monsters waiting up on the ceiling like they hadn’t just bound us up to be eaten.”

      “They were never going to eat the four of you,” Aliana said. “Just... well, Grant. I know that doesn’t make it better. Never mind.”

      I hadn’t been sure that Aliana was real for a moment. It had been difficult to make out, fuzzy-headed as I was, but hearing her voice seemed to bring everything back. Her darkness, her unhinged rage, and all that melting away while she was still pressing her dagger to my neck. 

      Not pleasant memories, by any means, but I was glad to have them. I pushed myself up from my prone position quickly, even with Norel trying to stop me.

      “You need to rest,” Norel said softly, but I ignored her warnings for the moment.

      I was on my feet after a few seconds, looking around the cave that we were waiting in. I could see her, backed against the wall, trying to remain hidden in the darkness, but there was no mistaking the dull glow of her horns or the shape of her wings, tucked into her back.

      “Ali,” I whispered, almost not daring to believe it.

      She moved away from the wall, stepping out of the shadows that she had been cast in, a small smile touching her lips as she approached me.

      “I’m so sorry,” she whispered, reaching out to lightly brush her thumb over my neck, where her dagger had been pressed.

      “It wasn’t you,” I said, placing my hand over hers.

      “Still,” she replied, coming in closer, keeping her head down. “I’m glad that Norel was able to heal you up in time. I don’t think I would have been able to forgive myself. How... how did you know how to reach me?”

      “You were always the one who told me that my greatest weapon wasn’t my power or my sword, but my mind,” I replied, leaning in closer to her. “And... well, fighting back would bring the dark side of you out. Taking the punishment while reminding you of how much you were, well, loved was to my mind the best way to appeal to the part of you that wouldn’t want to kill me. I spoke with Faye about being under Abarat’s control after the dream, and she told me that appealing to your lighter side would be the way to break you free from his influence.”

      “In fairness, at the time, I didn’t think that it would involve you getting beat nearly to death,” Faye said.

      “Neither did I,” I admitted, leaning in to place a light kiss to Aliana’s lips, feeling her fingers move up my chest and thread into my hair as she pulled me in closer.

      “Fuck, I’ve missed you,” she gasped when she finally pulled away.

      “I know,” I said, unable to keep myself from grinning.

      The other four weren’t going to be left out of the reunion, and it wasn’t long before I found myself wrapped up in a group embrace that involved all six of us. Norel and Braire appeared to have gotten their reunion with Aliana already, but were more than willing to add some more to the mix and it was a little while before we finally pulled away from each other.

      It was a moment that I never wanted to end, and yet, it would need to. I looked around to the five at my side, with Norel still clinging close to me, making sure that none of her healing work was undone. Her concern was well-received as even though I was feeling better now than I’d had in a long time, my knees still felt in need of some assistance to keep my body up.

      “Wait,” I said, looking around. “Now that we have Aliana back with us, why is it that she’s not a part of the connection yet?”

      “Well, Abarat did a good job of erasing the bond that I had with all of you,” Aliana said. “While the - well, ‘pathways’ isn’t quite the right word, but it’s close enough to use - are still there, the connection does still need to be re-established in the manner that it was made originally.”

      I blinked, recalling how the connection had been forged initially. “Well, I think we should get to that as quickly as possible, don’t you?”

      She nodded, leaning in to place a kiss to my cheek, which was still feeling sensitive from where Norel had laid her healing touch on it.

      “But I’m afraid that we have larger concerns,” Braire interjected before we found ourselves off track.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      She indicated for me to follow, and I did, along with the rest of our team as we headed through the tunnel, where I could already feel a hint of a draft. 

      “What happened to the beasts?” I asked. “The... spider-like creatures back in the chamber?”

      “I was still able to control them, even while not in my darkened state,” Aliana explained. “But only barely. We managed to escape their reach before I lost them completely, but I’m thankful to know that they stayed behind.”

      “Me too,” I said, shivering gently.

      The air was cold outside, as we approached what looked like an entrance carved into the side of the mountain.

      We were a great deal higher than I remembered, and as we reached the entrance, the whole of the view was breathtaking. Even at night, with the world washed in the moon and starlight, it was gorgeous to behold.

      And yet, the glittering of red and yellow on the ground below told me of what Braire was speaking.

      “The battle has begun,” I whispered under my breath.

      “It looks like the human’s lines have been holding well enough,” Faye said softly. “But we don’t know how long that will last.”

      I turned to Aliana. “It’s a lot to ask, but do you think you can get us down there?”

      She nodded. “I believe I can. And do you one better, besides.”

      Aliana pulled my sword from where she had been carrying it around her waist, placing it in my hands again.

      “I completely forgot,” I whispered, handling the blade almost reverently.

      “I didn’t,” she replied.
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      There were a great many things that I had missed about having Aliana with us. Well, I had missed nearly everything about her really. Her voice, her smile, the way her eyes glowed - figuratively, not literally - when she spoke. The taste of her lips, the feel of her body pressed against mine in that way that she did it. Always with a little sigh and wrapping herself around me, even with her wings coming around to pull me closer.

      One thing that I did not miss was the portals that she was able to open. Even though it was a fantastically quick way to travel, and in our particular case was rather necessary, I found myself dreading the thought of being pushed into one of them again.

      The sensation of being tugged against my will, twisted, pushed and pulled through space like a piece of driftwood caught in a whirlpool was not a pleasant experience, and if there was ever anything that I could describe as a necessary evil, that was it.

      Those damn portals.

      I sighed softly, watching Aliana gather the power that she needed to open the portal, gripping my sword in one hand as the rest of my group stood in close, waiting in silence. 

      From what we could see of the battle below, it appeared to be raging well into the night, with no sign of stopping even as the hour grew later and later. The assumption that the monsters would not pause in their assault, not even for rest at night, appeared to be a good one.

      “I’m ready,” Aliana said softly, looking around to the rest of us. “Take my hand.”

      We did, coming in close and taking hold of the djinn as the crackle of power could be felt all around us, and then the damn portal opened. I gritted my teeth and shut my eyes, feeling it dragging me forward, making it painful to breathe for a moment.

      But thankfully, just for a moment. After that, the cold was gone, replaced with some semblance of warmth, and the sounds of fighting and screaming around us. The blasts of heat could be felt all around me as my eyes opened, taking in what was clearly a battlefield all around us.

      The others appeared to be trying to get a grip on our surroundings as much as I was. It looked like we had just landed in the center of the battle lines, where the fighting appeared to be the fiercest. I could see the imperial army holding their line behind a shield wall, pushing the monsters back as well as they could while the war engines that they were protecting continued to rain fire down on the back lines of the creatures that were rushing forward with no intention of protecting themselves from it.

      Archers were lined up as well, with groups of cavalry hugging the flanks of the infantry lines, ready to pounce forward whenever it looked like the lines that they were supposed to be protecting were in danger of being outflanked.

      As military coordination went, it was actually rather good, especially since Abarat appeared to be content to throw his monsters forward in numbers, hoping to bend the line to the point of breaking it. If the line could be broken and the engines could be disposed of, there would be little for them to do but pull back from their current defensive position and hope to have the time to set up new ones. 

      The undead had jumped into the pits that the humans had dug, piling themselves on the spikes to make it easier for the creatures coming in behind them. It was horrifying, yet effective.

      Most of the other lines were holding their ground, since they weren’t being attacked with the same kind of intensity, but none of the commanders or captains thought that it was a good idea to take numbers away from the outer lines to help the center.

      It would end up with Abarat just focusing his attacks there instead.

      I gripped my sword a little tighter, narrowing my eyes and steeling myself. Despite the fact that I had slept and been healed by Norel, I still didn’t feel entirely rested, but at this point, there was no time to regroup. We had what we had, and it would have to be enough.

      I moved towards the line, flooding my sword with power, illuminating the runes in the blade and letting the white light catch the attention of the creatures that I was charging towards. I could hear the howl and the hiss of Braire’s beasts coming in behind me, and lightning bolts were already flickering through the air, bashing into the golems that were just now realizing that a new threat had taken to the field. 

      It was gratifying to watch as one such distracted creature was suddenly impaled by a massive bolt the size of a large man, which cut through the clay that formed it and almost completely tore the head from the golem’s neck.

      There was a moment of stunned shock as the rest of the undead appeared to lose their focus, but it didn’t last. I assumed that one of Abarat’s other monsters took control of the beasts and had them turning away from their main assault on the imperial line and turning instead to face us.

      All in all, I was glad to have the opportunity. In avoiding violence for Aliana’s sake in the cave, I had been denying myself the ability to let loose once more, and all that was going to be coming out in this attack. No need to hold back here.

      Well, maybe there was a tactical need, but I already knew how to work that.

      A flash of power cut through the closest two monsters that approached me. I sidestepped a third, twisting my wrist in a deft swing that sent the creature’s head to the ground well in advance of the rest of its body.

      I didn’t need to look to know that the rest of my team was coming in close behind me. It was odd not to sense Aliana’s presence, but the sight of her wings giving her a hint of flight as she jumped over a group of the undead before cutting into them with her daggers was one that I had sorely missed. 

      Faye had turned her weapon back into a spear, guiding it to cut and stab with precise, controlled thrusts and slashes to keep the monsters clear of her, working in tandem with the serpent, as both smoothly interwove their strikes to leave no opening for a counterstrike.

      For Braire’s part, she had jumped up on her wolf’s back, using her blades and blasts of energy to keep its sides and back clear of the beasts that were attacking us while the wolf made sure that there was nothing but bits and pieces in the front.

      That, paired with Norel and Lyth managing to keep their distance and deliver the damage from behind, as well as keeping the arrows and projectiles launched in the area away from us, we were a powerful team. I found myself working close to Aliana, watching and studying her movements while trying not to let my own slip up.

      She had been my first instructor, after all, and I was going to be damned before I disappointed her.

      The men in the line, seeing our attack and realizing that we were on their side, rallied with a loud roar, pushing forward at the weakened attack, straightening out and bowing out with the cavalry rushing in from the left to collapse the attackers from behind. They moved around us, not wanting to be caught up in what was happening around the five newcomers.

      It wasn’t long until it looked like the beasts were pulling away, their leaders turned to dust and mud and no others to pick up their slack. I wasn’t quite sure that I believed it myself, keeping my guard up and ready to continue the fight if was it was needed.

      I knew that it would be necessary before too long, but it looked like we had some respite for the moment. The soldiers moved back to the trenches, pulling the undead bodies off of the spikes as well as they could, making sure that each one was properly dead. A group came in from behind, where they had been resting, to gather those that had fallen, coating them in pitch before setting them alight.

      “I guess that’s to keep them from rising again,” Braire said, patting her wolf gently on the neck and inspecting for any wounds that he might have taken during the fighting. “Abarat is powerful, but even he can’t turn ash into soldiers.”

      “It is a good idea,” Norel agreed. “I wonder who thought of that?”

      I had a few theories, but any chance I might have had at putting my words to the test were dashed as the sound of riders approaching us drew our attention away from the macabre cremations that the undead were being given. We turned to see the horsemen approaching us, wearing heavier armor than the rest of the cavalry, with the leader wearing armor that looked like it was made of pure silver.

      Likely not, but it was still an impressive sight, and I could guess who the man was before he even removed his plumed helmet. 

      “Damn, but it’s good to see the five of you again,” the emperor said with a laugh. “We’ve been putting fires out all along the lines today, but it’s good to see that there are more that can come in and deal the finishing blow to these heavier attacks.”

      “You’ll have to forgive me, your grace,” I said, taking a moment to clean my sword. “But there are six of us now.”

      The man blinked, looking around to count our number, and realizing that there was indeed one more than he had thought.

      I would excuse the man for his error, of course. He did look like he had been through one hellish day. The closer he got, the more I saw that his armor was covered in dents and soot. The lance that he was carrying was bloodied and he looked genuinely tired. He was a powerful mage in his own right, but when it came down to it, fighting a battle for the duration of a day was a tiresome business. 

      There weren’t a lot of men in his position that would do the same. Even in the position that we were in, where all people, be they elf or human, rich or poor, powerful or not, were faced with the same dangers, there would be those who thought of themselves as too important for the war effort to be on the front lines.

      It appeared as though the emperor and his troop of elite forces had been circling around the line, helping those groups that needed aid holding the defensive position.

      “Correct you are,” the emperor said, gently bowing his head to Aliana. “Apologies, my lady. It lifts my heart to know that you are among the living and fighting at our side once more.”

      Aliana smiled, shrugging her shoulders. “It was the least I could do, I suppose.”

      The man on horseback smiled, turning his attention back to me. “Am I to assume that your return to our forces means that you found a way to reach Abarat, and stop this fighting, by whatever means necessary?”

      I nodded. “It does indeed, your grace.”

      “Excellent,” the man replied. “It looks as though, for the moment, we have a bit of respite. I suggest that you take advantage of it and get some rest. It will be in short supply.”

      “Thank you, your grace, I think we will,” I said, bowing stiffly at the waist as the emperor pulled his horse around and headed back to where the rest of the troop had started to make camp.

      There was no promise that the attacks would not continue for the night, but the man was right. Rest would be difficult to come by, and we should take advantage of whatever chance we could get.
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      As we pulled away, it was easier to see the mass of troops that had been assembled. Coming up with a verifiable count would prove difficult, but it was easily one of the largest armies ever assembled.

      Even so, it paled in comparison to the horde that they were facing. In numbers, at least.

      I could see evidence of the fighting continuing along positions that the humans had set up, but the intensity had faded, with them just apparently keeping up the pressure through the night. I had no idea how Abarat was going to be controlling these beasts for such a long time. As powerful as he was, it didn’t seem that crazy to assume that even he had to sleep eventually.

      There was still so much that I didn’t know about what we were up against. The others appeared to know a great deal about Abarat and his capabilities, showing no surprise as another shift of soldiers headed out to the front line to replace those that had been fighting over the past few hours.

      “Looks like they’re going to have to keep it up all night,” I said. “How did the emperor know to organize the troops this way?”

      “Well, he had to know that an army of the undead don’t need rest,” Braire said with a shrug. “Maybe he knew from when he was under Abarat’s control, having picked up on whatever strengths and weaknesses our enemies might have. Best not to underestimate the man. You don’t get to be the emperor of an empire and then trust it into the hands of power-grabbing politicians without knowing a thing or two about consolidating.”

      That was a good point, but I still wanted to know a bit more about how the whole system had been developed, and how we were going to be able to help, if that was even a part of our plan. We had Aliana at our side once again, but we hadn’t spoken about what we would be doing next. Would we be tracking Abarat down? Did Aliana know where he was?

      Well, maybe they had some idea, but I still didn’t know what we were doing next. I had told the emperor that we had a plan with a great deal of confidence, but I still needed that to be backed up with a few facts.

      We headed into the camp where some of the soldiers were preparing to head out onto the battlefield as others were settling in for the evening. None looked relaxed, however. There were a few drinking and laughing around campfires, looking like veterans to this kind of situation, but a feeling of tension hung over the camp as palpable as the smell of smoke.

      A couple of guards intercepted us on our way inside, guiding us to a large tent that had been set up in anticipation of us joining the war effort, where food and accommodations had been set up. 

      They weren’t quite what was to be expected from the imperial palace, of course, but were miles better than what we had been getting along with over our travels. It was warm and the food was fresh and easily washed down with cool water.

      Most of the meal was spent in silence, but once we were finished, it was time to discuss our plan of attack.

      “Well then,” I said, looking around to the other five, “I told the emperor that we had a way to beat Abarat, but... I guess that comes down to you, Ali. Do you know where he is? Is there a way to find him, and beat him?”

      She nodded, although I noted a nervous flutter of her wings. The inability to feel what she was feeling forced me to try and remember what I could to interpret what her body was telling me. I tilted my head, waiting for her to be ready to speak her mind.

      “Well, his location is a little obvious, I think,” Aliana said finally. “You remember the fortress that you saw in the pocket world? Where Faye’s true form was trapped?”

      “Oh, you must be joking,” Faye grumbled. “He’s holed himself up in that place? Does he have no sense of creativity in him at all?”

      “I think he wanted to be someplace that he knew, a location that he was comfortable in,” Aliana explained. “He’s using a great deal of power to control his army; he would need the place to help him focus.”

      Faye shook her head, looking disgusted.

      “He is there,” Aliana continued. “But not alone. He has protection, and familiars. Elves that never wavered from being at his side, no matter what spells or incantations he tried. They are powerful, but those able to use magic will be tied to Abarat, letting him use their power to help control the horde. Those that are not will be manning the walls, trying to protect him.”

      “Should be easy enough to move past them,” Norel said. “But the difficult bit will likely be what we find inside.”

      “Indeed,” Aliana said. “If you want, if that is the plan, I can get you there, but I think I’ll need a night of rest before then, and possibly a bit of replenishing to my power.”

      “If the emperor is to be believed, we should have the time to rest,” I said. “We can’t be sure how long we have, but I would say that the sooner we can get going, the better. Lives are at stake, after all, and the longer we wait, the more people die. Not to mention that the longer we wait, the chances grow of us losing the battle, and making what happens when we find Abarat somewhat moot.”

      “That’s a good point,” Norel said. “If there is anything that we can do to help Aliana replenish her power, we should do it.”

      My mind flickered almost immediately to what Aliana had once described as the best way to restore one’s magical energy, followed quickly by my eyes settling on the immodest attire that she was still wearing. I had forgotten just how distracting it could be, and while it wasn’t necessarily a bad thing, I couldn’t help but think that it was especially distracting now, when focus was a necessity.

      She saw that I was staring and didn’t bother hiding a pleased grin and a wink in my direction. She did appear happy to see that she still held some appeal over me.

      It wasn’t difficult to admit that there was something about her that drew a certain, instinctive and utterly primal side of me out and towards her. 

      And I could tell the attraction was mutual.

      Licking my lips and trying to take control of the urges that I suddenly had a hard time keeping in check, I brought myself back to the situation at hand.

      “Well, we can figure that out eventually,” Braire was saying. “If we all put our heads together, I’m sure it won’t be a problem. The real question, I suppose, is that getting there isn’t really the most difficult bit.”

      “It’s what happens when we encounter Abarat,” Lyth said, completing the Beast Mistress’s thought. “Even while controlling his horde, Abarat will be a great deal more powerful than he was when we met him before. He’ll have a full troop of familiars to gain power from, and almost nothing hampering his power.”

      I didn’t want to think about that. I knew that facing Abarat was pretty much inevitable, but it was still a terrifying prospect to me. I didn’t know if it was just having learned my lesson from having stood my ground against him the last time, but I couldn’t help but feel that if I tried something like that again, Abarat wouldn’t bother toying with me this time.

      It wouldn’t take all that much for him to be able to squish me into paste. His curiosity about the plucky human would be gone and all he would see was an obstacle in his way.

      Faye noted my mood taking a turn for the darker, moving across the tent and sitting next to me, placing her hand on my shoulder and pulling me in closer to her. It didn’t really need to be said, but this time I wouldn’t be facing Abarat alone. The last time, the priority had been to free the emperor, and Abarat’s appearance there had come as a surprise, forcing us to improvise.

      Well, me, anyways. I had ended up taking the brunt of the punishment from that, and it was how Aliana had ended up being his prisoner in the first place. I didn’t want anything like that to happen again, of course, and if we were all working together to keep Abarat contained, working to beat him together, I had the feeling that we would have at least a fighting chance of beating the evil elf.

      He had the advantage of holding a fearful grip over his subordinates. They knew how powerful he was, and whether they actually agreed with what he was trying to do or not, didn’t really matter. Their thought process, Lyth had told me once, was that they didn’t think that Abarat could be beaten, and if he was going to be fighting for something, they wanted to be on the winning side.

      Or at least, not on the losing side.

      “What can we do to contain him?” I asked, looking around at the rest of them.

      “Not much,” Faye admitted. “He’s been around for a long time. He knows all the tricks, all the plans... everything, really.”

      “And so, if we can’t trick him, and we can’t beat him through brute force, what can we do?” I wondered.

      “Well, there is always a way,” Aliana said softly. “He’s not expecting us to take the fight to him directly.”

      “Does he know that you’re not under his control anymore?” Lyth asked.

      “Oh, he knows,” Faye said. “There won’t be much of a chance of us catching him by surprise either.”

      “Is there something we can plan?” I asked. “Or will we have to improvise it as we do it?”

      “Improvisation does seem to be our strongest suit,” Braire pointed out. “I can’t think of a single time when our plans have worked out the way that we initially wanted them to, and yet here we are, still alive.”

      I looked down. Sure, we had survived thus far, but we were facing the single greatest threat of at least my short lifetime. There would be something that we could do, sure, but in the end, all it took was one failure.

      But it wouldn’t do for me to be thinking that way. We needed to keep our spirits up. Despair was the kind of thing that rotted any kinds of ideas that one had, filling one with crippling doubt. 

      That was not how we were going to beat Abarat.

      And we were going to succeed. We had to.

      “Well, we won’t be doing our best thinking while sitting around,” I said as a silence fell over our small group. “I think we should get some rest, and let the morning give us some kind of inspiration. Or not. Either way, I don’t think I’m capable of coming up with anything productive anymore tonight.”

      I wasn’t lying, of course. Time spent under had done me few favors in terms of actual rest. Well, no, that wasn’t true, but most of the rest had gone into helping me heal and remain healed. After the fight that we had run into after leaving the mountain, it wasn’t too difficult to guess that we would need to gather our strength if we wanted to take Abarat head-on.

      “Best to make sure of the battle situation,” I said, pushing myself to my feet. “If there are no changes, we’ll prepare to assault Abarat’s fortress in the morning.”

      The decision was unanimous, and I exited the tent to see if I could find where they were planning the battle.
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      A few hours passed before I headed back towards the tent. The night was still comparatively young, but it didn’t look like the monsters were going to be letting up on their attack. 

      The consensus from the emperor and the generals was that the intensity would fall off during the night. That was no assurance, of course, and scouts would be ready and waiting behind the line with horns in case a larger-scale attack was mounted on the human and elf line.

      For the moment, however those men that were at the front were able to hold their positions without additional support. I was assured that if any help was needed, we would be alerted at the earliest possible convenience, and that we would need to get some rest because the attacks would be renewed come the morning.

      As I wandered back to our tent, not wasting my time keeping up with the troops. I noticed that the unsettled feeling was back. I had thought it would be gone once we had Aliana on our side once more, but as it turned out, I was wrong.

      Something was nagging at the back of my mind. It didn’t feel like something that came from inside my own head, but like there was something on the outside, pressing in, that would not let me go. Every night now, and it didn’t appear to be coming to a halt.

      I would talk with Norel about it when all of this was finished. Personal discomfort didn’t really mean much of anything in our current situation. It would be something to look at later, once all was settled and Abarat was no longer a problem.

      And if we failed, it wouldn’t be a problem anyways, since I would be dead, and it wouldn’t matter anymore.

      Once I returned to the tent, it looked like the rest had turned in for the night, settling into the beds that had been set up for them, doubling up between Lyth and Faye, while Aliana, Norel and Braire were wrapped up together, happy to be reunited after what felt like forever for them. I didn’t need to imagine that the pain that had wracked the two that I was still connected to. It was gone now, and the absence did bring a small smile to my face.

      I found one of the empty beds and sat down on it, pulling a blanket up over my shoulders  and wrapping myself up in it as I leaned back in the bed, keeping my eye on the entrance to the tent, waiting and half-expecting someone to rush in to say that our help was needed. It had been that kind of day.

      Some movement caught my attention out of the corner of my eye. Aliana was gently disentangling herself from her sisters, lightly running her fingers through her hair before moving away, stretching her wings delicately before walking lightly over to my bed.

      She didn’t say a word before climbing in next to me, opening up the blanket that was covering me to let her in as well, and then pulling my arms to wrap around her waist. I was only too happy to oblige, pulling her in close and feeling her wings wrapping around me as she leaned her head onto my chest, placing a light kiss on my neck before settling in. I didn’t even complain when I felt her horns digging into my skin, not wanting her to pull away for any reason, ever.

      “I haven’t thanked you yet,” Aliana said softly, not looking up at me as she ran her fingers lightly over my arm.

      “What for?” I asked, leaning in to place a light kiss to the top of her head.

      “Well, for believing in me,” she replied, keeping her voice at a low whisper. “Even when I didn’t believe in myself. Feeling like I was trapped in my own body, letting the darker impulses take over me and making me wonder if maybe that wasn’t just who I was meant to be from the beginning... it was difficult. A horrifying and desperate situation, one that I would never wish on anyone, much less myself. It was my darkest time, and you were there to fight for me. Not literally, although I have to imagine that not fighting, not doing anything as you were punished like that had to be more difficult than just picking that sword up and fighting back.”

      “Well, I do have to admit that the fact that I would not stand much of a chance against you played a part in my decision,” I said, smiling.

      “Don’t sell yourself short,” Aliana mumbled against my chest. “I trained you myself, so you would have stood at least something of a chance. Yes, sure, I would have had something of an advantage, but that has never stopped you from stepping up and winning fights before. As I recall, you’re rather difficult to pin down properly. I think that’s why the spider monsters didn’t much want to engage with you.”

      I nodded. It made sense, since it was a part of my abilities from the start - beginning with the fact that for some reason, my powers refused to show themselves initially - but I was under no illusions that Aliana wouldn’t be able to find a way around that if she really put her mind to it.

      “In the end, we needed to believe that you were still in there,” I said. “We couldn’t even know that you were alive for a while there, so when we had hope... well, we had to. All of us. So, if you need someone to thank, you’re going to have to thank all the others in our little group.”

      Aliana pulled away, looking up into my eyes and moving closer to me, running her fingers lightly up my chest and then tucking under my chin before tilting my head up to look at her.

      I was expecting her to say something, but nothing needed to be said. She seemed to feel the same way, just moving in and pressing her lips gently to mine.

      It remained a gentle kiss for a few moments, but it quickly changed as she pressed her body a little closer to mine, her fingers running up to thread through my hair and a soft moan escaping her mouth.

      There was no need for an invitation, as my hands started wandering as well, running down from her shoulders, taking a moment to pause as her breasts filled my hands. Just touching her again felt so familiar, and I couldn’t help but respond to her moan with one of my own as I pushed back into her.

      I could feel her smiling against my lips, pulling herself up and over, straddling me, wrapping me up between her thighs as her wings spread enough to knock the blanket away, her clothes dropping away almost effortlessly as she settled in, completely naked on my lap.

      “What say you we get started in restoring my energy?” Aliana whispered, her voice thick with need. 

      She dipped her head down, placing light kisses to my neck and shoulders, her hands moving to pull my shirt off. I helped her to get rid of it before pressing in, kissing her neck gently, letting my hands hungrily explore her bare body, running my fingers down her sides and finally coming up to grip her ass, squeezing and tugging her closer to me where she could feel my growing arousal pressing back into her parted thighs.

      “Fuck,” she gasped, smiling as she quickly reached down between us, her hands scrambling for my pants, trying to push them down while remaining unwilling to pull away to allow for the action to be completed.

      I moved in, helping her finish the job by leaning her back far enough to allow her fumbling hands to remove my pants, pushing them away and letting my cock jump free of the confines. Aliana reached down, gripping the throbbing shaft and stroking it gently before guiding it up between her thighs where I could already feel her drenched to the touch. I couldn’t help a soft gasp as I felt her impaling herself on me, slowly sinking down.

      A shudder of pleasure rushed up my spine. My head dropped back, feeling her tight, wet walls pressing on around me as she sank lower, letting me fill her up in a long, slow thrust that ended too soon, and yet not quickly enough.

      “Gods, I’ve missed having you inside me, Grant,” Aliana gasped, nails digging into my shoulders as she slowly pushed herself upwards and then down again to be met by my rising hips to fill her again.

      She gasped, a little louder than she intended, but showed no signs that she would be getting quieter as her wings spread out behind her as she started to ride me slowly, taking hold of my hands and bringing them up to grip her breasts as her hips moved back and forth in a slow rhythm that was starting to gain speed.

      It seemed as though what we were doing wasn’t going to go unnoticed for long. I heard footsteps coming closer, and in a few moments, I could see Braire and Norel joining us, already undressed. Norel pulled Aliana to her, kissing the djinn’s lips tenderly, their hands moving over each other’s bodies, enjoying the soft touch even as I was buried to the hilt between Aliana’s thighs.

      Braire, for her part, climbed onto the bed with me, reaching down to toy with Aliana’s clit before kissing me firmly on the lips, hungrily pulling me closer. I could hear Faye and Lyth approaching as well, with Lyth more than a little curious and excited to be dragged into this sort of situation. 

      I licked my lips, watching Faye join us on the other side of the bad as Norel pulled the elf queen closer, pulling her in to touch Aliana’s bare skin. Braire moved away from my lips, planting kissing down my chest, and then moving down between me and Aliana, her lips and tongue toying with the djinn’s clit.

      It was a shocking feeling. Aliana said that the pathways were still there, but as she continued to ride me, I could feel the connection starting to be reformed, and the sensations of having all of us around her suddenly rushed into my consciousness, dragging a moan from me. 

      I couldn’t even stop myself from reaching out, pressing my left hand to Aliana’s ass, the runes lightly up and the spell rushing through her body.

      “Fuck,” Aliana gasped, shivering suddenly as her pussy tightened around me.

      I could feel the rush of sensation across our newly repaired connection as she reached out to grab at me, a climax bursting through her body like it had been a long time coming, her delicious body rocking into me as she enjoyed the rush of pleasure. 

      “Forgot you could do that,” Aliana whispered, still shivering a bit against me. 

      But she didn’t have too long to recover as Norel dragged her clear of my lap. They didn’t move too far away, with Aliana settling on her back on the bed next to me, still able to drape her legs over my lap as Norel moved over her, placing light kisses over the djinn’s neck, breasts and shoulders before pulling further up, letting herself straddle Aliana’s face, hands on the djinn’s horns to pull her up so she could apply her lips and tongue to the elf’s pussy. 

      Lyth looked entranced by the sight, stepping in and almost draping herself across my lap to find herself between Aliana’s thighs, moaning softly as her lips and tongue proceeded to give her a similar treatment to what Aliana was doing for Norel.

      It was a gorgeous, delicious sight, made better by having Braire next to me, watching and pulling one of my hands to move between her legs, guiding my fingers to start working in and out of her as Faye found herself on her knees in front of me, licking her lips before leaning in, letting me fill her mouth with a low moan of pleasure vibrating against my sensitive head.

      A low rumble of pleasure rushed from my lips as I struggled to keep my eyes open, wanting to watch everything that was happening between us as my fingers rushed through Faye’s hair, watching as she bobbed her head over my shaft, still moaning, enjoying the taste of me as her fingers drifted down, playing with herself as she pumped her mouth full of me over and over again.

      It wasn’t long, with a little magical help, before I could feel Norel’s connection being forged with Aliana once more, and there was a new connection between the djinn and Lyth now as well, sending a rush of sensations through my body which I was more than happy to share with Braire, flooding her body with magical pleasure, as her head fell back, lips parting and a gasp of need coming up from her body as she pulled herself closer to me, pressing her body to mine as a climax rushed across our connection.

      Difficult as it was to control myself inside Faye’s mouth, it was something that I was trying to withhold for the moment, and I could tell that Faye was a little disappointed by the knowledge, pulling away and smiling, winking at me before moving onto the bed next to Aliana. Lyth took advantage of the fae woman’s position and reached out, starting to play with her with her own fingers even as her own mouth was occupied on Aliana’s pussy.

      Braire lay on Aliana’s other side, placing light kisses on her shoulders before taking the djinn’s nipples between her lips. Aliana, occupied as she was, reached out, toying and playing with the beast mistress.

      I moved in behind Lyth, who was keeping her ass up in the air and wagging it teasingly, as if she knew what was going through my mind as I gripped her hips, feeling Aliana close to the edge again, and the connection was spreading between us, intensifying the sensations that were being shared to the point where I was already panting for breath from the moment that I pushed myself inside the elf queen.

      Lyth gasped and moaned as my hips slapped her ass, my fingers gripping her hips, pulling back and thrusting again, pushing myself hard and quickly as Lyth almost completely lost the ability to work with Aliana.

      Even so, the djinn was nearly on the edge for a second climax, and as she could feel the pleasure building up in all of us, it was all she could do not to scream into Norel’s pussy as I felt myself approaching that edge and tossed myself enthusiastically over it.

      A low roar erupted from my chest as my hips hammered home roughly, hard enough to drive Lyth up onto Aliana’s body as both women came hard as well, followed by Norel, Braire, and Faye.

      The reverberation of each other’s pleasure made it almost impossible to not just bask and enjoy as I dropped down on the bed with them, panting for breath and trying to recover. It certainly felt like the power that I’d expended in the battle had been replenished, and while there was a sense of exhaustion in my body, I could feel as though a good night’s sleep would clear that.

      Norel settled down on the bed as we all tangled in together, slowly starting to drop off. For myself, I was lying next to Aliana, kissing her cheek tenderly as she nuzzled into me.

      “Welcome back,” I whispered.
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      It was a night short on sleep, especially after everything that had happened the night before, but surprisingly, we all awoke feeling well-rested and settled enough that none of us needed extra time in bed to recover.

      I found myself up before the rest, but not by too long. I found some water to wash quickly with before dressing myself. The others were all soon up as well, and the silence that hung over our little group was a comfortable one. Having Aliana connected to us once more made us feel complete and having Lyth connected with the rest only helped to establish that sensation in my mind.

      We were all together, at last, and there was certainly something to be celebrated there. Most of the celebrations had come the night before, and the food that had been left just outside our tent wasn’t quite the finest fare in the land, but it would do to help us replenish what had been used the night before.

      It was with some amusement that I could see Lyth walking a little awkwardly in the morning, but I made no note of it.

      Connected as we were, I didn’t need to tell her what I was feeling. It was there for her to feel as well, and a small smile touched her lips as we ate from the dried fruits, meat and freshly baked bread that had been provided.

      Eventually, however, we would need to turn our attention back to the situation at hand, which was the battle that was still continuing outside. None of us really wanted to think about it, but it was still there, raging in the backs of our minds, leaving no room for us to ignore it for much longer.

      “How do you think we’ll be able to do this?” Braire finally asked, directing the question to Aliana, who was sitting next to her.

      “Abarat would have put up barriers to keep us from doing precisely this,” Aliana said. “Opening portals can be tricky in that kind of situation, and I don’t think I would be able to do it alone. With some help, however, I think I would be able to manage it without too much trouble.”

      “Are you saying that we should be your familiars?” Lyth asked, raising an eyebrow.

      Aliana nodded. “It would be a relatively short process, opening a way to be able to push a portal through from here to the fortress that Abarat is hiding in. Once we are there, we should be able to get ourselves to the elf himself without expending too much power.”

      “You did say that there were elves there, defending him,” I reminded her.

      “Indeed, but not in any great numbers,” Aliana said.

      “Do we have any other choice?” I asked, looking around at the others.

      “Not really,” Braire pointed out. “Not unless we fancy heading out there to fight ourselves a hole through the horde.”

      Aliana sat, rubbing her temples gently. Being connected with her again meant that I didn’t need to struggle to read what she was feeling. There was a bit of dread in her over facing Abarat once more as well, and I could understand that. I was feeling the same myself, although her feelings were a bit more intense.

      Faye seemed to have a similar dread over the thought, but it felt somewhat less fresh and raw in her mind as it was in Aliana’s, or mine.

      It was a good thing. It meant that we weren’t going into this with any kind of false confidence. We were well aware of the dangers that we were going to be facing, and thus, it was something that we knew we had a chance of succeeding in.

      Confidence without arrogance. That was how it felt, anyways.

      I nodded, pushing myself up from my seat, heading over to where Aliana was sitting, placing my hands on her shoulders, rubbing them gently, hoping to instill her with some confidence.

      Aliana smiled, covering one of my hands with hers. “Shall we begin?”

      We were ready to start, and with the empty plates cleared away, we sat in a circle on the ground, taking each other’s hands. I did recall doing something similar during our battle for the Imperial City against Cyron, but this was going to be altogether different. I could feel it.

      The feeling of being dragged towards Aliana was almost physical as the djinn took control of our collective power, drawing us in and allowing us to act as her familiars as she gathered energy, and immediately went to work. The sensation was similar to that of her constructing a portal, but it was suddenly met with an outside kind of resistance.

      It was like I suddenly wasn’t inside my own body anymore while being completely aware of what was happening around us. The tent filled with the smell of ozone, and I could feel the hair on my arms starting to rise as the energy around us grew in intensity.

      Aliana was visibly struggling, even while she was connected to us. Something powerful was fighting back at her attempts to open the portal. It wasn’t going to be easy, and I could see her face contorted in concentration, beads of sweat appearing on her forehead and trickling down the side of her face, with a gentle tremor showing in her hands and arms.

      I wasn’t sure how I was seeing that for a moment until I realized that the feeling of not being in my own body anymore was rather real, and somehow my spirit was free of corporeal bonds. 

      How that had happened was still something of a mystery to me, but it was something to be studied, since something like this had happened the last time that we had tried to play familiar. It happened when I was asleep a couple of times too, which was how I had met Lyth for the first time, as she had been doing the same thing.

      The elf had never established how it was done and had been reluctant to teach me how to control the ability, saying that it was something that couldn’t really be taught, and needed to be felt out for each individual that was capable of it.

      It didn’t help that I didn’t know how to feel it out, or even take control of it, but there was really no point in insisting if she was set on not teaching me.

      What was that sound?

      I turned my non-physical head, looking around behind me, hearing something piercing the heavy silence that had fallen over the camp, needing a moment to recognize the pealing notes that were starting to get louder.

      Horns being sounded, alarms being raised as the roar of fighting could be heard getting closer and closer to our tent.

      I wanted to move outside, see what was happening, but I wasn’t going to be able to help in this form. Still, it was best just to see what was happening.

      Pushing myself up from the ground, floating gently into the air to look down at what was happening outside of the tent that I was suddenly floating free from revealed the source of the alarms that were being raised. A group of men on horseback were blowing into the horns as they came back to the camp, alerting the soldiers to the place of an emergency that needed attending to.

      And the emergency was clear. A substantial group of the undead had broken clear of the lines that were still in place, still fighting to hold their position, but those that had broken through weren’t bothering to try and flank the army that they had a position on, choosing instead to charge directly forward, into the camp that was comparatively unprotected. 

      Archers were already lining up, and a group of men were quickly organizing themselves to attack, but the camp was going to be struck.

      The timing was too perfect for it to be a coincidence. Aliana was having her efforts to open a portal resisted, and a powerful attack had managed to get past the line and appeared to be charging directly towards us, trying to stop us. Abarat appeared to be fully aware of what we were doing and was not going to let it come to pass without a fight.

      I pushed myself back down into the tent, finding myself quickly back inside my body, eyes opening to see that Aliana was gripping my hand a little tighter. She was fighting to open the portal, but she too appeared to realize the danger that we found ourselves in.

      “Go,” she whispered in a strained voice. “We’ll be able to make it work on our own.”

      I nodded, regaining my feet, taking a moment to stretch and let the blood start flowing in my legs again before picking my scabbard up from where it had been discarded the night before. I drew my sword before stepping out of the tent to try and see where the attack was coming from.

      Soldiers were quickly arming themselves, trying to find points to defend, rallying around those officers and captains that they could find as the alarms started going up all around the camp.

      Interestingly enough, it seemed as though the monsters were only interested in engaging those that stood between them and where we were standing. It wouldn’t be long before the army managed to organize to fight this attack back. They were a comparatively small group, succeeding only because most of the fighting was focused elsewhere. They were hoping to reach out little group and overwhelm us first, however.

      Over my dead body.

      I calmed my heartbeat, watching the horde approaching the tent that I was meant to protect, gripping my sword a little tighter. Watching the monsters advancing on me was a terrifying sight, especially as I stood alone, but I needed to buy those inside the tent the time that they needed to break through Abarat’s defenses and open that damn portal.

      Even if it meant that they were going to be leaving without me.

      It hadn’t even occurred to me at the time, but somehow, I had made my peace with the decision. They were going off to make their move on Abarat and would not have the time to come back for me. And that wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. My personal preference for being at their side at all times wasn’t important.

      Deep breath.

      The runes in my sword glowed a bright white as I looked up, facing down the creatures that were charging at me, feeling the burn in my left hand, pushing my power into those runes, letting the spell of a shield take shape, launching forward when it was ready, rushing towards the line of creatures charging towards me.

      The first line charged head-first into the shield, just strong enough to knock them back into those coming behind them, slowing their momentum down a bit as I could see some of the army inside the camp starting to counter-attack already, horns still blaring, roars coming up as they pushed to retake their camp.

      But I was still alone for the moment, slashing my sword forward, unleashing a blast of energy to tear through the creatures in my path, pushing them back and crushing their advance for the moment.

      I stepped in closer, raising another shield to block a few strikes, slashing the blade across to behead a couple of the undead, but pulling my focus around to watch a pair of golems that were trying to close the distance between us.

      There was no way that I would be able to attack them head-on - not on my own, anyways - and so I would need to distract them, pull them away from the tent that the others were still in, and try to find a way to make them fight me in a battle of attrition.

      I jumped to the right, diving for the ground and rolling over my shoulder and coming back to my feet as the creatures tried to swing and strike at me. The ground shuddered as they swung and missed, hammering their fists where I had been standing not seconds before, gripping my sword a little tighter as I came up, swinging my blade to cut one’s leg off around the knee, letting it fall down onto one of the nearby tents with a roar.

      Whether the golems could actually feel pain or not was still a mystery in my mind, and one that wasn’t wholly important at the moment. I dove around a couple more strikes from the one that was still standing, swinging my sword to launch a blast to detach an arm from the one that was still on its feet. 

      The heavy lump of clay struck the ground with a loud thud, the creature looking almost confused by its own sudden inability to attack me again. In the moment of distraction, I rushed in closer, feeling a scream coming up from my chest as I pushed my sword up through the creature’s head from beneath, watching the power of the beast disappearing as the scroll inside its mouth was torn by the sword run through it.

      I turned to look at the creature that had fallen over, pulling my blade clear of the one that I had just disposed of, advancing on it as it tried to regain its feet. The two undead monsters that appeared, trying to stop me were quickly dispatched with a blast of energy to knock them back, and a powerful slash decapitated the golem before I turned my attention on the remainder of the attackers.

      The rest of the army was rallying against the attack, but they were far enough away from me that I was all but fighting on my own, forcing the undead back with a wide slash, looking around for the larger monster that would be coordinating them.

      Aside from the two golems that I had done away with, I couldn’t see any. Was it possible that Abarat was coordinating this attack personally? I wouldn’t have put it past him, although wouldn’t he have to take his focus away from the rest of the battle? For myself, though, I wondered if stopping us from reaching him wasn’t more important than the rest of the battle.

      I could feel myself being forced back as more creatures attacked, throwing themselves at my sword which was quickly and smoothly weaving around, using my power sparingly and taking advantage of the narrow straits between the tents that allowed me to only engage the monsters two or three at a time.

      It wasn’t going to last, but then, it didn’t need to. I was still buying time for the women inside the tent.

      Suddenly, there was a blast of light around me, pushing the monsters back in a rush of energy, tearing and cutting through them easily.

      I turned to find the origin of the attack, and saw Aliana, Norel, Braire, Lyth, and Faye, standing and still connected. Aliana was reaching her hand out to me. 

      There was no need for any other sign as I turned around, heading back to Aliana. I could see the portal already being opened as I took her hand, allowing myself to be dragged away from the fighting, through the portal.
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      Maybe charging into the portal might have had something to do with it, but somehow, this transportation had somehow been less terrifying and uncomfortable than previous ones. I had been expecting it to be a little more terrifying, considering the amount of effort that had gone into making it in the first place, but while it wasn’t a pleasant experience, I almost didn’t realize when we came through the other side.

      It wasn’t something that I wanted to make a habit of, naturally, but compared to my memory of the portals that I had gone through in the past, it was actually not too bad.

      Arrival on the other side was a little less pleasant, however, as we arrived where I could only assume was the deep, deep north. The chill that wrapped itself around my body was hard to ignore, of course, but there were other signs. Winter hadn’t quite arrived, but it was still early morning and I could see traces of frost collecting across the plants around us.

      Even so, there was no doubt in my mind that we were in the right place. Even with the looks of fall surrounding this place, it could not be forgotten as the location that had been replicated in that little pocket world that we had visited to help release Faye from Abarat’s control. It would be difficult to forget the place.

      And it was amazing how well it had stood up against the test of time. There was still no sign of it having been worked with tools, and the place looked like it had lasted for a thousand years, and would last for a thousand more, pressed up against the mountains as it was.

      “I still can’t believe that Abarat holed himself up here,” Faye grumbled, shaking her head with disgust.

      “I can’t believe that we came this far north without having been prepared for this kind of cold,” I complained, rubbing some feeling back into my arms. As gorgeous as the location was, I certainly wasn’t dressed for these kinds of temperatures. It was an odd thing to be worried about, considering the sheer scale of the other problems that we would be facing, but it still felt important, for some reason.

      “Should we start moving?” Faye asked, looking utterly untouched by the frigid temperatures.

      “Yes,” Norel replied. “Movement and battle should be enough to warm us up, regardless.”

      I couldn’t tell if she was mocking me or not, and we didn’t have the time to talk about it, electing instead to head through the light forest surrounding us and march closer to the fortress in question. There was little resistance this far north, and interestingly, no sign of the destruction that the undead army tended to leave behind. It seemed as though Abarat encouraged the destruction, but not around his own surroundings.

      “Don’t worry,” Aliana said, smiling and stepping in close to me. “I’ll keep you warm if you need it.”

      It was obvious that she was teasing me, but I wasn’t going to complain about it. I was cold, and she could tease all she wanted so long as her feverishly warm skin was there to keep me from freezing to death.

      As we approached the walls of the fortress, we could see that they were, in fact, manned. There was no chance of us breaking the tree line without being seen, and we convened to discuss our plan of attack.

      “Is there any way for you to open us a portal that can get us past the walls?” I asked Aliana.

      The djinn shook her head. “The whole area is enveloped in a field that would make any portal difficult to open, even one spanning such a short distance. It’s possible but shouldn’t be our first choice.”

      “Besides, we should be able to get break through the gates,” Faye said. “There’s no magic to keep them closed, after all, and we should be able to tear through them without any difficulty. That is assuming that we can get to them at all.”

      “I should be able to help with that,” Norel said. “If Aliana is right and all the mages on Abarat’s side are helping him with the battle, those on the walls should have nothing more than projectiles to attack us with. I should be able to erect a couple of shields that will protect us from that kind of attack.”

      “That sounds like a plan,” I said, looking around at the rest. “Any objections?”

      There were none, and we were quickly on the move, heading out of the forest at a brisk run to reach the gates.

      It wasn’t long before alarms were heard from inside the walls and the elves on them started gathering to see if there were really only five people charging at the castle.

      Then again, the majority of these were probably aware of the kind of power that they were facing, since most were likely veterans of the same war that Aliana, Norel, Braire and Lyth had been a part of, and would know what those four could do.

      And even if they didn’t remember, chances were that Abarat had likely informed them of the dangers that they were going to be facing.

      “I still can’t understand why elves would choose to side with Abarat,” Faye said. “Don’t they, better than anyone, know how unbalanced he is?”

      “Again, I would say that their loyalty stems from fear more than anything else,” Aliana said. “They don’t necessarily agree with him, but they fear what will befall them if they don’t line up as loyal soldiers.”

      “Still no excuse,” I said, shaking my head.

      “I never said it was,” Aliana replied.

      Norel pulled the shields up above us as arrows started flying down from the walls. The elves firing were certainly sound archers in their own right, but there was little they could do to get through the defenses that Norel was providing for us as we rapidly advanced on the walls.

      Braire stepped in closer, pulling a couple of the runed pebbles from her pouch and throwing them up into the air. There was the sound like a soft thunderclap, and Braire’s beasts - her wolf and serpent - flickered into existence, rushing at the elves guarding the wall as Lyth, Faye, and I advanced on the gate.

      I could feel the power rushing into the runes on my left hand, making them burn as I pressed them up against the wood of the gate. The craftsmanship was exquisite, making me feel a little bad for what was about to happen. Faye and Lyth stood next to me as Aliana, Norel, and Braire worked together to keep the elves on the wall off of our backs as we joined with each other to push as much power as could be mustered to break through the gate.

      The whole of the wall shuddered with the first blast of power and I could hear the sound of the wood creaking under the strain of our attack, and as the second one came the woodwork was shattered to splinters, sending pieces flying out into the courtyard behind it.

      It proved to be fortuitous, as a group of elves were standing there, waiting for us to get through while protected behind a shield wall. The blast was strong enough to dislodge their defensive positions, and almost a dozen of them dropped to the ground, clutching wounds caused by the massive chunks of wood that had been sent flying into their ranks.

      I didn’t wait for them to recover their composure, quickly charging at their line, feeling the power rushing into the sword as I swung it at the elf nearest to me, cutting his head clean from his shoulders, raising my left hand with a shield to block a strike with a spear, quickly followed by a hard stab into the breastplate of another.

      The power surged from the sword into the man, cutting smoothly through the steel of his armor, finding a way into his chest, and impaling him before a final blast knocked him backward, away from me and into the elves behind him.

      I could already hear those that were near us calling for a retreat. Those on the wall were unable to stop the wolf and serpent from rampaging across them, leaving a trail of broken and bloodied bodies as the five women charged in behind me. Aliana in almost full flight, jumped over the line, cutting through the ranks with her daggers, using them to find the gaps in the elves’ armor and taking full advantage.

      Braire was quickly joined by her beasts who helped with tearing through the numbers, while Lyth and Faye fought side-by-side. Norel was making sure to cover us from behind, both with the shields, and bolts of lightning that were raining down on them from above. 

      There were at least fifty of them by the time we were all inside the courtyard, and they never stood a chance.

      Aliana had been right, none were mages, and it seemed like they had been warned, but not prepared for the fury of the attack that they were facing. They quickly tried to form up to fight back, but it soon became clear what they needed to do if they wanted to survive.

      “Retreat!” one of the elves cried, and the rest were quick to follow in his footsteps, heading back towards the keep, whose doors were still open even as they streamed back into it.

      A handful remained behind to try to hold us back, giving the rest of their comrades enough time to get away. It was a valiant and noble effort, for what it was, but it didn’t last long. 

      There was no surrender in these men. Either they truly did believe in what Abarat was doing, or they truly believed that he would kill them if they faltered in their duty to protect him.

      It was interesting to see the hold that Abarat had on them, even if it made for the unfortunate end of them having to die so we could get past them.

      The last one fell before I was able to get to the doors, watching the elves pulling the doors shut as I knocked the last one onto his back.

      “Yield!” I roared at him, pressing my blade to his neck.

      He looked utterly terrified, but he shook his head firmly, trying to reach for the sword that had escaped his grasp. He still wanted to fight.

      Norel was there to finish him off for me, a lightning bolt escaping her fingers, jumping to the elf’s armor. He froze in place, his whole body contracting before falling silent.

      “We don’t have time,” Norel explained the brutality of her action. “There are people dying for every second that we don’t remove Abarat from the fight.”

      I nodded. “I didn’t say anything.”

      “You don’t have to,” Norel said, smiling and turning her attention back to the doors. “Fuck.”

      “You feel it too?” Braire asked.

      “They’ve warded the door,” Aliana said. 

      “We can’t get in?” I asked, looking around.

      “Well, we could, if we had a battering ram,” Aliana said. “It’s protected against magic almost exclusively, and I don’t think we have the time to get around it.”

      “It might be tough here, or dangerous, but do you think you can open us a portal into the keep?” Norel asked, looking back to Aliana.

      She shrugged. “I can try.”

      “That’s as good as we’re going to get,” I said, flicking the blood from my sword as Aliana went through the steps to bring the portal up. It was difficult for her, to the point where it was physically painful. Painful enough that it stretched across to all of us, and even though she still had a great deal of power from our bond, it was a trial.

      She was gasping for breath as, almost a minute later, she turned to us all, indicating for us to join her in stepping through what we could only hope was a short trip to the other side of the keep’s doors.
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      Short portal though it was, it was a great deal more uncomfortable than the previous one, and I almost couldn’t wait for it to end. It also very uncomfortable, and left all of us struggling to breathe by the end.

      But we were on the other side of the doors, to the surprise of the elves that had been starting to put braces up against the door to keep us from breaking in. I couldn’t tell whether they knew that the doors had been warded against us, or maybe they just didn’t trust them to hold, but either way, they quickly abandoned their work to try to attack us again. A last-ditch effort, but like the elf who Norel had dispatched outside, they weren’t just going to give up.

      Opening the portal had taken its toll on Aliana, who was struggling to stay on her feet, eyes rolling to the back of her head as she fought to remain conscious.

      “Ali!” Norel shouted, running over to her, pulling the djinn close and trying to revive her.

      “Form up!” I called to the others, with Braire quickly rushing towards the door. Her beasts were still outside, waiting for her to bring them in as Faye, Lyth, and I formed a protective semicircle around Norel and Aliana, pushing the two back into the wall.

      The tighter quarters were less conducive to our particular style of combat, and I quickly found myself on the defensive, pushing the elves back as they tried to press what they saw as an advantage. Faye’s sword had morphed into a spear now, and she was keeping the elves back with sharp stabs, cutting through a handful of them before the rest realized their danger. Lyth was using her sword instead of her bow, working together with me to keep the rest at bay as Braire worked to clear the door.

      As had been said on the other side of the door, it only appeared to be warded against magical attack, and so all she needed to do was lift the barrier that was keeping the door shut. I could hear the wood shuddering as the wolf and serpent attempted to break through to reach her again.

      There were enough of them around us to make for the fighting to get complicated for us, especially as we were working harder to keep them away from Aliana and Norel, as the latter tried to help heal the former, but it wasn’t long before Braire found a way to pull the door open.

      Once again, the wolf and serpent charged in to protect us. Those elves that were feeling a lot braver about attacking a smaller number of us in tighter quarters were suddenly being overrun by a pair of monstrously-sized creatures.

      Seeing them falter gave me the opening that I needed. I raised a shield with my left hand and used the sword in my right to cut through the section of the elves standing in front of me, trying to push me back into the wall with their shields. The blast cut through the shields, their armor and into the soft flesh underneath.

      I was suddenly blinded by a pair of bright blasts lighting up the hall, crashing into the walls above us. They had tried to strike at us without hitting the elves that were standing between us and the pair of mages that had shown up to support the quickly dwindling numbers of the protectors of the fortress.

      Lyth quickly dropped down to a knee as Faye and Braire made swift work of the remaining elves. 

      I jumped in to join the elf queen, raising a magical barrier for her as she hastily pulled her bow from her shoulder, nocking an arrow to the string, pulling back, and letting loose all in one smooth motion.

      The first of the two mages that had come to help fell to the ground with an arrow punched through his chest, as the air left his chest in a whoosh.

      The second quickly realized the danger that he was in as Lyth pulled another arrow from her quiver and tried to turn and run away, attempting unsuccessfully to find some cover on the way.

      Lyth didn’t even need to pause before loosing another arrow. It sang smoothly through the silence of the hall, and the second mage tripped and fell to the ground, a white feathered arrow sticking out of his back.

      “Nice shooting,” I said, helping Lyth up from her kneeling position.

      “It wasn’t that difficult of a shot, especially with you protecting me,” she replied, standing on her tiptoes to place a light kiss to my cheek. “But thank you.”

      We turned our attention back around to where Norel was still helping Aliana stay on her feet. The Djinn was conscious and appeared to be fully in possession of her senses. It seemed as though the only real problem that she was facing was a lack of energy, since opening two portals in the same day through such difficult circumstances did tend to sap one’s strength.

      I assumed, anyways.

      “How are you feeling?” Norel asked, looking into the woman’s eyes.

      “I’m all right, I promise,” Aliana said, laughing weakly. “Just a little drained, is all.”

      “It was a brave thing that you did,” I said, stroking her cheek tenderly.

      “Dangerous too,” Braire said, collecting her beasts back into their stones.

      “Yes, it was, wasn’t it?” Aliana replied, grinning cheekily as she leaned into my touch. “But we can’t just stand around here all day, waiting for someone to do our jobs for us.”

      “Agreed,” I said, looking around the place. “Does anyone have any idea where to find Abarat in this place, though?”

      “I do,” Lyth said. “I spent a great many of my younger years here. Chances are, Abarat will be settled in the throne room. The place has been established as a focal point for magical energy and will assist him in whatever the hell he’s going to be doing next.”

      “Fucking sacrilege that he’s sitting in that seat,” Faye said, sounding genuinely upset by the thought. “But I agree. That would be where he would have set himself up.”

      “And we need to remove him from it,” Norel said. “Lyth, would you lead the way?”

      “It would be my pleasure,” the elf queen said, guiding us down the hallway.

      She led us deeper into the keep, pausing only to collect the arrows that she had shot at the mages along the way. As we made our way through the twisting hallways, I realized that I had vastly underestimated the sheer size of this place, making it seem like it was going to keep going on forever. The deeper we entered, however, the more the place seemed rundown. Like nobody had inhabited it in hundreds of years, and it was starting to go to waste.

      It was a commentary on the skill of the architects that it had stood this long, but as the years went by and none had stepped forward to care for it, the building was starting to crumble in on itself. A couple of rooms were covered in dust, while others were missing walls, and had vines climbing in through the cracks and the windows.

      The place was still gorgeous, but in an older, decrepit sort of way that made me a little sad. Maybe once all this was done, we could return and maybe try to rebuild it?

      Or maybe Faye meant that anyone being here was sacrilege, not just Abarat, and this whole place needed to be crumbled into dust. I couldn’t say that I blamed her for thinking it, considering that she had been held trapped in this place for centuries. Her real self, anyways, as her body had continued on, used as a puppet to further Abarat’s ambitions. It was an unpleasant thing, and if she never wanted to be reminded of it, that was a valid reason to just let this place turn to dust.

      That was how I felt about it, of course. Lyth might have something else to say, especially since she had spent a good deal of time running through these halls. If she wanted to rebuild this place and make it her home, who was I to say no? She was the damn queen. Even the emperor appeared to respect her royal bloodline.

      Issues for later.

      The deeper we moved into the keep, the more signs I could find that the place was inhabited. Tables had been set up, embers still burning in fireplaces. Spots had been cleaned and prepared for use, and those few bedrooms that we encountered looked like they had been slept in recently. 

      It made sense, since the elves that we had just gotten through were living in this place. Abarat would have accustomed himself to a certain standard of living as well and would likely have certain comforts furnished for him.

      Odd as it was to find a lived-in quality for the people that we were here to stop, it also calmed the nerves that I had felt building in the back of my mind ever since we stepped through the portal that brought us to here.

      I was still anxious, of course.

      We finally reached a pair of massive doors, made from the same wood that the outer gates had been hewn from, or at least were made by the same craftsmen, women or... hell if I knew. There were no wards and nothing blocking the doors this time, but even so, I could feel some hesitation from the rest of the group as we approached them.

      There was no denying the massive amount of power that could be sensed from the other side of the door. It was breathtaking. Awe inspiring. Terrifying.

      And we were going in there to put a stop to it. I nodded, looking around at                                                                                                                the rest before reaching up for the handle on the door and pushing it open.

      It moved slowly on its hinges, but without making a sound, opening up into a large chamber, matched only in size by the throne room back at the imperial palace. A series of columns circled around the center of the room, which dipped a bit only to build up to a throne that was placed out in the open, clearly visible to anyone that was in the room, no matter where they were.

      We had entered through the main door, heading deeper into the chamber that was illuminated by the stained-glass windows that spread across the entirety of the room, including one across the ceiling. It showered the oaken throne in rainbow of colors, illustrating a history that I didn’t yet know but wanted to be informed of. 

      It was hard to tell, but there were patterns in the stained glass that appeared to be some kind of magical rune, and yet none that I had ever seen before, all enhancing the view of the throne room.

      And we weren’t alone in the chamber, of course. The throne was surrounded by a group of elves that looked to be deep in meditation, all joined together as familiars, working together for the man seated on the throne. He was looking up through the window above him, and yet didn’t appear to be seeing much of anything, gripping a tall, staff-like scepter in his hands.

      I gulped out of reflex as Abarat’s head shifted downward, his focus turning from the sky above to what was standing below him. Even as his attention shifted, that of his underlings didn’t, like they were still focused on fighting the battle for him even as he turned to deal with something that was a little closer.

      “Well, I knew this was going to happen,” Abarat said, his voice booming unnaturally through the room. “Hoped, really. I never could tell what the six of you would do, even if I could make a few educated guesses.”

      He hoped that we would come here to face him?

      The question played out clearly in my features, or so it seemed as Abarat smiled, shaking his head and pushing himself up from his seat on the throne, walking down the steps to our level, the scepter in his hand lightly tapping at each step, leaving his followers in their trance behind him.

      “Even though we have found ourselves on opposing sides, I have never ceased in my admiration for all of you,” Abarat continued. “Yes, even you, human, although I speak more of the Sisters Three, the Faye, and of course, her Grace, Kaelyfth Avenalfhiant, Lady of the Silver Forest and Queen of the Aes Si.”

      I hadn’t heard most of that and struggled to remember Lyth’s full name. She seemed to forgive me, all things considered, but it still felt like Abarat held some kind of reverence for her.

      “Of course, having you all here means that my horde will not have to kill you, and I can have all of you at my side when I take my rightful place as ruler of this land,” Abarat continued. “Well, all except you, Grant.”

      “I know, Aliana already told me,” I replied. “Back when she was still your servant.”

      “She never served me,” Abarat said, shaking his head. “Her darker form allowed her to see to the truth of what I have planned for these lands, and while she did not agree with my means, she did seem to agree with the ends. It was why I kept her away from the fighting, even sent her to help keep her sisters safe from the battle that was to come. You had to go and ruin that, of course.”

      “Of course,” I agreed.

      “You must understand that I wouldn’t have just let her be turned back into her... less understanding self, without any sort of contingency in place,” Abarat said. “I always knew that there was the possibility, however remote, that finding you all again would bring her more annoyingly moral side to light, but I never expected you to be the agent for that. Odd little human, you are.”

      “Your time here is finished, Abarat,” Lyth said, quickly stepping in before I could respond. “You have to realize that.”

      “I don’t think so,” Abarat hissed in response. “You can’t see the importance of my work here, and that’s fine. I never needed people to understand what was being done for their own good. I just needed you to stop getting in my way.”

      He raised his hand, pointing it at Aliana and mumbled a few words in elfish that I couldn’t understand. The effects were clear, however, as I could feel pain suddenly arcing through her body, a scream of agony being drawn from her as she dropped to the ground.

      “As I said, I knew that Aliana was at risk of regressing,” Abarat said with a chuckle. “Some safeguards were placed. So long as Aliana is a djinn, she will always be under my control. The curse was always meant as punishment for her betrayal, holding her to me for all time.”

      That nagging sensation was back with a vengeance, which I suddenly realized was coming from Aliana. She had stopped screaming, and now that she was coming back to her feet, I could see the change in her again, back to the form that she had as a Dark Djinn, her eyes glowing red and the way her horns seemed to shine as well.

      I turned back to see Abarat preparing himself, the scepter in his hand suddenly shifting its form to turn into a long-bladed spear.

      He was readying for a fight. It was time for us to do the same.
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      We had a quick moment of communication, one that needed no words, and in fact seemed to be shared through our connection, giving us all the time that we needed.

      Even all together, we wouldn’t be able to take Abarat and Aliana as they were standing now. I could feel the power radiating from Abarat. It was almost palpable. And with Aliana to deal with on top of that?

      We needed to play some tactical games. We already knew how to bring Aliana back from that state, but I doubted that I had the time to get beaten into oblivion once more. I was willing, but we needed a better plan this time.

      Norel and Braire would need to bring Aliana back. Faye could help as well, since she knew a bit about the process herself.

      In the meantime, there was Abarat to keep at bay until we were back at our full strength. We didn’t have much of a choice in the matter. Lyth and I were going to need to take that gargantuan task head-on and hope to survive long enough for the others to be able to bring Aliana back to us.

      Having Aliana still connected to us was an odd sensation, feeling her so full of rage and glee at the impending violence, but there was a part of her fighting to come back to the surface. That was the part that we needed to be fighting for here.

      The agreement came almost instantly. We all knew what we needed to do next, almost without question. Lyth let her bow and quiver hit the ground, drawing her sword and coming to stand next to me as the others quickly circled around Aliana, who was starting to flap her wings like she intended to fly away from the throne room, her daggers flickering into existence in her hands. 

      My fingers curled around the sword in my hands as I turned my attention away from where I wanted to be - which was with the others, helping Aliana - and brought myself back around to face Abarat.

      “I really wished that it wouldn’t have to come to this, Lyth,” Abarat said, shaking his head. “There was a time when we would have given anything to return to these halls. And it can be again, if you wish.”

      “Lyth is what my friends call me,” she countered. “You can no longer call yourself such. Not after everything that you’ve done.”

      “You said in this very room that we would never be parted,” Abarat said, looking around as he swung the spear in his hands, loosening his arms in preparation for the fight. “Friends until the end, no matter how bitter. Those were your words, and I couldn’t help but agree with them.”

      “And I’ll forever hate you for proving me wrong,” Lyth said, moving away from me, trying to circle around to Abarat’s opposite side, still holding his full attention as he almost completely forgot that I was standing there, working with the queen.

      “Well, forever is an awfully long time,” Abarat replied. “I never expected you to fully agree with my methods, but in the end, once you’ve seen the world that I built for us, you will find it in your heart to forgive me, and we could be together again. Just as we always wanted to be.”

      “You never understood,” Lyth said, shaking her head. “It was never what you wanted to build that drove me away, but rather what you were willing to do to reach it. The sheer amount of death that you were willing to perpetrate just to find this utopia of yours. That was something I could never live with. And you knew that, and it broke you more than you will ever be willing to admit.”

      Abarat shook his head. “I was never broken. It was the world that needed fixing. You hated that, wanting to keep everything the way that it was, thinking that peace was somehow the easier choice.”

      He sounded like he was genuinely angered by her words, and I realized that Lyth was right. He had expected her to see whatever brilliance he thought that there was in his actions and accept him for it, but he knew in his heart that she was never going to forgive him for taking so many lives, including that of his own kin, to reach those ends.

      Both of them were having a difficult time in accepting who the other was, and if we were in any other situation, I would have been happy to help them work their differences out, considering that I could feel the genuine anguish that Lyth felt over having lost her closest friend.

      But these were not ordinary circumstances. People were dying because of this little feud of theirs, and I was going to bring an end to it.

      Power rushed into the runes on my sword as I circled behind Abarat, waiting for his attention to be turned on Lyth at just the right time, and I could see the rage building up in the elf, power practically vibrating off of his body as he drew his spear back to attack her, seeing his opening.

      I still didn’t think that he was going to kill her, but what he could do to injure her without killing her was almost limitless so long as he didn’t cut her head off.

      The spear flew forward and Lyth raised her sword to block it. It was the opening that I needed, and I stepped in, feeling the power rushing from my body, into the sword, and letting loose a powerful blast from its edge. It lit up the whole of the throne room.

      Abarat saw what was happening, realizing his mistake almost too late as his spear clashed with Lyth’s sword, and he quickly spun around, raising his weapon to counter the blast of power launched at him.

      There was a blinding flash of light and it appeared as though he cut a hole in the blast, just barely allowing himself to escape unscathed. He looked surprised, shocked, and some of his hair looked singed.

      The shock quickly turned to anger however, as it looked like Lyth needed a moment to recover for herself.

      “That was rude,” Abarat pointed out.

      “What can I say?” I replied, tilting my head. “I’m just a rude, simple human, after all.”

      He roared in anger, jumping forward and stabbing his blade towards my chest. It was quickly parried and pushed to the side by the flat of my sword as I twisted my wrist, angling the blade towards Abarat’s neck, hoping to catch him off-guard and off-balance. But he quickly recovered, pulling away from the slash and angling his spear towards me again.

      I blocked once more, although the power behind the strike had me stumbling back a few steps, which he refused to concede. Abarat was on me again quickly, striking with the tip and butt of the spear in quick succession, trying to find an opening as I, in turn, quickly backpedaled, blocking those strikes that I could and dodging those I couldn’t.

      Even so, by the end of the flurry of blows, I could see a couple of bruises and light cuts along my shoulders and arms. It wasn’t pleasant, but then, surviving this kind of attack from Abarat was still something to feel proud of.

      Or at least to boost my confidence a bit.

      Lyth came closer to help, but I shook my head, pointing her to where the others were having their own troubles dealing with Aliana.

      She nodded, quickly sprinting to the other side of the throne room.

      “Sending them all off to fight me on your own?” Abarat asked. “How gutless.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Gutless? Are you that unsure of your own abilities?”

      “No,” Abarat replied, smiling. “Suicide is the coward’s way out. That or you’re inordinately confident in your own abilities, puny human.”

      “That or I’m just a sucker for punishment,” I said, watching him raising his weapon, the runes on it flickering a brilliant red as he swept the spear forward.

      I was far enough away from the strike to dodge, but he wasn’t attacking me with the spear, but rather the power that he had stored within. I could see a tongue of flame jumping clear of the weapon, extending the spear’s length by ten feet, which I was easily inside of.

      A quick jump back didn’t pull me far enough away from the strike, and so I fell backward, watching the tongue lightly flash above me as I landed on my back.

      It was gone a moment later, and using the impulse to throw my legs back, I launched them forward again, regaining my feet before even a second had passed.

      Abarat wasn’t one to stand around enjoying the show, and quickly jumped forward, pressing his attack, pushing me back step by step as I struggled to contain his advances. On my own, I wasn’t going to stand for much longer, of course. I was playing for time, trying to avoid engaging Abarat directly and instead goading him while staying as far away as I could from that spear of his.

      It wasn’t a tactic that was going to last forever, but it kept me alive and mostly unscathed for the moment, and that was all I really could hope for from this encounter. 

      I could see the others working to help Aliana, although it was a little more aggressive than most help would have been. There was no time to study precisely what they were doing, but it appeared as though Braire was trying to incapacitate the djinn with a bit of help from Faye, as Norel worked some magic to help.

      There wasn’t time for me to watch, dodging away from Abarat as I was, but through the connection, I could feel the pain that the others were suffering from, none more than Aliana, who appeared to be fighting a battle inside her own self, struggling to contain the side of her that would help us in the fight against Abarat.

      Whether it was going well or not didn’t really matter, but what did matter was that they needed to pick up the damn pace, as I was looking at getting cut up into pieces over the next few minutes.

      I still managed to evade and avoid Abarat and as the elf grew more and more irate, I was using every trick I knew to keep the maniac at bay, hoping, just hoping, that the others would find a way to do something that would save me.

      There was a sudden burst of sensation, some pain but not solely, that brought my attention away from Abarat for a moment, looking over to where the others were working with Aliana as the djinn suddenly screamed, her red eyes suddenly going out as the power that was surging through her body suddenly disappeared, and she dropped to the ground, unconscious.

      I couldn’t tell if she was still alive, and I wanted to ask, but just as I moved to see what had happened, my distraction caught up with me and a blast powerful enough to knock the air from my lungs sent me to the ground, sliding across the smooth surface.

      “Fucking hell,” I heard Abarat say. “Seems like I’ll have to do this myself.”

      I sucked in a deep breath, slowly pushing myself back to my feet, glad that Abarat was distracted by Aliana’s state as well.

      The elf suddenly turned and faced me, pointing his spear in my direction. “You. I’m going to kill you first.”

      “Seems like you’ve been trying to do that for a while,” I said, noting that they still needed more time to care for Ali. “I’d appreciate it if you started trying a little harder.”
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      I wasn’t sure what was going to come next. Abarat’s sudden rage was something that I had been anticipating, and it seemed like he had been looking for ways to finish me - the puny, almost insignificant human - off as quickly as possible so that he would be able to turn his attention to those more deserving of it.

      Now, from the look in his eyes, it seemed as though he was going to make this a personal vendetta. No resource was going to be spared. I was no longer an obstacle that he wanted out of the way.

      I was someone that he wanted to murder and he had every intention of doing precisely that.

      My feet were moving me back, away from the man almost before I could think about what I was doing. While getting away from Abarat seemed to be the smartest thing to do, giving him the space he needed to build up his attack just didn’t feel right in my mind. 

      A lot of fears and horrors that I had managed to push aside over the past few minutes suddenly swamped my mind, making me suddenly realize what I was doing, who I was doing it against, and just how little of a chance  I had now that his full intent was to tear me apart, limb from limb.

      The sudden panic that I felt rushing through me was keeping me from being able to defend myself, or even start running away again, like I had before. There wasn’t much that I would be able to do against the elf, so why try anyways?

      Seeing the flicker of power coming from his spear told me that a blast of fire was coming, and I wasn’t going to be able to get out of the way again as I was struggling to walk at the moment, and seeing the rage in his eyes, I knew that it was going to be powerful enough to rip me in half.

      I wondered if closing my eyes was the right thing to do. Not seeing it coming, just feeling it end, would be a more peaceful way to go, and the girls would be able to hold him, break his control of the horde, and bring peace back to the empire.

      The spear moved in what felt like half the speed that it should have, and it made me wonder if this was the moment that I was going to be seeing my life flashing before my eyes as was stated in all the books that I had read, but no, all I could see was fire lancing out towards me from the spear.

      And suddenly, I realized that the spear was moving slower because there was something acting against it. Abarat roared in pain, and I could see an arrow jutting from his forearm. Lyth, not ten yards away, had managed to collect her bow and fire her shot to give Abarat pause.

      Even so, the flames were coming towards me. They were more than hot enough to cook me alive, but just as they came close enough that I could feel the heat singing my skin, they stopped, rushing into the air and crashing into the ceiling harmlessly.

      Well, there was some stonework falling down, but that was too far away from me to strike.

      And I realized that it was Norel that had just saved my life, putting up a pair of shields to keep the flames away from me.

      “I won’t stand for this anymore!” Abarat screamed, looking around to all of us as we approached him, circling around him. “I wanted to leave those that I cared for alive, but no, you wished for death instead. And I’ll give it to you!”

      The power that I could feel rushing from him was more than enough to be a challenge, even for the five of us. But it was still better than facing him alone. The panic that had gripped me not seconds before was suddenly dissipating as I found myself with renewed energy and purpose.

      Wait, there were only four of us.

      I looked over to Faye, who had remained near Aliana, although not only to make sure that she was all right. Her sword was transformed into a spear, and she hefted it before smoothly tossing it across the room. Not at Abarat, but at the familiars that were still flooding him with power.

      The elf seemed suddenly aware of his peril and raised his hand, but it didn’t do anything to stop the weapon from impaling him through the chest.

      It was a damn good throw, I had to admit, and I could feel the power radiating from Abarat suddenly weaken. Not by much, but it was enough to take his attention from the four of us and make him look back to the elves that were giving him their power, and the fae that was charging at them.

      “No!” he cried, trying to reach them. “You can’t!”

      Lyth quickly stepped in his way, sword in hand again. “I have a sword that says otherwise.”

      Abarat didn’t bother coming up with a response, as he tried to strike at her to get her out of his way, but Norel was quick to throw up a shield that would protect the queen, and Braire promptly threw her pebbles out, the wolf and serpent jumping forward into the fight. 

      Working together had never felt quick this smooth or natural, watching as Abarat’s attacks were being quickly defended and countered against. We weren’t going to be pressing our luck or pushing too far. We knew Abarat well enough to know that a single mistake would end this battle poorly for us, and while time was of the essence as the battle continued to rage in the south, getting ourselves killed before we could help was going to assist nobody.

      Taking our time, we pushed Abarat back slowly as Faye quickly did away with the familiars, chipping away at Abarat’s power, even in the throne room that was supposed to empower him, would be how we were going to win this battle.

      Abarat knew that he was weakening and understood that he needed to do something here and now to finish the fight off, but Norel knew everything that he would try, quickly throwing shields up to block his strikes. It gave me the opening I needed, coming in closer to the elf as he swung his spear around to attack me.

      I ducked under, throwing my shoulder forward into his chest and bringing my sword up between him and his spear. With a shove, I knocked the weapon out of his hands, sending it clattering to the ground.

      There was no connection between us, and yet I could still feel the sudden burst of desperation that came from him as his weapon fell away.

      The others knew what to do, and quickly closed in on him again, this time for the kill. I backed away as a blast of flame was just barely blocked by Norel for me, as Braire’s serpent quickly slithered in, wrapping its thick, sinuous body around Abarat’s legs and squeezing as the elf screamed in pain and frustration. The wolf was quick to respond to protect its friend, barreling forward into Abarat’s chest, knocking him off of his feet and clamping its jaw around the elf’s hand, pinning it to the ground.

      I could hear my heart hammering in my chest, telling me that it was now or never.

      Faye and Braire had finished off the last of the familiars, but Abarat managed to raise one hand in a last-ditch effort. Maybe not for success as we bore down on him, but maybe to take one of us with him.

      There were runes branded into his hand, just like mine and I could see them glowing red in his effort to put in one last attack.

      A dagger flickered into existence, piercing the flesh of Abarat’s forearm. The elf screamed in agony, looking down to see Aliana, just barely recovered, there to contribute.

      “Now, Grant!” Ali shouted.

      I wasn’t about to hesitate. My sword was glowing with power as I drove it forward in what I could only hope was one last stab, driving the blade down into his chest.

      A shower of sparks exploded as the weapon impacted a shield that Abarat had managed to put up as he struggled to free himself from being bound, raving and foaming at the mouth as he fought against his end with every last breath.

      My muscles strained as I pushed down harder, driving the sword further into the shield, drawing more sparks. Every inch was a battle.

      Until the moment that I could feel the point pressing home, piercing through Abarat’s robes easily and cutting into his chest, just a little to the left of the center and driving home. I pushed until I could feel the ground below him stop the point of my blade.

      I knew for a fact that I had cut into his heart, but the elf refused to die. At least for the moment. Braire’s wolf realized that the fight was over, releasing Abarat’s hand and pulling away, licking his chops and watching the elf reach up. He looked to Lyth, who was standing over him, holding her sword.

      He wanted to say something, his lips were moving, but I couldn’t understand it. The seconds ticked by and I could feel the power waning to the point where he had no power to speak up. His whole body relaxed, and his eyes drifted shut.

      He looked peaceful. I couldn’t say I liked it. The elf had put too many through horror and death to look peaceful in death, but there was little that I could do to change that.

      I looked up to the others, panting for breath as a silence fell over the throne room, with nothing to be heard but our breathing.

      “Is... is it over?” I finally asked, looking around.

      “Yes,” Aliana said, pulling herself up and dragging her dagger free of Abarat’s forearm, looking up to me. “I believe it is.”

      I looked down at her and realized that there was something different about the woman that was kneeling next to me. She was still unmistakably my Aliana, but there were differences. Her skin was a little fairer. Her eyes were back to their normal, natural color.

      It took me longer than I was proud to realize that her wings were gone. As were her horns. Her ears were pointed, but that had always been true of her. She didn’t look like a djinn anymore, but rather more like an elf.

      “What... happened?” I asked, looking around.

      Aliana looked down at herself, touching at her skin, feeling for her wings that were no longer there, almost as surprised as I was.

      “Abarat said that he had cast the curse on her,” Norel said. “It was meant to bind her to him. Now that he’s gone... well, I guess there is no more curse. She’s an elf again.”

      Aliana pushed herself up to her feet, looking like she almost didn’t believe it before letting out a shriek of joy, jumping at me and wrapping her arms around my shoulders, still squealing like she didn’t realize that there was a dead elf laying at my feet.

      “Now to answer the question,” Lyth said, looking around, trying not to celebrate victory too early. “Has killing Abarat cleared the rest of the army of his attack?”

      “Well, I would say that we could open a portal to find out,” Norel said. “But... well, if Aliana is no longer a djinn, I’m not sure...”

      “I can do it,” Aliana said quickly, disentangling herself from me. “Well, the power is mostly gone, but with what can be used still in this room, I can get us out. I might need a little help, but it is possible. I know I can.”

      I nodded. “Well, it’s worth a try at least, yes?”

      She nodded, quickly moving over to the center of the throne room where the stained glass was still casting runes on the pale silver marble ground.

      About to join her, I realized that Faye had moved over to where Abarat was laying. The others went to join Aliana, questioning her ability to make the portal, but Faye and I remained behind.

      Faye was still holding her spear in her hand, looking down at the elf before spitting on the corpse and driving her spear down into his chest, twisting her weapon inside a few times.

      “Just making sure,” she explained.

      I shrugged, not really caring what was done to the dead elf as Faye jogged over to where Abarat’s spear - now reverted back to the form of a scepter – lay. She picked it up, brushing some dirt from it before taking me by the hand to join the rest of them. She handed the scepter to Lyth as we approached.

      “This is yours, I believe,” Faye said with a small smile.

      “It’s been a long time,” Lyth said, taking the scepter almost reverently. “Although... yes, I suppose that it is mine. Or was, anyways.”

      “I won’t tell if you won’t,” Faye replied, leaning in to place a small kiss to the queen’s cheek before we turned our attention back to Aliana.

      All of our power was needed, despite what could be gathered from the room, but with nothing holding her back now, Aliana was finished with the portal in under a minute, and when we were dragged into it, there was almost none of the discomfort that I remembered from the previous trips. It was smooth sailing, and in a few seconds, my eyes opened to reveal us back at the battlefield, not far from where we had landed the night before. 

      And the vision that greeted us could not have been more different.

      The armies were still there, but the imperial soldiers were hiding behind their shields as they watched the pandemonium that had befallen their enemies. They almost didn’t even realize that we had returned as we looked out into the field of the undead. The monsters had turned on one another, attacking each other with the same ferocity that had been directed at the imperial army not so long before. 

      Even the golems, hellhounds, and all the other larger creatures were joining in the fighting, having almost forgotten that there were humans and elves not fifty paces away that could be fought as well.

      “What the fuck?” I asked, looking around, trying to make sense of it all.

      As I spoke, a few of the soldiers realized that we had returned, quickly sending one of their number running back to the camp.

      I barely noticed. We had hoped that killing Abarat would take the coordination of the monsters away, but I had expected there to still be a fight to drive them back.

      And while there might be a battle later, for now the creatures appeared to be content to just tear each other apart.

      The sound of hooves beating on the ground brought our attention back around to the sight of the emperor riding our way along with about a dozen of his men. The man himself quickly dismounted, jogging over to where we were standing.

      “I assume that I have the six of you to thank for this?” the emperor asked.

      “It’s... difficult to say,” Norel replied, tilting her head. “I am fairly certain that we didn’t intend for this to happen.”

      “Well, so long as they are slaughtering each other, and not us, I’ll thank you anyways,” the emperor said with a laugh. “We’ll be leaving the troops here to consolidate the position, but as of right now, I am considering this a victory.”

      “Sounds about right,” Aliana admitted, looking at the man. 

      He tilted his head, narrowing his eyes like he didn’t recognize her, and yet he did. Even so, he had no questions that he wanted to ask us at the moment.

      “I would suggest retiring back to the camp,” the emperor said. “From there, we can return to the city. As victors.”

      I nodded. “I’m sure we could do with the rest.”

      “Not only that,” the man said, shaking his head. “I won’t let it be forgotten how all of you contributed to this victory, from the very beginning, fighting for the soul of this empire, even when I was absent, even when I was under Abarat’s control myself.”

      Norel looked around and shrugged her shoulders. “Well, someone needed to do it.”

      “And you did,” the emperor said. “Come, now. A hero’s welcome awaits every one of you!”
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      It was good to be back in the palace, I had to admit. With things struggling to return to normal after the battle and the destruction that had torn through the empire, there was a great deal of work to be done, even with the monster horde having mostly torn itself to pieces.

      But we were back in the palace, in the quarters that had been assigned to us by the emperor and enjoying some well-deserved time off.

      Of course, it wasn’t all relaxation. I could feel my body tensing up, a light sheen of sweat touching my bare skin as I looked down at Aliana, her head between my knees, her head bobbing gently as she took my cock into her mouth.

      “Oh, fuck,” I whispered, letting my head drop back to where I could feel a hand gently rushing through my hair.

      I looked up to see Faye smiling down at me before placing a light kiss to her lips. She didn’t look quite like Faye, I realized, with a pair of horns coming from her head and wings flapping gently behind her. She looked suspiciously like Aliana had as a djinn.

      “I thought you might miss the old look,” she explained with a small grin, lightly running her fingers over my chest, leaning in to place kisses to my neck and my shoulders.

      The others were laying on the same bed, having had their own turns with me and each other. Having reached their own personal limits of satisfaction, they were content to watch while pressing together, touching and stroking each other idly.

      All but Aliana, who had found renewed vigor to bury my cock in her mouth as one hand cradled my balls, gently massaging them. The other was between her own thighs, toying with herself as she let me fuck her beautiful lips.

      While it had taken a little getting used to, Aliana’s own elation over being herself again, finally after so long, was infectious, and I found that I loved her elf form even more than the djinn, although as Faye said, I might sometimes miss the old form a bit as well. I was glad she had brought it out to play as she watched the elf pump her mouth full of me.

      But Aliana wasn’t going to be simply satisfied with me in her mouth, I realized, with her giving me a couple more bobs before pulling herself up, drawing her green locks behind her head as she eyed me hungrily.

      “You taste good,” she moaned, climb up to straddling my hips.

      I reached out, taking the hand that had been playing with her pussy to my lips, gently sucking on her fingers.

      Her free hand reached down to pull my cock up to her warm, wet sex, and moaned luxuriously as she sank down on it.

      A smile touched my lips as I looked up to her, cleaning her fingers off completely as she rode me, starting slow but quickly building up the pace.

      “You taste better,” I said, my voice thick with need as I watched Faye, still looking the part of the djinn, lean in, taking one of Aliana’s breasts in her mouth, sucking on it gently as her hand reached up to toy with the other.

      I reached out to lay my left hand on the fae’s ass, squeezing gently and letting a gentle flow of power rush into her sweaty skin, smiling as she moaned and pressed herself back into my fingers while refusing to relinquish her control of Aliana’s breasts.

      Both felt like they were on the verge of a climax, and as much as I wanted to make it last, I had been holding myself back all afternoon, wanting to enjoy the taste and feel of each of them before finishing. There was little I could do to stop myself now. I leaned back on the bed, gripping Aliana’s hips with my right hand, guiding her to ride me harder, faster, my hips rising to fuck her back with each stroke.

      She gasped, eyes rolling back and a moan escaping from her throat as her body clamped around me, her warm wetness coating me as she tried to milk me for every drop I had as my cock twitched inside her, hip bucking upward as a roar rumbled up from my chest, joined by Faye’s cries of ecstasy, which were muffled by Aliana’s breast still between her lips.

      I needed a long while to bring myself down from that particular high, feeling all five coming together with me, kissing, touching, and enjoying each other’s presence and basking in the afternoon sun.

      A smile touched my lips as I looked over the gorgeous women that had been such a large part of my life, having driven me from mediocrity, into danger and through it, always helping and guiding me.

      “What do you think we should do next?” I wondered, breaking the silence with a question that had been hanging over our heads for the past few weeks after the battle.

      They all needed a moment to think about it, even though I knew that it had been on their minds for a while now.

      Lyth was the first to speak. “I’d like to return to the fortress. It’s been a long time since someone that actually belongs there has returned. I might like to restore it to its former glory. There are a great many secrets to be discovered in that place.”

      “I’ll go with you,” Faye said. “It’s about time that any sign that Abarat ever occupied the place were erased from memory, bringing it back to the state that it was meant to be. I might even be able to find some of my people to help.”

      “That sounds like fun,” Aliana said with a giggle. “I would like to study some of that fortress, see how it was built. I was a student of the magics back before the war. I would like to return to that.”

      “I was the same,” Norel said. “Finding something worthy of study in the imperial archives should not be too difficult, especially in the sections of elven literature.”

      Braire shrugged her shoulders. “An odd idea, but I would like to return to the continent across the sea. Find our kin there, maybe help to establish a connection with them again.”

      “That would be interesting too,” Lyth said. “I think I might join you in that.”

      Aliana looked up from where she was laying on my chest, placing light kisses to my skin. “What about you, Grant? Is there anything pressing on your mind that you would like to get done now that your services are no long required to keep this empire afloat?”

      I shrugged my shoulders. “You all forget that I was little more than a slave before this all started. I had few aspirations aside from surviving the winter. Now... everything has changed, and as I look out into the world, all I want to do is... well, be with all of you.”

      “Well yes, that was something of a given,” Norel said, grinning as she leaned in to place a kiss to my lips.

      “There is plenty to fill your lives now that the war is over,” I said softly, unable to keep myself from smiling. “I would like to be with you as you fulfill those needs, and maybe I’ll find something to do with myself along the way.”

      “I like that,” Aliana said, laying her head down on my bare chest once more. “I like that quite a lot.”
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