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

      

      We look forward to discussing our books with you!
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      My eyes closed, I tried not to listen to Aliana telling me to make the magic come, but to simply do it.

      As I attempted to reach into myself and find this special place where I could access my magic, my mind was flooded with all that had happened. All I had learned. Vis killing my parents, using me for… Something. He had used me, that much wasn’t up for dispute. Selectively training me in the different kinds of magic, restricting my access to other ways that would allow me to use my power since they would make me difficult to control and use. I wasn’t sure why he’d done what he’d done, or even how he’d found out about me. The only thing I knew was that Cyron was the key to not only finding Vis, but also to finding out why they’d come for me in the first place.

      Motherfucker. The thought allowed me to get a surge of magic, but not enough for it to do anything other than send a tingling through my limbs. I tried to focus on this energy, but it did no good.

      “Focus,” she said. I opened my eyes in frustration. The sight of her, however, quickly made that sensation vanish.

      She stepped toward me, horns glowing red to match the dim glow of red from the lights shining through her tattered wings. Such beauty. It was still hard to believe she was into me, that she was eyeing me with as much passion and longing as I felt for her. Well, maybe that was impossible, but close.

      A sudden pop sounded and the magic burst forth. A bit of light, but nothing more.

      “That’ll do for now.” Her hand took mine, leading me away. “Maybe you need some inspiration?”

      What came next was a blur. Clothes falling off, her hands caressing my skin, mine finding her, taking her breasts, her ass… Bodies moving as one. She rocked her hips into mine, slowly lowering herself onto me and licking her lips.

      “Fuck… please… hard…”

      My fingers gripped her thighs hard enough to leave prints on her skin for a few hours after. She didn’t seem to mind, though. Her eyes were shut, hands reaching up to grip the sheets above her head as she lay on her back, one leg propped up on my shoulder as the other wrapped around my waist, pulling me closer, heel hooking into my hip and dragging me closer to her as I stood beside the bed.

      I did as she asked, giving the gentler, softer thrusts a break as I pushed myself inside her hard enough for my balls to slap her ass, reaching out to grab her breasts which were bouncing heavily each time I pushed myself in. I felt her walls tightening around my cock more and more until she gasped, her eyes bulging as her back arched, pressing her breast into my hand. I could feel her warm cum coating my shaft as her body shuddered with pleasure, sending ripples of it through mine. She finally pushed herself up to lean on her hands, giving her wings a bit of room to stretch and flutter as she stared at me with a coy grin, biting her bottom lip as she ran a single finger down my chest.

      “Why is it,” I asked, still short of breath but not done with her by a damn mile, “that every time we practice my magical abilities, I end up balls deep inside you?”

      “Sex is a way to renew your magical abilities,” Aliana said, her hand drifting down between us, her fingers cradling and massaging my balls gently as I remained buried inside her. “Your mind is both your greatest weapon and greatest curse, and usually gets in the way of unlocking your truest potential. I’ve found sex is the best way to do away with all that. It helps that I’m almost as insatiable as you are.”

      I smiled and groaned as her body tightened around me for a moment as a jolt of pleasure rushed through both of us.

      “Mmm, would you look at that?” Aliana asked. “Looks like I’ve made a bit of a mess down here.”

      “Agreed,” I said, licking my lips. “Looks like you need to clean it up.”

      “I wouldn’t have it any other way,” Aliana said with a grin, moving away, pulling my cock out of her slowly like she dreaded being parted from it. Once we were apart, though, she was quick to flip over onto her stomach, wings fluttering excitedly as she leaned in, wrapping both her hands around my cock, still wet from her pussy, running her tongue over it from the base to the head before taking the latter between her lips, sucking me into her. I closed my eyes, moaning in time with her as one hand settled on the back of her head, toying with her horns before threading through her hair, curling behind her head to bob it over my cock. My other hand drifted down over her bare back, running slowly down the middle of it, following her spin and feeling her wings beating gently in time with her head’s movements.

      As my hand glided back up my eyes caught a glimmer of movement out of the corner of them. Norel had slipped in without drawing our attention. Not that great a feat, I mused, since both of us were rather occupied at the moment. Still, I couldn’t help the way my eyes seemed to flow to her watching us, watching as her breathing picked up pace, her breasts pressing harder at the tight confines of her dress. She saw me looking at her, but didn’t bother to hide her own admiration. I could feel her eyes running over my naked chest, following all the way down to where Aliana’s head was moving faster, picking up the pace. There was even some admiration for her sister, I realized as my mouth dropped open.

      A surge of pleasure rushed through my body as my hips bucked hard, pushing forward, feeling myself cum into Aliana’s mouth through her deep, pleasured moans. She reached out, grabbing my ass and holding me in place as she sucked me dry, doing as she promised and cleaning up after herself in the meantime.

      After a while, she pulled away with a contented sigh, licking and smacking her lips. She turned to face Norel like she’d known the woman was there the entire time.

      Norel tilted her head. “Why is it that whenever I find the two of you together, I always find you with your lips around our newly-appointed Varion’s cock, Ali?”

      Aliana grinned unabashedly, resting her head on the bed and pulling my hand down to stroke her hair. “You would be too, if you knew how good it tasted. Besides, you know that sex is one of the ways to help unlock and renew power like his.”

      “One of many, many ways,” Norel said with a knowing smile. “But it is nice to see you abiding by the method that proves enjoyable for both of you.”

      I cleared my throat, picking up my clothes from where they had been tossed a short time past. “How can we help you, Norel? Or did you just hear us fucking and decide to watch?”

      “In your dreams,” Norel said, though the red that spread across her face betrayed her words. Maybe her dreams, too? “I just came to see how your training is coming along. You were given a title and critical role to fill soon after the fight with Cyron and the golem, Grant, and are expected to work on keeping it. Considering that you already set the proverbial bar rather high in what we all did in our first encounter with Cyron, the small group of nobles that have assembled to do what is right to keep the Empire from falling into ruin have high expectations of their new Varion. I really hope you don’t disappoint them.”

      “You’re such a spoilsport, Nor,” Aliana said, rolling over to the side of the bed. Her clothes had been torn off, meaning she would have to hunt more down. I wondered if she would pick out something similar to what she had been wearing. Barely clothes, just something to cover her breasts and midsection.

      She decided to give up on clothes for the moment, preferring to remain in bed.

      “Well, I guess it’s safe to say that training is done for today,” I said, pulling my trousers on and smiling at Norel.

      “Care to give a demonstration of your technique then?” Norel asked.

      I extended my hand. Ever since the night when runes had been burned into my skin while fighting an obsidian hellhound, I’d found it a lot easier to focus and bring out my power, where in the past it had seemed reluctant. The scars were barely there anymore and yet, when I pulled my power out, they glowed like the runes I saw on Aliana’s skin when she used her powers.

      The door to my room opened and swung on its hinges after less than a second of suggestion.

      “Technique is almost flawless,” Norel said with a small, approving nod. “You just need to focus on the flow a bit more. You almost tore the door off the hinges, there. If you don’t learn to keep your power on a leash you could end up killing someone you’re trying to help. Maybe even yourself.”

      “I’ll work on that,” I said with a small, affirmative nod.

      “Good,” Norel said, giving her sister another look before moving toward the open door. “I expect your powers to have improved a good deal further than just being able to open a door. I’d hate for that to be the extent of what you can do.”

      She smiled, taking the moment to show off her abilities as she flicked her fingers, causing the door to close behind her.

      I smirked, turning to look over to Aliana, who was lying on her stomach on the bed, though propping herself up on her elbows to give me a good view of her breasts as she tilted her head, her wings moving slowly above her as she watched me.

      “Well?” she asked as I moved back to the bed.

      “Well, what?” I replied, sitting down next to her.

      “How long do you think she’s going to wait for an invitation to join us?” Aliana asked, moving closer and laying her head on my lap, running her fingers idly over my bare chest.

      “I wasn’t aware that she was anticipating one,” I said, tracing my fingers over her horns, following the markings on them. They looked like they could have been runes, but none that I recognized.

      “I have so much to teach you,” Aliana groaned, placing a light kiss on my stomach. “And not just about magic.”

      “I think I can go again, if you will have me?” I asked, running my fingers down her back to give her ass a firm smack. She squealed and giggled.

      “I can see that,” she murmured with a grin, pulling herself up to straddle my lap. “Feel that, even. Be gentle with me, though. I’m still sore.”
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        * * *

      

      One of my eyes opened, looking around in the darkness. Something was poking me, trying to wake me up. The uncovered window showed me that the sun was starting to rise, but the world was still dark for now, meaning it was far too early to be waking up.

      My hand snapped around out of reflex, seeing movement and speeding to intercept it. My fingers wrapped around a hand, much smaller than my own, gripping at the wrist. I twisted when the hand kept on moving toward me, until I heard a small, muffled shriek.

      “My hand!” Norel squealed.

      “You woke me up,” I hissed in response, pulling myself up into a sitting position before letting her hand go. “What’s the matter?”

      Norel didn’t answer immediately, rubbing her wrist. “They want to speak with you. The circle of nobles I told you about. Something’s happened and they need their Varion.”

      I nodded. Now was not the time to be playfully grumpy about still needing a few more hours of sleep. I just wished I’d had the good sense to realize that before wasting time.

      “Let me get dressed and I’ll be right there with you,” I said.

      She smiled, rising from her crouched position and moving back toward the door, left open this time.

      I took a moment, breathing deep and stilling my shaking hands before slipping out of bed. I was as ready as I would ever be, but there was still that moment of introspection, trying to realize that this was really happening.

      I nudged Aliana gently. She moaned and growled, apparently as unwilling to wake up as I was. We had both had something of a late night, although we had nobody to blame but ourselves.

      She finally pulled herself out of bed, although she didn’t get dressed. The presence of a djinn in the city was something we all agreed needed to remain under wraps for the moment. Cyron’s attempt at a coup had caused enough of a stir. Any more and the people of the city would start a riot.

      I dressed quickly. I’d discarded my servant’s robes soon after arriving at Norel’s estate, switching out drab and grey for blacks and whites. Trousers of dark flax with light leather boots of matching color; a soft, pale white shirt; and over it all a thick coat of dark red. It was thick enough that it could be used as light armor in pressing circumstances, and Norel told me that a handful of lower-level wards had been applied to help in protecting against attacks.

      As I started moving through the halls, winding my way through Norel’s maze, I found that I was headed toward the courtyard. Whomever it was that Norel was having us meet, it was outside of her estate.

      Horses had been arranged for us, and I lightly jumped onto one of the less-threatening mares. I had learned to ride, but there had never been much call for it from someone who was expected to walk everywhere so I didn’t want to ride one of those massive battle mounts until I had at least gotten a better grasp of the skill.

      There weren’t too many people on the roads, making for a quick trip through the streets. We soon reached the manor of one of the lesser nobles in the gentry, one who had been annoyed by Cyron’s actions but powerless to act until we arrived. Servants quickly moved forward to escort our horses to the stables while others guided us into the manor itself.

      I caught sight of Norel gesturing and whispering a quick and subtle spell. When she saw I’d noticed, she smirked.

      “For Ali,” she said, simply. I needed no further hints. Aliana would be reaching us through a portal into a manor that was likely warded against it. While there weren’t many wards that could keep Aliana’s powers out, it was best not to rely on assumptions at this stage.

      We moved into a dining hall. A long, oaken table was set up, along with a dozen or so chairs, most of which were currently occupied by various nobles and members of the Emperor’s council. The table was laden with all manner of food and drink, but none of the men were eating and only a handful were sipping wine, probably to calm their nerves.

      Judging by their sour expressions, something had gone wrong. Spectacularly so.

      As Norel and I took our seats, I could feel a shift in the energy of the room. It was gentle, almost completely unnoticeable, but it had a familiar feeling, similar to when I was about to step into one of Aliana’s portals.

      “She is here,” Norel leaned over to whisper in my ear as one of the nobles stood.

      “Thank you all for coming,” the man said in a deep, booming voice. He wasn’t particularly tall, but his broad shoulders and thick, black beard made me wonder how long his family had been a part of the gentry. He seemed to be the leader of this small circle, at any rate.

      “News has reached our ears from beyond the borders of the Empire,” he continued, brushing a speck of dust from his rich velvet doublet. “Disturbing news of bloodshed and destruction to the west. Mages in the area have detected unusual methods of magical power being used, the likes of which they have not seen before. I know the people there are prone to drink, but all things considered, I do not believe we can afford to look away from this. News of a dark entity rising there just as we begin to hear faint whispers of the same cannot go uninvestigated.”

      I felt a soft mental connection between myself and someone not in the room. Aliana was reaching out to me, telling me it was time to go. I looked over to see that Norel had received the same message, although the woman looked more annoyed than concerned.

      Even so, Norel rose to her feet. A lull fell over those assembled as they tried to digest the news. “We can conduct some rudimentary investigations from here, and should the need arise, dispatch our Varion to add depth to the matter.”

      “Of course, my lady,” the man said, nodding his head in deference. “I have had my secretary write up all the details relevant to the situation, as well as a roughly-drawn map showing where the incidents were supposed to have occurred. At your leisure, although I do not think I have to remind you that time is of the essence.”

      “Naturally, Lord Bailey,” Norel said, smiling as she was handed the documents. The conversation went on, including their plans for standing up a guard and what other fallback plans would be needed, but I zoned out, mind going back to my flesh pressed against Aliana’s, my imagination throwing Norel into the mix.

      At one point, I was pretty sure she saw something in my eyes, a look that gave me away, because she blushed and quickly looked away, avoiding my gaze for the rest of the meeting.

      When it was finally over, the lord nodded curtly before standing. “We shall be in touch shortly.”

      And with that, Norel indicated for me to stand and follow her out.
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      We arrived back at Norel’s estate, the horses quickly being brought back to their stables for water and feeding after having been galloped back. Judging by the sun climbing into the sky, it hadn’t even been two hours since we’d left. Something had been worrying Aliana. I could feel her tension spreading over to Norel and me. She had told me once that sex connected minds among her people, and while I wasn’t an elf and… well, neither was she anymore, there was something there. If it was that connection, well, then all the more reason to keep on doing it, I supposed.

      The moment we reached my bedroom, I felt my skin prickling. Aliana materialized, coming out in front of us. There was a haunted, hungry look about her that I hadn’t seen before, which made it all the more interesting that my eyes dropped to what she was wearing.

      Which was to say, pretty much the same clothes I’d torn off her the day before. The same clothes I’d always seen her wearing. Did she like the outfit so much that she had spares already waiting?

      “How did you get them back?” I blurted out before I was able to catch myself. Both women turned to look at me, almost annoyed at what I’d just said.

      “Not the time, Grant,” Norel said before turning back to her sister. “What’s the matter?”

      “I know what has been causing problems in the west kingdom,” Aliana said, and for a moment I thought she might be sick. The glow in her horns was lessened to the point of almost disappearing, and her wings were fluttering nervously. “There’s another djinn there. Dark, and powerful, more powerful than I’ve ever seen.”

      Norel raised an eyebrow. “That… would explain a lot, actually.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her in warning as I tilted my head to indicate Aliana, reminding Norel that this was a sensitive subject. She shrugged in response. I didn’t want to push the issue since this kind of information needed to be shared. Plus, there was no point in angering the two most powerful people I knew.

      “As the two of you know, there’s not much in the world that scares me, not truly,” Aliana said, turning and finding a bench to sit on. I moved over to sit next to her, wrapping my arm around her shoulders and pulling her closer.

      “Aside from Abarat, a dark djinn is the only thing in the world that makes my skin crawl,” she continued, leaning into me with a small smile of appreciation. “They are merciless, dark and cruel, even regarding their masters. I… remember a time when I went down that path, and I remember what it was like to feel nothing but malice for anything and everything alive in the world. It comes with being as powerful as I am and being bound to only use it for another’s purposes. Until I found Grant and he freed me, I was lost to that way of thinking.”

      I ran my fingers through her hair. I remembered the strange kind of glee that had been in her eyes when she first met me, as well as the way she’d reacted to killing Kruger and his men. All while the ring and her bindings to it had still been intact. I wondered just how close she had come to killing me that night. Was that what a dark djinn was supposed to be like?

      Now was not the time to think about that, I mused, pulling her closer, feeling her nuzzling gently at my neck.

      “What makes you think this could be the work of a dark djinn?” Norel asked, noticing that there was something more to our interactions than met the eye, but wanting to keep to the matter at hand.

      Aliana looked up, taking a deep breath. “The way they were describing the magic and how it was felt reminded me of how people said they felt my magic. It’s not conclusive, I know, but I can feel it in my bones. There’s something to this that makes me certain, but I can’t explain it.”

      Norel inhaled deeply then nodded. “I’ll take your word on it for now, but I’ll be keeping my mind open about this. There are a great many lost powers in this world, and thanks to Cyron, any one of them could be out there wreaking havoc. I’ll see what I can find without having to head out west myself.”

      Aliana nodded and Norel quickly made her exit. I wrapped my arms around Aliana and pulled her closer, kissing her cheek tenderly. There was that connection again. She knew I wanted to know more, not only about this dark djinn but about everything else, but there would be time to question her about it after she’d settled down. Right now she needed me to be here for her in another way, to bring her mind away from the darkness she remembered all too well.

      I dipped my head and pressed my lips to hers tenderly. She seemed almost surprised, like she hadn’t realized that our connection told me what she needed. When she realized it she smiled, returning my kiss tenderly, her hands reaching up to thread through my hair and pull me closer.

      My hand moved, presenting a familiar unspoken spell that spread from my fingertips and touched lightly on her skin. She wouldn’t have felt the spell itself, I knew, only its effects, which came a few seconds later. A soft moan as our mouths remained locked in the kiss, a shudder, gasp, and a tremor of pleasure as I could feel her spreading her thighs out of instinct.

      As we parted from the kiss, her eyes remained closed, a smirk still playing on her pouty red lips. “You do know how to make a woman feel better, don’t you Grant?” she asked in a breathless whisper. As she opened her eyes, they remained hooded with lust. I could feel her hands gripping my clothes, threatening to tear them off if I didn’t remove them quickly.

      I didn’t want that. I didn’t want to have to go through the process of getting fitted for them again. Although maybe Aliana could fix them the same way she’d fixed hers.

      I stood, pulling off my coat and shirt in quick succession. Aliana didn’t have to do much to undress. A bit of a shrug and her top came down since it was having trouble containing her breasts anyways, hitting the ground without so much as a sound. A quick wiggle of her hips and the bottom half came away as well.

      By the time I was finished with my shirt, she’d moved over beside the bed and was looking at me, a coy smile on her lips as she ran her fingers teasingly up her body, a clear invitation.

      I approached her once my boots and trousers had been discarded, hungry for her again. She had been right, I was feeling rather insatiable. I picked her up and roughly tossed her onto the bed. She giggled in response, wings fluttering eagerly as she turned to face me, legs parting wide as I joined her on the bed. I was hard and throbbing as I climbed onto the bed after her, but there was something else I wanted first.

      I slipped between her thighs but dipped my head, placing light kisses on her hips, her lower stomach, and then lower, twirling my tongue over her lower lips as my hands slipped underneath her, the firm, soft flesh of her ass filling them when I pulled her closer.

      “What are you doi— Oh! Oh… Oh fuck… Grant!” she exclaimed, propped up on her elbows as her back arched, eyes rolling back. My spell had delivered the desired effect—she was wet and waiting by the time my tongue found its way into her pussy. I tasted her hungrily, moaning as I slipped it inside her, letting my lips and teeth gently glide over her clit as I fucked her with my mouth.

      “Oh gods,” she gasped, reaching down to grip my head, tangling her fingers in my thick hair and pushing me down further to taste more of her. I loved the taste of her wetness and wanted more. It wasn’t too long before her cries had no words, only sounds of pleasure. Her hips were bucking into my face, her hand trying to drag me away from her pussy even as her thighs tightening around my head and neck told of a different intention. I could see a light sheen of sweat coating her skin, giving it a bit of a glow in the gentle sunlight as she writhed and trembled while an orgasm rocked through her body.

      “Please,” she gasped, her eyes popping open as she slowly regained the ability to speak. “Please, Grant, I need your cock inside me. Now!”

      I pulled away from her pussy, licking my lips hungrily as I looked up into her eyes. One of my hands left her ass to greedily grab and knead one of her breasts instead.

      “Ask me nicely,” I growled in a hungry voice.

      She raised her eyebrows, her lips parting for a moment as an aftershock from her orgasm robbed her of words for a moment.

      “Please,” she whined, reaching for me, trying to pull me closer to her. “Please… I need to be filled. I need your cock fucking me out of my mind. I beg you…”

      I grinned teasingly, moving my body lightly over hers, pausing to wrap my lips around her other breast, sucking and licking at the nipple gently, looking up at her all the while.

      “Intriguing,” I murmured, lapping my tongue over the pert, amber nub once more. “But what can I expect in return for providing you with my cock inside you?”

      Her eyes were widening with need, a soft pant of frustration heard as I kissed my way up to her neck.

      “Anything,” she growled against my ear, letting me feel her teeth lightly pressing into the lobe as I reached down to guide my cock between her thighs to gently rub over her clit. “Fucking anything.”

      “I’ll be sure to hold you to that,” I said with a smile, positioning myself over her, pressing her soft breasts against my chest, feeling her pert and erect nipples. Her soft skin shivered beneath me as she reached down to grab my ass, a flicker of pain only enhancing the pleasure as her nails dug into my skin, pulling me closer. I pushed the head into her pussy, groaning and feeling a rush of pleasure as she tightened around me, prompting me to push myself into her in a single thrust, rough enough to shake the bed beneath us.

      “Oh gooooodssss,” she prolonged the syllable as I filled her suddenly, her eyes rolling back again as the head found that delicious little nub of pleasure deep inside her drenched pussy. I could feel her almost on the brink again. Not only from how I knew her body so well over these past three weeks, but I could feel the pent-up tension, a result of my teasing, quickly being given an escape. I could feel it, although not quite like she did.

      That bridge between us is going to make this interesting in all sorts of delicious ways, I thought, closing my eyes and feeling the rush of my spell on her spreading to me as my hips started pumping my cock in and out of her. A slow, rhythmic pace at first, making sure that every thrust counted, driving into her hard and firmly. But I could feel her needs now, interestingly enough, and as much as she enjoyed the roughness, she wanted it paired with a bit more speed. Thrusting faster meant I wasn’t able to find her pleasure spot each time, but as my hand slipped between us, stroking her clit in time with my hips thrusting, it felt like it didn’t much matter. I could feel her wings pushing her body up to press against mine, letting me feel the silky, firm weight of her breasts bouncing each time I hammered myself inside her until I felt her body tightening around me again.

      Feeling the orgasm wash through her pushed me over the edge I’d been balancing on. It was a secondary feeling, but hearing her cries of pleasure joining mine and all the other wet sounds of our sex made it impossible to stay in control. Another couple of quick, rough thrusts into her wet, tightening pussy had my cock twitching inside her. I could feel my cum mingling with hers over and over again until we were both spent. I wasn’t sure how she could have had two orgasms in that quick a succession, but the feel of it had my skin tingling and rushing with all kinds of new and interesting sensations that had me dropping onto the bed beside her, struggling to breathe.

      From the startled look on her face as she came over and leaned her head on my chest, I could tell she was almost surprised as I was.

      “Wow,” she gasped, licking her lips, letting her tongue lightly brush over my skin.

      “What the fuck was that?” I asked, not even sure I needed an answer, only the recognition that she was feeling the same I was.

      “Mmm, one of the benefits to having a connection like ours,” Aliana whispered, her eyes closed as she slowly came back down to earth with a smile.

      “How is it that the elves weren’t… just doing this all the time?” I asked. I suddenly realized that I’d spoken without thinking again. It couldn’t have been a topic she wanted to talk about as lightly as this.

      Thankfully, she replied with a giggle. “Well, it was never quite like this. What you and I have is unique. The way your power grows and reflects on mine each time... I would say that it is unheard of. I’ve certainly never seen the like.”

      I smiled, running my fingers through her hair, watching as the sun moved high as midday approached. Having missed out on a morning meal, I would have thought that there would have been a need for food rumbling in me, but it was surprisingly silent. I moved over to the side of my bed, where there was a bowl with some fresh water and a clean cloth. I decided against having the whole bowl precariously perched on the soft mattress and instead dipping the cloth inside, getting it completely soaked before turning back to Aliana, who was studying me curiously.

      “What are you doing?” she asked, quirking an eyebrow. I didn’t answer immediately, letting my actions speak instead. I ran the drenched cloth lightly over her bare stomach first, feeling the inhuman warmth of her skin. I was no longer surprised by it. I smiled I moved over her hips and down her thighs, pausing to refresh the rag before drawing it up to her heavy breasts. I could feel her wings flexing and fluttering lightly as I moved up to her neck, coming back down to her shoulders and then all the way down over her breasts again.

      “Mmm,” she moaned softly in my ear, running her hands idly over my body. “And you didn’t even need a spell this time.”

      I smiled. “I’m not sure if this is the time, but, well, I’m feeling a bit curious about what you knew about dark djinn. I mean no offense, of course, but not that long ago, you were creatures of fables. I’m starting to see now that a lot of our fables of monsters were a lot less imaginary than previously thought. And now we have one wandering about.”

      Aliana leaned back in the bed as I kept gently washing her body.

      After a long moment, she spoke. “Djinn are almost what you would consider to be mercenaries for hire. I would have said once that they were creatures of darkness and malice, but then I realized that’s what they became over the years. They kill indiscriminately, in very creative and interesting ways. They’re not always bound to trinkets or artifacts anymore, but they can be caught and held captive, turned back into slaves for a master. I think that’s part of what makes them so angry against the world.”

      I nodded. I could understand. I had a couple of very interesting deaths in mind for Vis if I ever could get my hands on him, and that was for less than a decade of servitude. I couldn’t imagine what it would be like to be used like that for decades, maybe even centuries. Being turned into a vessel for another person’s desires, no matter how depraved or horrifying. I could imagine how that would make any person, of any race, see the world very differently. Thoughts of what could have happened to Aliana if she ended up under the control of someone like Cyron made a shiver of disgust run up my spine.

      “What’s the matter?” she asked.

      “Nothing,” I lied. I knew she could tell whether I was speaking the truth or not, but I didn’t even want to grace the thought with words. “I think we need some more water. I’ll return in a bit.”

      I didn’t bother with a shirt or boots, reclaiming only my trousers as I made my way out of the house to find a source of water. There were a couple of wells spread around the place, and even a small stream that ran through a couple of the gardens that were left open to the sun.

      Eventually, I found myself in one of these gardens. It was a peaceful little nook, with the clear water flowing out from under the walls, making a long curve through the garden and then circling back to hide under the walls again. I had no idea where the source was, but it was fresh water. Lacking any other closer option to get it, I moved closer to the stream and droppedto my knees beside it to scoop it into the bowl directly. Sure, there were probably all sorts of protocols in place to keep someone from doing precisely that, but at the moment, I could care less.

      As I scooped up the clear liquid, I realized, after a moment of staring, that the eyes looking back at me weren’t mine. They were a perfect sky blue. As I looked around, I realized the face wasn’t mine either. Elegant aquiline features replaced mine, with pale skin dotted with freckles and long, black hair, flowing like it was moving with the stream.

      “Well, hello there,” I heard a voice. Not hearing, not really. It was in my head, echoing around my skull. “Who the hell are you?”

      I didn’t answer, still not sure if I wasn’t the one to be asking the very same question.

      “I know this connection,” she said with a laugh after a couple of moments. “You have a trinket that bound one of my kind in servitude, didn’t you? Odd to see you here. I wasn’t really looking for you, if I’m perfectly honest. Though you will do just as well, I suppose.”

      “You’re a djinn?” I asked. It was hard to wrap my mind around the fact that I was talking aloud to someone that I could only hear in my thoughts, but it almost seemed rude not to answer her.

      “Oh, you are a sharp one,” she said with a grin. “Yes, yes I am. Not many know to associate me with that name. Oh… You’re handsome, too. So rare to find both elements in the single person, and in a man, no less. That’s rather refreshing, I must say.”

      “What are you talking about?” I asked. If we were exchanging compliments, I wondered if it was my turn to say that she was rather beautiful as well. More of her form was revealed in the water, showing a full, curvaceous form barely contained under black silk robes.

      “I’m talking about you, delicious morsel that you are,” she said with a chuckle, leaning forward into my vision, until I was sure that she was almost coming up out of the water. “I know you’re confused, but this is the part where you say something nice about me.”

      My numb hands still holding onto the bowl suddenly lost purchase and it dropped into the water with a splash. Not the loudest of noises, but it was enough to shock me to my senses as I fell backward, landing on my ass and blinking at what I’d just seen. I wasn’t sure if it was even real.

      No, it was real. While fading, I could still feel that presence in my thoughts. No voice remained, but as it pulled away, or was forced away, there was a sense of annoyance in her.

      I clenched my jaw, gulping hard before pulling away. There had been a pull from her, and honestly, I didn’t quite trust myself to go back to the stream. She was gone, sure, but I had no idea what might bring her back. No sense in risking it, not even to retrieve the bowl.

      I moved away quickly, not daring to look back as I headed into the house.
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      Norel was making a habit of coming into my room without knocking, almost like she was hoping to find us entangled in training again, but this time, all she saw was me sitting on the bed, with Aliana pacing furiously in front of me, her wings fluttering incessantly.

      “I have news,” Norel said, looking confused and a bit disappointed as she moved closer.

      Aliana snapped out of the deep thought she had been in to look up at her sister. “News?”

      “Yes,” Norel said. “Though I sense you two have news of your own?”

      “Indeed,” Alaina said, her voice soft and shaking a bit. “Grant, tell her what you were telling me just now.”

      “I… right,” I said, hesitating a bit before gathering courage. “I think I saw the dark djinn earlier today.”

      “What?” Norel asked, looking skeptical. “How is that even possible? I’ve put so many wards around this place that we might not even need walls anymore.”

      “Even so, she manifested herself to me. Interestingly enough, through my reflection in the water.”

      “Wait, the dark djinn is a woman?” Norel asked, tilting her head. “Are you sure—”

      “Yes, I’m sure it wasn’t just my imagination,” I said, having had a similar discussion with Aliana previously. “She was small, with black hair, blue eyes and pale skin, dotted with freckles.”

      “Doesn’t sound familiar to me,” Norel said.

      “Me neither,” Aliana said softly.

      I looked between the two, scrunching my nose in concentration. “It seemed like she was connected to me, in my mind. She talked about how she was looking for someone and mentioned something about me having had a trinket that bound one of her kind to servitude, or something of the like. Like that was what had allowed her to reach my mind.”

      Norel opened her mouth to say something but rolled her eyes. “That reminds me, what did happen to the trinket that was supposed to bind my sister to you, Grant?”

      I tilted my head. I hadn’t thought about that in a long time, though my mind immediately went to the first time that Aliana and I had been together in our little cave. “I released her from service to me. It was uncomfortable. I wanted her to be free, and apparently put enough behind that wish that it broke her binds. Her bracelets disappeared. I still have the ring, though,” I showed her where circled my right forefinger.

      “Ugly fucking thing,” Aliana muttered.

      “Be that as it may,” I said. “How can she connect to me through something that’s supposed to be bound to another djinn entirely?”

      Norel tilted her head but then shook it in quick succession. “While we do need to investigate this further, I’m afraid this isn’t our only concern. It would appear that Cyron has come out from licking his wounds and is using magic. Very powerful magic, and out in the open as well. At least one noble has been killed. Nobody is willing to stand up to say that it was Cyron without a doubt. The emperor has personally made a decree for investigation, and has set the Official to the task.”

      “The Official?” I asked. “Why? I mean, yes, if the noble were in the higher echelons of court, that might call for the Emperor to take personal action, but to set the Official on it? That’s like taking a sledgehammer to an annoying fly.”

      “Be that as it may,” Norel said, looking annoyed at having been interrupted. “What Cyron is doing is dangerous. There are other nobles calling for him to be put in a warded cage, and that is leading to a lot of unrest among the gentry.”

      I nodded, taking a deep breath. “How can we turn this to our advantage? While having the rest of the nobility on our side for once is excellent, I can’t imagine that the Official would want us to be interfering with his investigation.”

      “Agreed,” Norel said. “There is a lot of potential and opportunity for our cause with this, but we can’t act too rashly. I’ll look around some more tomorrow. In the meantime, I’m fucking starved.”

      With those words, it seemed like my body was reminded of the fact that I hadn’t eaten anything since the night before. As occupied as I was with everything happening, it had just slipped my mind. My negligence returned to haunt me, it seemed, as I could hear my stomach growling.

      “Come,” Norel said, pretending not to have heard it. “The staff have prepared a meal for us. I wouldn’t trust the two of you with preparing a meal without burning the only house I left down to cinders.”

      “How do you know? That a meal is prepared, I mean,” I asked as the three of us moved out of the room and headed to one of the dining halls.

      “This is my house, Grant,” she replied with a knowing glance and a playful smile. “I know everything that happens within these walls.”

      The smell of roast duck and beef ribs as well as vegetables, fruits, breads and cheeses greeted us as we stepped insid. The servants stood ready to pour us drinks as we sat down. While they had mead ready for Norel and Aliana, I was happy to see the rich red wine that she’d procured for me instead.

      I wasn’t ready to indulge in any conversation for the first few minutes of the meal, starved as I was. It was all I could do not to make too large a mess to be cleaned afterward. I had been a servant once, or near to, and I knew how they must feel as they watched me eating, almost anticipating how deep a cleansing would be needed afterward.

      “So, Norel,” Aliana said after we’d all finished our first serving and I was starting on a second. “I know you have to maintain the illusion of being human, but why do you keep to it when we’re alone? I am left without choice in the form that I have to take, obviously, but I would be willing to bet you’re not.”

      “You mean besides the human servants that populate my house?” Norel asked after politely dabbing her lips with a napkin. “It’s a matter of habit, really. I’ve needed to fit into human society for so long that I’ve grown accustomed to looking like one. Do I wish that I could join our kin in their self-imposed exile instead of running about with the humans? Yes, but at the same time, there is a vast array of pleasures to be found in the simple act of just being human.”

      “Wait, self-imposed exile?” I asked, forcing myself to gulp my food down before speaking. Norel had lectured me long and hard about my manners, and I wasn’t looking forward to another one. “You mean there are more elves out there than the two of you?”

      “Three,” Norel corrected in an icy tone. “And yes, but that is a subject for another time and another place. One with fewer ears listening in.”

      I looked around at the staff who were doing their best to be invisible and nodded. That would be a touchy subject to broach with so many humans in attendance who thought elves were a thing of the past. They had to know that Aliana wasn’t a human, but actually addressing the topic in conversation was a different topic entirely.

      Aliana stepped in to defuse the tension. “I’m so sorry, sister,” she said in a quiet voice, leaning over to wrap her arms around the woman in a tight embrace. “I wish I could help.”

      “You are,” Norel said, returning the hug with a surprising amount of passion. “Just by being here with me again, you are.”

      I smiled but looked away quickly. It was a personal moment between the two women, and I didn’t want to intrude on it.
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      I was happy to see that sun was rising over a sky almost completely lacking in clouds. Sleep had come with some difficulty, and I found myself awake almost before dawn.

      While I wished I could have slept in longer, it would have been a pity to miss such an amazing view. It was similar to the view I’d had in my room in Vis’ manor, but richer, somehow. I could see the lake in the distance, and the forest not that further. With the sun rising over it, the deep purple of night clashing with the yellows and oranges, I couldn’t help but smile. The world was crumbling to pieces, it seemed, and yet the sun rose like it had every day before today. I inhaled deeply, feeling the cool morning breeze fill my lungs, knowing that my peaceful start to the day was about to end. I wasn’t sure how, but I was turning before I heard Aliana climbing out of bed.

      She rubbed her eyes, stretching for a moment. It was an interesting and most engaging sight, I realized, watching her wings opening and stretching with her. They were a part of her, and I adored them as such, but I found myself wondering just how they came to be so injured and ragged that she wasn’t able to fly with them anymore.

      It was a personal question, and despite everything we’d been through together, I didn’t want to press her for answers. When she wanted to tell me, she would.

      “What?” she asked, moving over to wrap her arms around me and look out into the same view I’d been enjoying a few seconds before.

      “Just… Nothing,” I replied.

      Again, I was aware that she knew when I was hiding something now. It was one of the interesting aspects of being this closely bonded with someone. At the same time, she knew I wasn’t comfortable sharing with her just yet and seemed content with accepting that for now.

      We stood there, enjoying the silence, each other’s company and the view for a few long minutes as I stroked her hair tenderly.

      “We need to go back to the library,” she whispered softly into my bare chest.

      “Why, so you can use your words to get me in the mood again?” I asked with a small grin.

      She chuckled but poked me gently in the ribs. Ticklish as I was, it was hard not to jump away from her. She giggled in response, but her businesslike mood returned quickly.

      “No. Well, not only for that,” she said. “We need to find out what Cyron has in mind. What he has planned. There are only a few uses for a dragon’s eye in the world, almost none of them good. We need to be better informed about what he might have planned next or find ourselves thrown when he surprises us.”

      “Good point,” I conceded. “And you think we’ll find what we need in the library? Remember how humans all think that dragons are things of fiction.”

      “No need to remind me,” she said. “But at the same time, not all humans believe that. There might be some kind of hint as to what Cyron was planning then that would give insight into what he wants to do next. I refuse to believe that his attacking the nobles like this is just some sort of random lashing out. There must be a purpose to it, and I intend to find it.”

      I nodded. “Should we inform Norel of our plans?”

      “She has already left the building,” Aliana said, looking up at me. “She had business to attend to in the city.”

      “How—”

      “She isn’t the only one who knows everything that happens in this house,” Aliana said with a small grin.

      “So you know that she somehow manages to sneak into my room whenever we’re having sex?”

      “Like I said, she’s just waiting for an invitation,” she murmured, pressing a kiss to my chest. “And for that matter, so am I. But we have more pressing matters at the moment.”

      We were soon on our way out of the house. Aliana had decided against taking horses, or even a portal directly to the library. The latter since there were more people in the library now than there had been the last time we visited, and the former because she thought horses would attract too much attention. She had a cloak to hide her more prominent features and used that perception field to keep eyes away from us as we moved through the streets.

      Cyron’s actions hadn’t gone without notice from the rest of the people, I realized. The streets were in a state of chaos. People were arguing and even fighting in the streets, needing the Lancers to break them apart. Still others had loaded their possessions onto carts and were either hitching them to horses or pulling them themselves, all aiming to leave the city before the destruction reached their doorstep.

      What I heard from them only raised my concern. A couple of nobles’ manors had been burned to the ground, with magic considered to be the cause. One of the more disgusting sights, I realized, was in the marketplace, where crafty merchants were grasping at the opportunity provided and were selling a vast array of useless charms and trinkets they said would protect the users against any and all magic attacks.

      “Are those…” I started to say.

      “Completely useless?” Aliana completed my sentence for me, looking as disgusted as I felt. “Utterly so. These men are preying on the fears of others for profit.”

      I ground my teeth. “I wish I could say I was surprised, but from what I’ve seen in our history, it’s not an uncommon event to see insects like these crawling out into the sunlight when shit starts burning.”

      Aliana shook her head and kept moving toward the library without saying another word. While what she was feeling was utterly clear to me, I couldn’t help but wonder exactly what she was thinking. If she was starting to reconsider her defense of a race that would do this sort of thing to their own kind. Or maybe that was just a reflection of my thoughts?

      I shook my head, pushing forward with her until we reached the doors of the library. There were a handful of guards standing outside, but they seemed like they were too occupied to notice that two people being hidden from their vision were entering the building they were supposed to be guarding.

      Then again, I guessed they had bigger problems to deal with. The more skilled and professional guardsmen would have better things to do than keep watch over an old, dusty library.

      I wondered when these people would understand just how dangerous the knowledge contained within the library was. Honestly, I could only see two alternatives when that happened. Either the library would be burned down by an angry and fearful mob, or it would be immediately cordoned off for the use of the Emperor and those he trusted. It depended on who found out first.

      For the moment, their neglect became our ally. Aliana’s perception field allowed us to move through the various sections of the library without being noticed by those few scholars that were frequenting it.

      I could honestly spend my whole day here and not notice the passing of time until a candle was needed to continue reading. I loved the pursuit of knowledge and the smell of old paper. While the dust was a bit of an annoyance, I could live with it to experience the crackle and feel of paper on my hands, like it was resisting my attempt to find the secrets found within. It was difficult to remember that we were actually here for a reason and needed to find something specific.

      We found ourselves hunting through the sections of the library that were used the least. They covered magical history and its use, and were generally considered less than accurate depictions of historical events. I could see where the idea came from. There seemed to be a lot of embellishment in the minds of those who wrote the events down.

      Yet, over the past few months since I’d met Aliana, I couldn’t help wondering if there wasn’t a lot less embellishment than previously thought. There truly were mystical and magical things in the world. In a time when magic was more commonplace, especially when there were race wars over the use of it, there were all sorts of opportunities for all kinds of powers to be used that might seem unrealistic when a few generations removed.

      The hours passed quickly, and even my enthusiasm was waning in light of the sheer volume of material we had to go through. My interest in the various details was quickly turning into skimming through everything that we were reading just to get through all of it. I hated the fact that what we were doing was making me hate reading like this but at the moment, my mind was numb from all the information I’d been cramming into it.

      “I think I found something,” Aliana said.

      I looked up, blinking a few times as I realized that the sun was already starting to set, making the lighting inside rather painful on the eyes. I shook my head and rubbed my eyelids until I could feel them again before moving over to see what Aliana had found.

      She, of course, still looked like she always did, which I was starting to find annoying in the best of ways. Her eyes, though, spoke of exhaustion.

      “This scroll has the various prophecies of a rather obscure divinatory from a couple of centuries ago,” Aliana explained, showing me the older piece of parchment.

      “Did you happen to know him?” I asked, smirking at the thought that it was a very real possibility that she might have actually met someone from a couple of centuries ago.

      “I never met Alfonse in person,” Aliana said, lifting an eyebrow. “Though I heard a great deal about him over the years. Even among magicians, divinators are never really taken that seriously. It is technically possible to look into the future, but the very action has the possibility to alter events, causing a spiral effect that gets worse the deeper into the future that someone looks. They are generally confined to looking into past events, while their so-called prophecies are considered to be just the prediction of cause and effect without actually peering into what is going to happen.”

      “Which is to say what, exactly?” I asked. I wasn’t going to try and wrap my mind around the complexities involved with what she was talking about. I couldn’t take it anymore.

      “Well, Alfonse was said to be a fantastic logical thinker, being able to predict a lot of future events based on similarities in the past,” Aliana said. “So his prophecies were never actually divinations, in the truest sense, which ironically makes them the most reliable.”

      “Right,” I said, sitting down next to her and rubbing my eyes again.

      “What are you doing?” Aliana asked.

      “Sitting down since I sense that a lecture is about to come?” I replied, realizing that it hadn’t been her intention as she stood.

      “That’s for later,” she whispered, tugging me up. “We have what we came here for. The library is set to close its doors soon. I don’t think we want to be here when that happens.”

      I shook my head. I should have seen that, but my mind was exhausted and thinking straight wasn’t coming as naturally as it usually did. We made our way through the doors as Aliana quickly slipped the scroll underneath her cloak. We left as unnoticed as we had arrived and were quickly making our way through the still-thronged streets of the city back to Norel’s estate.

      Norel had returned by the time we arrived, looking almost more worn and exhausted than we were. She didn’t ask any questions about where we’d been or what we had done with our day. She seemed to know about the scroll we’d borrowed before we even made mention of it. We all sat down to dig into it as the sun set and night came down.

      “I hate this man,” Norel growled after a couple of hours had passed.

      “Did you know him?” I asked.

      “No, but all things considered, I think I would have hated him if we’d ever actually met,” Norel said, rubbing her eyes. “He was clearly human, but everything he wrote is in elvish. Not the kind that was spoken among regular folk, but the kind that was used by the scholars and intellectuals, of which very few survived the wars. That shows a pretentious man who refused to listen to the changing times, which means I would hate his guts.”

      I sighed, leaning back in my seat. “That said, is there anything in there that might tell us what Cyron is planning next?”

      Norel shrugged. “It’s hard to tell, really. Even the translation from their elvish to ours leaves a lot open to interpretation. The closest thing I can find is mention of the creation of a golem. The next logical step, he says, is that someone will rise in defense and contest, all while… collecting three of a kind and the rise of a… that could be a dragon, a minotaur or a wyrm. One of the dragon-breathing beasts, but he doesn’t specify which.”

      “A dragon?” Aliana asked, tilting her head. “Is that what it could be? A dragon?”

      Norel nodded, looking over at her sister but narrowing her eyes as the two of them stared each other down. I rubbed my eyes. Part of me wanted to dig into their pasts and find out what the source of this tension between them was, but another, more vocal part demanded a good night’s sleep since I hadn’t had much the two nights before.

      That said, it was clear that Norel was hiding something. Something Aliana wanted brought to light, a notion that Norel was staunchly and even stubbornly against, from the look she was shooting at Aliana.

      “Well, it’s pretty clear that I’m supposed to be this defender,” I said. “Interesting to note that ‘someone to rise in defense’ would be a Varion and ‘collecting three of a kind’ would be the lot of you.”

      Both of them turned to look at me. I knew their relationship as sisters was not of blood, but the confused look they shared looked nearly identical.

      “The tales tell of the Sisters Three,” I explained, rubbing my temples. “And the two of you have mentioned that there’s a third sister out there.”

      “Right.” Norel nodded.

      “But could it be right?” Aliana asked. “Does that mean our sister is alive?”

      “Hard to say,” Norel said, turning back to the scroll. “There are too many leaps in logic for me to follow them easily, although there are mentions of the three of a kind later on in his divinations.”

      “What about the talk of a dragon?” Aliana insisted.

      Norel turned to her sister, an annoyed look crossing her face. “What about it?”

      Another moment of silent contention between the two before a shaky truce seemed to be agreed upon, both too tired to dig deep into something that seemed rather close to heart.

      “Might this have anything to do with the dragon eyes we already found?” I asked, leaning forward.

      Norel shrugged, pushing herself up from her seat. She stretched and yawned before heading toward the doorway. “The hour is late, and it’s been a long day for all of us. I suggest we reconvene come morning light, when senses are less hindered.”

      The last comment seemed directed Aliana, who bristled visibly but showed no other sign that her sister’s goading affected her as Norel slipped out.

      “So,” I said as the moment of silence stretched on into unbearable lengths, “are you going to tell me about this dragon, or am I going to end up finding out the hard way?”

      “What’s the hard way?” Aliana asked, turning to face me.

      “Well, if my experience is any kind of indicator, a massive dragon is going to drop out of the sky and destroy this place like that hellhound did the other,” I replied, leaning back in my seat and propping my feet up on the table.

      “It’s a complex issue,” Aliana said cautiously, watching my expression like she couldn’t trust the shared emotions we were feeling through our connection.

      “Does it have anything to do with what we found? What Cyron was looking for with his golem?” I pressed.

      “In a way, yes,” Aliana said, finally sighing and leaning forward, speaking in a hushed voice like she was afraid Norel would hear us talking. “Norel had a dragon once, a long time ago. Back when the three of us were together for the first time. Events transpired, and in a very long and involved story, she lost it.”

      “How does one lose a dragon?” I asked curiously.

      “In a long and involved story in which certain events transpired,” Aliana repeated in a low voice, clearly not willing to dig into the topic at the moment. “The separation hurt her deeply. Deeper, I think, than she will ever let show on the outside. It broke her in too many ways to count. I remember the feeling since at the time, the three of us were connected in a way similar to what you and I share now.”

      I nodded. I had more questions, plenty more, but from the way Aliana spoke I could tell that Norel hadn’t been the only one to feel the effects of losing that dragon. I could feel a very sharp and living pain through our connection, like a sharp spike digging into one’s body. It seemed like the kind of thing that could wait until morning to discuss.

      I pushed myself out of my chair and went over to Aliana. I offered her my hand to help her up and pulled her into a warm embrace, wrapping my arms around her for a long minute. She smiled, pulling me close and burying her face in my chest.

      “Thank you,” she whispered. “I needed that.”

      “Let’s get some sleep,” I said, stroking her hair. “I have a feeling another long day awaits us in the morning.”
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      Over the next week or so, I sensed a change in Norel. She was pulling away from us, spending more and more time away from the estate. Sometimes she didn’t even bother to return home at night, only came back the morning after looking worse than before. She wouldn’t talk with me, acting aloof and almost annoyed at my presence in her house. All her conversations with Aliana were brusque, and usually devolved into heated arguments in their language that I was intentionally left out of.

      Her actions were affecting Aliana in turn, who was having a hard time watching her sister become more distant.

      “We need to pull her in to join us, now more than ever,” Aliana said when we were in bed together a few days after our visit to the library.

      “Join us in what?” I asked, propping myself up on my elbow to look at her.

      She didn’t respond verbally, simply biting her lip and looking over my naked body. No more needed to be said as her sense of arousal spread over to me in a wave.

      “What?” I asked, sounding incredulous. “What makes you think she needs that? Much less wants it?”

      “Do you trust me, Grant?” she asked as she reached over to run her fingertips across my chest.

      “You know I do,” I replied.

      “Then you should trust that I know my sister, a woman I’ve known for years,” she asserted, leaning in to press her lips where her fingers had been touching. “She wants you. Believe me when I say that. And you should believe me when I say she needs you too, now more than ever before.”

      I opened my mouth, but as I thought out my response, shut it again. I didn’t really know anything about Norel, whereas Aliana had spent centuries with the woman, bound in a connection closer than family. What did I know about her that Aliana hadn’t spent decades dealing with?

      I finally let out a deep sigh before rolling onto my back. “Well, I trust you and your instincts. My only question is, how do you plan on getting her to join in?”

      “Well, we have to make the temptation too great to resist,” Aliana said, moving over to me and continuing to kiss my chest. I looked at her, licking my lips, openly enjoying the delicious view of her naked body moving over mine. Even if I couldn’t feel her arousal starting to bleed over through our connection, the way her nipples pressed against me as she started kissing her way down my body told me that Norel wasn’t the only one who wanted me.

      She moved lower, pressing her breasts around my hardening cock and pumping me between them slowly, looking up into my eyes. “Letting her watch you with me has put her in the mood before. Since she doesn’t seem to be coming to us to see it anymore, I would say that it’s time for us to bring it out for her to find on her own.”

      “Shhh,” I murmured, taking hold of the back of her head and guiding it down to where my cock was protruding from between her breasts. “You’ll have to tell me more later. Your mouth has more important matters to attend to at the moment.”

      She nodded with a grin as I pushed her down, barely giving her time to part her lips before I pushed myself between them. I filled her mouth then felt her throat constrict as the head slipped into it. A moment of hesitation on my part was quickly done away with as she gripped my hips and pulled me in all the way until my balls were fondling her chin. She looked up at me and let me feel her arousal in turn as she watched me take control, holding her firmly and bobbing her head on my shaft, fucking her mouth as roughly as I had her pussy. She encouraged me every step of the way with her soft moans, which were interrupted each time I filled her throat and quickly resumed when I withdrew. My eyes rolled back as pleasure washed over me, making me moan in response.

      All told, we were both late for our daily training session. It didn’t really matter since she was the instructor and I the student, but there was ground to make up. Norel had left earlier in the morning to keep a lookout for what Cyron might be considering as a next move, leaving the estate to us for practice.

      “I’d like to focus on something different today, if you don’t mind,” Aliana said as we stepped out into one of the larger gardens on the estate. It was an interesting part of the house, I noticed, and not one that I’d seen before. There were no clear walls outside. While it was clearly connected to the property, it seemed to open out into a field that would, if one were to follow an indirect route around the estate itself, lead back out into the city.

      There was a babbling stream under the cover of the vines and fruit trees growing in the garden that led out into the field as well, emptying into a larger river outside the property. I assumed that any entrance into the estate itself was guarded by too many wards to count, but at the moment I couldn’t see any. I moved into the garden, taking in the sight before turning back to Aliana.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, we’ve been focusing on combat magic this entire time,” Aliana explained, moving around to stand in front of me. “And while that is a vital process for someone in your particular situation, I thought there might be something to be gained from other forms of magic. Spell casting, for instance.”

      I nodded. I hadn’t questioned her methods before, and I’d come rather further over these few months than in all the years I’d spent under Vis’ tutelage. I wasn’t about to start now.

      “What do I have to do?” I asked.

      She smiled at my lack of questioning. “Why don’t you sit down?”

      I looked around, not finding any seats, so I just dropped to the ground, sitting cross-legged. Aliana quickly joined me, sitting in front of me.

      “We’ve not pushed this yet, and we should have,” Aliana said, her voice taking on a soft, almost hypnotic quality. “If you are to stand against the darkness that is coming, we must know what you are capable of. Vis saw something in you, and we’ve fucked enough to have shared a suitable amount of my power. Let us see what is brought out in you.”

      She leaned down, tracing her finger through the dirt, writing a sentence. It looked like a sentence, anyways, but in elvish, it could just as easily have been full paragraphs for all I knew.

      “This is a simple spell,” Aliana explained once she was finished, dipping her finger in the stream directly behind us to clean it. “Sort of a groundwork incantation that lets you reach into yourself for the power.”

      “I thought I already knew how to do that?” I said, tilting my head and wincing as the midday sun caught my eye.

      “Yes,” Aliana nodded. “In the same way that you just learned to swim, but lack the knowledge of how one could dive into the deep for clams.”

      “What?” I asked. They didn’t have clams in the lake, the only major body of water in the region, and I’d never taken to the delicacy enough to care how they were collected.

      “You dip into your power for simple physical manifestations of it,” she explained, trying not to look exasperated. “But there are depths you have yet to reach for. This incantation should allow you to do so.”

      I thought I understood. Either way, I’d learned that the best way for me to get the hang of what I was supposed to be doing was to dive right into the instruction and past the explanation.

      She taught me how to recite the incantation until I was pronouncing it properly. After a few tries I looked up at her, confused.

      “I don’t feel any different,” I admitted.

      “It’s not a simple spell, it’s an incantation,” Aliana explained. “Or, in simpler terms, a chant. As you chant it, you dip into a trance, which allows you to dive deep within yourself for the power you have.”

      I nodded, taking a deep breath as I started mouthing the words slowly. I’d gone over trances and chants with Vis, even seen him go into one before, so I knew the basics well enough. While pronunciation was important, the most vital part of it was supposed to be the actual focusing on the state of mind you were supposed to be in.

      I could feel myself slowly achieving the focus I needed the longer I spent there, sitting in the dirt with my eyes closed, lips quickly moving as I repeated the elvish words over and over again. I reached down, the way I had before when I was trying to access my power, but this time, instead of grabbing it, I could feel my consciousness slipping down into it. I could feel it coming to me naturally instead of fighting my grasp every step of the way, and as it did, I could feel myself slipping out of the confines of my body. Keeping my breathing even seemed to pulse my expansion, reaching out and further soaking into my environment. I reached out to touch on the trees, the grass, even the tiny little fish that had made the stream their home.

      As I did, I found something I wasn’t expecting. There was a terracotta bowl filled with dark, rich earth. As I reached inside it, I could feel a faint pulse of life. There was a seed planted deep—too deep. It was dying, even as tiny roots spilled out from it. It was trying to reach toward the sunlight but the distance was too great.

      Why shouldn’t I help it out? I wondered to myself, pushing my consciousness into the bowl, feeding and nurturing the tiny seed, feeding it with life force. That seemed like it was all it needed, just the gentlest of encouragements to push up through the dirt and up into the sunlight. Tiny leaves blossomed. It was going to be a beautiful tree, I realized with a small smile.

      Why not help it some more?

      More leaves came out into the open, gratefully soaking in the sunlight that it had so desperately needed. Flowers blossomed. They drew in insects, not all friendly. I scowled, feeling them bite and gnaw at the tiny, struggling tree. Thicker skin was needed. The bark became thicker, and the roots dug deeper for more nutrients. They crashed into the borders of the bowl, restricting growth. I tilted my head, pushing my power into the roots, strengthening them to force cracks into the clay, forcing it apart to allow my tiny little tree the space it needed to grow more.

      I could feel the depths of my powers being drained. I could do more, I thought. Needed to do more. My little tree needed my help. I reached out into the world, looking for help. Who else could help my little tree?

      A few answers came, and marched closer, gently reaching out their own meager powers to supply my own. Much appreciated, I thought, but not enough.

      A new power source suddenly joined its forces with mine, pressing in gently, helpfully, replenishing my nearly-expired powers. The tree continued to grow. More branches were needed, more leaves, more sunlight. More flowers bloomed. More insects, and in turn, thicker bark. I smiled, feeling the tree growing and pulsing with life, entwining its power with mine, growing more and more powerful as it continued to spread its shade over us.

      My consciousness was brought back sharply as I felt a hand touching my shoulder. The surprise of the contact made me lose grip on the power I was trying to use, and my mind flooded back into my body, the shock making me suck in a gasp as my eyes opened again.

      Something was wrong. Different, rather, not quite wrong. The sun wasn’t in my eyes anymore. It had shifted away. Then I realized we weren’t out in the open anymore. Something was casting a shadow around us.

      It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the light enough to see what was standing over us.

      “That wasn’t there before,” I said, stating the obvious as I looked up at the massive apple tree that was now standing over us.

      “No, it wasn’t,” Aliana said, her voice soft and almost awed as she stared up at the tree as well. My eyes were drawn down to the base, where a collection of cats was sitting staring over at us.

      One of them in particular, a ragged-looking tabby, was staring right into my eyes, unlike the others. I wasn’t sure how I knew, but somehow, I did. This was the one whose power had allowed me to bring the tree to full maturity. It cocked its head as it looked at me. The rest of the cats, sensing the connection had dissipated, quickly stood and scampered off.

      “You’re no ordinary cat, are you?” I asked. There was a change in expression, but I couldn’t tell what it was. Something close to bemusement.

      I tried to push myself to my feet, but suddenly realized there was no strength left in my limbs. As I looked down at my hand, the runes were standing out, glowing an incandescent and ephemeral white that slowly disappeared.

      “What happened?” I asked, suddenly realizing how much energy it took to actually form the words. They came out slurred, like I’d been drinking.

      “You dipped into your power,” Aliana said softly, moving over to my side and wrapping her arms around me. My skin was soaked in sweat, I realized as a soft wind moved through the garden, sending a chill up my spine. She pulled a cloth from… somewhere, and gently wiped my brow.

      “Why is the sun in the wrong place?” I asked.

      “We were here for several hours,” Aliana explained with a chuckle. “You reached out, and… Well, you found something you wanted to care for, and suddenly it started growing. And kept on going until I could feel you falling to the reserves required to maintain your life. That was when I stopped you.”

      “Is that a good or a bad thing?” I asked, looking at her as she kept on gently washing me with the cloth.

      She tilted her head, not looking me in the eye as she ran the cloth over my shoulders. “It’s a bit of both, really. Your emotional control was shot when you found that poor little seed. You were dangerously close to pouring your life into it. As admirable as the effort was, you may find instances when I’m not there for you and you might be unable to stop yourself. Mages usually just pass out once they’ve reached their limit. But you could die, under the wrong circumstances.”

      I nodded, not really feeling up to talking anymore.

      “You need to eat something,” she said with a nod, turning and reaching her hand out. There was a white glow in her fingers as she touched the tree. An apple came sailing through the air, twirling for a few long seconds before dropping into her hands.

      “Showoff,” I said with a small, weary smile. She chuckled, but didn’t respond, raising the apple to my lips. I took a bite out of it. Almost immediately, I could feel strength filling my lips as I sucked in its impossibly sweet juices. A few more bites and I realized that the apple was gone, and I was still famished.

      Aliana smiled, wiping a few drops of juice from my chin with her finger and raising it to my lips. As her finger slipped into my mouth, I realized the hunger I was feeling wasn’t only for food. She recognized it a second later, her eyes widening as I turned to her, quickly and roughly turning her around and pushing her onto the ground.

      She gasped in surprise but didn’t put up much of a fight as I moved over her, pinning her legs beneath my hips as my hands gripped the skimpy clothes that covered her midsection. I could feel her wings fluttering excitedly as I tore them off, revealing her firm, plump ass, showing gentle red marks from where her clothes had dug into flesh.

      I tossed the ruined piece of clothing aside, giving her ass another red mark with my hand as the other pushed my trousers down.

      “Yes,” she whispered through gritted teeth, her ass still stinging as I moved in to mount her from behind. I guided my cock down between her thighs, finding her already drenched in anticipation. I pushed my hips forward, filling her tight pussy in a single thrust and driving her further into the ground, visible to anyone who passed by as I fucked her.

      She moaned each time I bottomed out inside her, trying to push her hips back to match my pace. She eventually gave up, just letting me have my way with her. I reached out to grab a fistful of her hair, pulling her up lightly from the ground, giving me enough space to reach down and under her top, finding her breast and palming it firmly, kneading the supple flesh as I pounded her from behind.

      “Cum for me, Grant,” she whispered, entirely at my mercy as I took her and enjoying every second of it. I’d felt her pussy clamping down in orgasm a couple of times. While the sensation had reverberated back on me, I’d managed to keep my control for a few long, torturous minutes. I released her hair, my hands settling onto the ground above her shoulders.

      I picked up my already feverish pace, feeling her wings gliding lightly over my chest, her hands reaching back to grab at my ass, pulling me deeper as I gasped, cock twitching deep inside her. A few more pumps before I ground my hips heavily into her ass, my whole body tensing up as my eyes closed, the wash of sensations rushing from me to her and right back making the sensation of the orgasm last a lot longer than I was used to.

      “Holy…fuck,” I gasped as it dissipated, leaving me breathless and a little weak in the knees as I dropped back to the ground beside her. I stared up at the sky—still blue despite the hour—through the branches of the newly grown trees.

      “I couldn’t have said it better myself,” Aliana said with a grin, turning over to prop herself up on her arm as she brushed tiny bits of dirt from her front before reaching down to dip her finger into her pussy and bringing it up to her mouth. “A bit disappointed that I didn’t get another round in my mouth, though.”

      I turned back to her. “I didn’t mean to lose control like that. It was just so sudden.”

      Aliana smacking her lips at the taste of our combined cum. “You have no idea how hot you are to me. Watching you conducting that spell like you were born for it… I had to keep myself from jumping you all afternoon. I guess all that just took a little while to reach you on a conscious level. When it did, it just washed over you in a wave.”

      “Is that so?”

      She placed her finger on my lips, biting hersas she looked down at me, still exposed to the elements. “I needed you just as much, you should know. Although now that the bliss of our coitus is passing, I am starting to feel a bit sore between the thighs. We might need to have Norel join us in this soon. I may not be able to take everything you have for me after a while.”

      I chuckled and shook my head. “Do you need my help getting up?”

      “Such a gentleman,” she said with a smile, watching me stand and quickly pulling my trousers back up before reaching down to help her stand. As we turned to head back inside, I realized the tabby cat was still there, quickly jumping up to join us.

      “That cat is still here,” I noted. “It watched us the entire time. Do you think we scarred it for life?”

      “From what I know about cats, I’m sure it’s seen a lot worse,” Aliana said with a chuckle, but paused when she turned to look at the feline. “Although I can say with some certainty that it’s no ordinary cat. Norel was always better at reading animals than I, though. We should ask her when she returns.”

      I nodded, watching as the cat waited for me to open the door before walking inside like it owned the place.

      “No ordinary cat,” I agreed with a small smile before following Aliana inside.
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      “Another manor was burned down,” Norel said as soon as she found us. “The Emperor is not pleased, and the Official is tearing the city apart looking for someone to blame. I’m not sure why they don’t want to admit that Cyron is still out there, mayhem on his mind, but until they do…” She paused. “I don’t think it will be too long before they start searching the city house by house.”

      “I wish them all the luck in the world,” I growled. “If the Official gets his hands on Cyron, that’ll be most of our problems here solved, right? Which means we can head over to the western kingdom and see what the trouble is with the dark djinn in their little corner of the world.”

      “I doubt it’ll be that simple,” Norel said.

      “It never is,” Aliana agreed.

      Norel noted Aliana walking a little awkwardly as she moved through the dining hall, She narrowed her eyes and opened her mouth to ask her sister if she was all right, but her eyes quickly dropped to the tabby that had made itself quite at home, lying down next to the fire that one of the servants had started and purring contentedly.

      “That is…” she said, her voice trailing off as she moved closer. The cat noticed her and rose from its prone position to lazily stretch and yawn.

      Norel’s expression was complete disbelief as she moved closer to the cat, who walked over to her, purring loudly as it pressed up against her leg before turning back around and pressing its head into her calf.

      “I don’t believe it,” she whispered, reaching down to pick the cat up. It showed no sign of protest, meowing softly as Norel pulled it close and wrapped her arms around it. The constant look of control and aloofness I’d grown used to seeing on her face shattered as tears started streaming down her cheeks. She started laughing and sobbing at the same time as she pulled the cat closer, hugging it firmly.

      At that point, Norel did something that was entirely uncharacteristic of all my interactions with her thus far. She placed the tabby on the table before turning and running over to me. I had a second to brace myself for impact before her admittedly slight frame crashed into mine at full speed. It sent me staggering a step or two back, but my surprise was compounded as she quickly pressed her lips to mine.

      She tasted, interestingly, of warm caramel. She moaned softly into my lips, wrapping her arms around my shoulders and legs around my waist to make up for the disparity in our heights as she kept the kiss going for a full minute before disentangling from me, hopping back down to the ground.

      “Thank you,” she said, her voice cracking as she pressed her face into my chest. “I thought she was lost forever.”

      As Norel looked up into my eyes, there was something different. Her eyes were the same color as before, but the pupils looked different. They were slitted like the cat’s. The shape had changed too, but I wasn’t sure if that was just my eyes playing tricks on me as she turned back to pick the tabby back up, twirling the poor feline through the air as she started chattering to it in elvish while making her way out of the room.

      “What the fuck just happened?” I asked, in a state of shock over pretty much everything that had transpired. After making a tree grow, I thought my afternoon could not get odder. Yet, there I was, in the presence of the evidence that I was dead wrong.

      “You brought Frarris back to her,” Aliana said, moving closer and leaning up to kiss me as well. “I told you that isn’t an ordinary cat.”

      “Shocking,” I said, sarcastically. “That doesn’t explain much else, though. Who is Frarris? How is that not an ordinary cat?”

      Aliana shrugged. “I think that’s a story for Norel to share with you when she feels up to it.”

      I nodded. “Nice to see her in better spirits, though.”

      “Oh, yes,” Aliana said, a twinkle appearing in her eyes before she moved out of the room as well, indicating for me to follow her.

      We moved through the estate, going through a bit of a hike as it seemed that the maze was changing, somehow. I still had no idea how she was doing it but didn’t really mind. I was with someone I didn’t mind spending time exploring with.

      A few minutes passed before we found ourselves in another dining hall, this one already set up with an evening meal. There were no servants around, interestingly enough. The jugs of wine, water and mead had been left out for us to serve ourselves. It took me a few moments to realize why.

      Norel was in the room as well, although she hadn’t bothered to look up as we entered. Her attention was fully focused on the cat in front of her. She was whispering softly to it, a contented smile on her face as she fed it strips of roasted pork.

      Aliana shrieked suddenly, startling me as she sprinted around the table. My eyebrows were raised as I came around at regular speed, trying to make out what was different about Norel.

      Once I did, I wondered how it had taken me so long. So many obvious changes, and yet the woman herself remained the same, like the layers of a costume had been removed to reveal the person she was underneath. It just fit, somehow. I wasn’t sure how that worked out in my mind.

      The first thing I noted was that there was something long and pointed jutting out from underneath her long hair. I suddenly realized they were her ears.

      As she looked up at Aliana, I noticed more changes. Her eyes remained the same color they had been, though again, with slits instead of round pupils. Her cheekbones were higher, changing the shape of her eyes into something a bit closer to an almond, maybe. She grinned, looking truly happy for the first time since I’d met her.

      “You’ve taken back your true form!” Aliana said, sounding almost giddy. I realized I was looking at an elf, in full and glorious form. She remained a bit smaller in stature than her sister, but there was something different. I couldn’t place a finger on what it was as I found myself sitting down at the table next to her, letting Aliana and Norel hug and reconcile. At least, that was what it sounded like to my human ears.

      They kept on chattering in elvish. I felt like an outsider intruding, quietly eating a meal that I found I desperately needed. The apple I’d eaten had done wonders for restoring the strength I’d spent growing a damn tree, but it had still fallen short of fully replenishing me and nothing told me that like the way my stomach was growling for nourishment. I ate quickly, leaving Aliana and Norel to their reunion.

      I realized suddenly, with a pork rib in my mouth, why Aliana was so excited about seeing Norel back in her truest form. Aliana, transformed into a djinn, had no choice in her appearance. I was sure there were spells out there that could change her into something less attention-grabbing, but Aliana had chosen, I felt, to embrace her new form and everything that it was and could be. She wasn’t ashamed.

      And yet, there was a memory of something she had been centuries back, and the image came to life again as Norel stopped pretending to be a human.

      I still had questions about why a cat had brought all these changes about, but they could wait for another time.

      I looked up suddenly, realizing that both women were looking at me, beautiful in their own unique ways, as Norel placed her hand on my forearm. I looked down at her fingers gently gripping me, not sure what to feel about that.

      “I think it’s about time we find our third of a kind,” Norel said. Again, the words sounded almost odd coming from her. The voice remained the same as it had always been, soft and yet commanding attention. I wasn’t sure what was different, and yet there was something.

      “We only need to find Braire to complete the prophecy,” Aliana said, looking genuinely excited at the prospect. I could only assume that this Braire was the third sister, but it raised another question in my mind.

      Norel nodded, speaking before I had a chance to. “I think Ali and I could both deal with the dark djinn ourselves, but if Abarat is indeed coming back, we need our sister at our side.”

      “Wait,” I protested. “Don’t we still need to find a dragon to complete the whole divination, or whatever it’s called.”

      Norel grinned as she turned to face Aliana. “Still not wholly bright, is he?”

      “Hey, I’m right here,” I growled.

      “I’ll explain everything,” Aliana said quickly, reaching over to hold my hand. “Later. For now, I think we need to get a good night’s rest before we set off.”
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      Norel had agreed that a good night’s sleep was what we needed. After the evening meal, she broke away with a pleasant smile. I still had questions, though. Why was it that a cat was all she needed to convince herself to turn back into an elf? Where was the dragon we were supposed to be finding?

      Images of having to hunt down a dragon from the tales were keeping me awake despite the pact to get some proper rest tonight. There were a handful of different dragons in legend. All of them wise, ancient, and incredibly powerful as well as guarding some kind of horde. Whether the horde was one of treasure or knowledge differed from story to story. None of the stories had the dragons giving up what was theirs without one hell of an epic fight, however, which was why I couldn’t wrap my mind around the fact that they were acting like we had already accomplished it and now only needed to find the third sister to complete the prophecy.

      Or divination, or whatever it was.

      As I lay in bed, with Aliana having quickly fallen asleep curled up next to me, I couldn’t get my mind to come to terms with what I’d been seeing thus far. My life had changed so much over the past few months that actually thinking about it made me think I was going crazy. Why had Vis sent me to find the scroll? Had he thought I would find the djinn, Aliana, or did he want to find her for himself? I’d been stupid enough to read the scroll without any concept of real magic, believing I was nothing more than a familiar who owed his life to Vis.

      I’d gotten to the point where thinking of the man’s name or hearing it didn’t get my blood boiling anymore. I wondered if the fact that I’d imagined all the various kinds of death I would inflict on the man if I ever found him played into that, but I would figure that out when the time actually came. Until then…

      I looked down at Ali, running my fingers gently through her hair. She showed no reaction, telling me that she was already in deep sleep. This beautiful, dangerous creature had supported me in ways I’d never thought possible. As I looked down at her, I thought about how I didn’t want to disappoint her.

      I disentangled myself from her gingerly, climbing out of—well, it was more our bed now than just mine, since she seemed to be spending every night here. I slipped out of the room and quickly found my way to a small garden, this one enclosed by walls. That was best, I thought. I didn’t need to be thinking about how I’d grown a tree from a seed in a single afternoon. I still wasn’t sure how I was going to break the news to Norel.

      I dropped to the ground, taking a deep breath. I’d repeated the words of the incantation Aliana had taught me so many times that they seemed to be ingrained into my muscle memory. I crossed my legs in front of me and started chanting quickly. I had no idea what the words meant, but the spell worked. Who cared what the words meant?

      I felt myself slipping into the blackness of my mind, enjoying the feeling of my replenished powers rising to greet me as an old friend instead of fighting my grip like an angry rat. As I slipped deeper and deeper into the trance, there was a moment of clarity when I realized that I wasn’t alone anymore. It was an uncomfortable feeling, to not be alone inside one’s own head, but I was surprised that there wasn’t any kind of anger or fear in the moment.

      In that moment of clarity, an image of a woman appeared in my head. I remembered her face. The freckles and dark hair gave her away immediately. She smiled, showing an oddly childish gap in her teeth that I hadn’t noticed the last time.

      “I was so hoping to see you again, nameless man,” she said, her voice echoing in my skull again. “I had so many questions for you, and they have been plaguing my mind ever since you so rudely interrupted our last conversation.”

      I tilted my head, realizing as I looked down that I had suddenly taken on a physical form as well. I wasn’t sure if that was a result of my desires, or hers. I looked back at her as she came closer.

      “Who are you?” she asked. “How is it that my journeys bring me to your mind? Which of my kind do you have enslaved?”

      “You’re not like the other djinn I’ve met,” I said, leaving the question of how many I’d encountered unanswered.

      “Well, this isn’t my true form, not really,” she said, looking down at her generously curvaceous form which was barely hidden by sheer black silk, before looking back up to me. “No, wait. No, don’t turn this back around to me, you naughty boy. Tell me who you are, or…”

      “Or what?” I asked, smiling. “What exactly is it that you can do to me here?”

      “Oh…” she grinned, a lustful look entering her eyes as she moved in closer. “You are delicious. I’m sure I’ll think of something.”

      She extended her hand toward me, and suddenly I could feel something wrapping around my throat with an impossible strength. My eyes bulged as I reached to wrest the grip away, but there was nothing there except air, which was sadly lacking from my lungs. I coughed, shaking my head.

      “Not as powerful as I thought,” she said, the hungry look disappearing for a moment. “How disappointing.”

      I reacted without thinking. The runes in my hands burned as I lashed out, scattering the grip she had on me, and turning the fury I felt burning inside me back on her.

      She took a step back, quickly waving her hand to brush my attack aside. She seemed unfazed by the fact that I was suddenly fighting back. The lust returned to her eyes, however.

      “That is what I was looking for,” she said, licking her lips. I found myself slipping into the combat stances Aliana had taught me. Each attack needed to come from proper grounding, I remembered her telling me. Balance was everything, whether in combat or in magic, and it was certainly important when the two were combined.

      I thrust my fist forward, sending a pulse of power toward the djinn, as strong as I could muster. I couldn’t remember ever being able to summon magic like this, but questions were quickly disappearing in my mind as I powered attack after attack.

      The djinn responded by avoiding most of my attacks, easily deflecting the few that reached her.

      “Angry one, aren’t you?” she asked, licking her lips, moving closer. I took an instinctive step back, trying to rethink my strategy. What strategy? What did I even know about that?

      “Hasn’t your teacher taught you to control your emotions when in combat?” she asked as she moved forward again. I suddenly saw a wave of black power rushing toward me. I spun on my heels, trying to dive out of the way. I was only partially successful, feeling the attack whip at my legs, sending me twirling through the air.

      When I finally came to a stop, I looked up to see her casually approaching with that same lustful look in her eyes.

      I pushed myself to my feet, summoning what power I had left and striking out. She didn’t even bother evading my attacks, quickly waving her hand to brush them away like they were nothing more than annoying gusts of wind. As she stepped in close enough, I started powering physical strikes, trying to punch her face and body. She blocked the first two strikes, catching my wrists sharply to stop me from attacking again. Her hands twisted with impossible strength, and in that moment, I could feel every bone popping out of place in my wrists before I heard the horrifying sound of the bones in my forearms breaking in two.

      I started to scream but she quickly released my useless arms and gripped my face, clamping my mouth shut. She was smaller than me, and yet I still felt like she was picking me up off the ground like I didn’t weigh more than a feather.

      “That’s all right, tasty one,” she whispered, leaning in to run her tongue over my cheek. “You don’t need to say anything, though I hope you don’t mind if I look around for the answers to my questions another way.”

      I felt the familiar and terrorizing sensation of the needles digging into my brain. Despite my mouth being clamped shut, I could still hear myself screaming in agony.

      My eyes shot open suddenly, realizing that my physical mouth was screaming in pain. I fell back, scrambling away, looking around for the tiny, freckled djinn as the feeling of pain suddenly disappeared. For a moment, I wondered if it had even really happened.

      I looked down at my arms, seeing them completely unbroken, healthy and whole as they had been before. I gulped down a dry spot in my throat as I lay back down on the ground, staring up at the sky. It was still dark, but the stars were starting to disappear with a light hint of pink appearing at the edge of my view.

      Time had once again passed impossibly fast. I felt mildly rested, but still exhausted from my ordeal as I pushed myself back up to my feet, brushing the dirt from my clothes as I made my way back inside. As I moved out of the garden, I couldn’t shake the chills I’d felt. Memories of the last time someone had tried to access my mind the way that she had were making my hands shake.

      I gripped them together tightly, trying to push the thought away from my mind as I found myself in a dining hall. They were all similar, and yet each one had minute differences that made them unique. During my time here, I couldn’t think of a single repeat. This house had to be magical, I thought as I dropped into a seat. There would be no food ready yet, I mused. That was fine. I wasn’t feeling that hungry anyway.

      As I sat, something moved in the darkness. It made my mouth go dry for a second before I realized it was too small to be the dark djinn.

      It was in fact, the cat, who had fallen asleep on the table near the fireplace where a few embers were still letting off a pleasant amount of heat. The feline pushed up from its prone position and stretched, yawning loudly before walking over to me at a leisurely pace. She hopped down from the table onto my lap, trusting that I wouldn’t be moving out of the way.

      “No ordinary cat,” I said aloud with a small smile. The cat called Frarris looked up at me, tilting her head in confusion before meowing loudly and stepping over my thighs a few times before settling down and curling up on my lap. Her eyes closed and I could feel her purring loudly and contentedly as I threaded my fingers through her orange fur, scratching gently at the base of her skull. She showed no reaction, clearly having fallen asleep where she lay.

      After what I’d been through, even if it was mental rather than physical, it was comforting to have another living thing close by, enjoying my company. I was sure that Aliana would be more than happy to help out, but in the end, I wasn’t sure if I was ready to share that sort of experience with anyone until I’d brought myself into a state of acceptance about it. Aliana would want to talk about what happened, trying to get me to process it emotionally. While I was sure it would be the right thing to do, I still needed a moment to understand what I was supposed to processing.

      A foreign entity had breached my mind, and not for the first time. The first instance had been an exchange of words that a simple action on my part had ended, and thus felt less disturbing than this time around. This time around I found myself powerless while inside the confines of my consciousness. She had invaded and made me helpless.

      I took a deep breath. Well, now that I thought about it, it didn’t seem quite as complex as I was making it out to be.

      I looked up as I heard a door opening. Time had slipped away as I sat here with my thoughts and Frarris. I could see that the sun was already starting to rise, although the darkness outside was still prevalent.

      Norel entered, dressed simply in a long black robe. I smiled when I saw that she was still in her original form. There was still something about her elvish features that felt off, but that was my issue, not hers.

      She saw me, seeming almost as surprised as I was to see her.

      “You’re up before the sun. Bad dreams?”

      “Of a sort,” I replied evasively, looking back down to run my fingers through Frarris’ fur. She hadn’t stirred from my lap and was still purring softly.

      “She trusts you,” Norel said with a small smile, taking a seat next to me. “That’s rather rare in its own right. Even if Ali hadn’t vouched for you, seeing Frarris this comfortable with you means I can trust you as well.”

      I smiled, still not looking up from the tabby. There was an argument to be made that a cat’s intuition in regard to people didn’t necessarily boil down to trusting that person, but at the same time, what I’d been told reared its head in my mind once more: Frarris was no ordinary cat.

      Finally, I looked up at Norel, who had what smelled like a warm herbal tisane in a clay mug in her hands.

      “Before we start plotting out where your sister is,” I said, keeping my voice low, “I think it’s time you told me the secret about Frarris, don’t you?”

      Norel smiled, standing and putting her mug on the table before leaning close. Close enough that I could smell the lavender and mint that made up her natural scent, as well as the warmth radiating from her skin. Not as hot as Aliana’s but still hotter than mine, for instance.

      “Open your eyes, Grant,” Norel whispered, running a finger idly through my thick hair. “More than you ever have before.”

      Her voice felt like a caress of my senses. I could feel something falling away, rather like a silken veil being pulled off as I felt something shift and slither across my lap. I looked down to see what it was as Norel returned to her seat, and nearly jumped out of my chair.

      “What…” I started to say but stopped. The creature on my lap was undoubtedly still Frarris, but not the cat I’d been seeing before. Scales replaced fur, and while the general body size and weight was more or less the same, there was only one way to really describe what Frarris looked like now.

      “So… this cat that’s not an ordinary cat,” I said, my voice sounding breathier than usual. “Frarris is a dragon?”

      Norel nodded. “My dragon, yes. Shrunken and hidden for her safety and mine. I discussed the concept with her at length and she was agreeable. I will admit that things have somewhat spiraled since the decision, but I stand by it.”

      On top of everything else, it appeared that Frarris could talk. As I scratched the still-purring tiny dragon’s neck, I wondered why that, of all things, was what I was having trouble with.

      “I will find a way to bring her back to her former glories,” Norel said, although I wasn’t sure if she was trying to appease me or Frarris. “Once she is restored, the dark djinn will tremble in fear.”

      I nodded, smiling at how through all of this, Norel seemed to be keeping her voice even and calm, the same voice she’d maintained when I knew her as a human.

      “Well, now you know,” she said with a smile. “And now we can find our third, and then we can stop the world from ending. Does that sound agreeable?”

      “Perfectly,” I said with a grin as Aliana slipped into the room to join us. She looked at me oddly, silently asking why I was gone from the bed before she woke up. When she saw Frarris on my lap she smiled, either not bothering to ask the questions or putting them off for another time as she took her place beside me, lightly kissing my lips before settling into her seat. A couple of servants came in, setting out a variety of breakfast dishes for us to enjoy before leaving. They hadn’t made any mention about Aliana’s appearance, so maybe it wasn’t that interesting and they didn’t notice how Norel looked different.

      We ate in silence for the most part. It was only once I leaned back from my plate, feeling better about not having had much sleep, when Aliana broke the silence.

      “I still have the orb I took from Kruger’s men. It may yield interesting results since I have been trying to get it to work properly again. I think I’m ready to give it another try.”

      I nodded. “It’s how we found Norel, right?”

      “It is worth the attempt, at least,” Norel agreed. “If it bears no viable results, I know of a powerful mage who is currently being held in the Lancers’ dungeons that might be of some help. He is one of the most powerful human mages I’ve ever met. The Emperor had him imprisoned for a divination he made that the Emperor didn’t approve of.”

      “Shocking,” I muttered, toying with a cluster of grapes as old memories resurfaced.

      “Well, there was some conflict over the divination,” Norel continued. “And in the end, the Emperor decided he wouldn’t abide someone contesting his rule and locked the man up before any further difficulties arose. He’s been down there ever since.”

      “How do you know he’s is still with us?” Aliana asked. “You know, alive?”

      “I make it my business to know about the most powerful mages in the city and where they are,” Norel said with a small smile. “He’s alive, believe me.”

      I took a deep breath, wanting to ask just how she was able to keep herself abreast of those precise details, but then suddenly decided I didn’t want to know.

      “We should also talk to our little circle,” Norel said, sipping her tisane. “They will want to know what we are doing, and might have some new information we can put to good use.”

      Norel didn’t sound like she actually wanted to talk to them. Honestly, I shared the sentiment. There was the fact that there were all sorts of rules and regulations that went into the simple act of conversing to be dealt with. Another point against them was the fact that they would make problems if they ever caught wind of Aliana’s existence, and that was enough to make me dislike them on its own.

      “I hate politics,” Aliana said, apparently agreeing with our dislike of the situation. “It just gets in the way of what needs to be done.”

      “Agreed,” Norel said. “However, I do believe the time for pussy-footing about is at an end. I will not change back into my human form. I think it high time for our friends to know about my true likeness, and that of my sister as well.”

      Aliana beamed, looking rather happy about not having to sneak about for these meetings. For my part, I ground my jaw, wondering at the reaction this kind of revelation would draw out. If nothing else, it would make these dull meetings a lot more interesting from this point forward.
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      Unrest seemed to be at an all-time high, I realized as the three of us wound our way through the streets of the city. There was smoke rising in the distance, and every open square was thronged. Some even men standing on boxes to openly incite the crowd over their frustrations. I knew this wasn’t too far from what most emperors would consider to be a revolution.

      I imagined the Lancers were busier than ever, locking the dissenters up alongside this powerful mage. It was a wonder people were being allowed to congregate this much, all things considered.

      Aliana was wearing a cloak, but Norel seemed content to flaunt her changed appearance to all who could see. There weren’t that many, I mused, since Aliana was still using her field of perception to keep all eyes away from us, but I liked this side of Norel I was now seeing. Proud of her origins, instead of hiding them. She’d always been a confident person but now it was less a matter of defense and more about freedom.

      We entered the house of one of the nobles involved in our little group. Once the field was dropped, either through Aliana’s intention or the wards that surely surrounded the house, the reaction was almost instant. I couldn’t blame any of the servants for their shock, or the guards who reached for their weapons at the sight of a djinn and an elf stepping into the mansion.

      The reaction from the men and women assembled in the council chamber was considerably more gratifying. People who were used to being in control of the situations around themselves now had that control taken away by the sight of the two very different, very odd creatures before them who’d managed to cross their safeguards. One of the servants dropped a jug of what looked like wine, sending shards and red liquid flowing everywhere. No one seemed to notice.

      Aliana pulled her hood up and away, revealing both horns and wings. Norel took her seat, elven features on prominent display in the suddenly-silent room. The nobles seemed to be keeping their composure rather well all things considered. They prided themselves on treating anything from nuisances to ground-breaking revelations with ease and aloofness, but I could see this revelation starting to strain even their sensibilities.

      “Well, then?” Norel asked, acting like there was nothing out of the ordinary. “Has anything of note occurred since we last met?”

      They were all still staring at Norel and Aliana as though their presence here was the most astonishing thing that had happened thus far, and probably wouldn’t move away from it until some kind of explanation was presented.

      Norel rolled her eyes, pushing herself up to her feet. “You all know me and have trusted me in the past. You all know Grant and trusted him with the lofty position of Varion. Slight changes in appearance, and the arrival of our trusted associate—my sister—should not change any of that.”

      “But… you’re an elf!” One of the men protested, pushing himself up from his seat. I recognized him from our previous meeting. Thick dark beard and broad shoulders, he seemed to be the most confused by these new developments. I wondered why.

      “Yes, I am,” Norel said with a smile. “I am of the race that humans almost drove to extinction out of irrational fear. And yet, even with the elves gone, humans have gone and done worse than anything my kind have ever done. I can assure you that among all of us assembled here, only the three of us,” she indicated herself, Aliana, and me, “have done the most to stop it.”

      The man opened his mouth, clearly meaning to argue the matter further, but lacking in any point to make quickly dropped back into his seat. A woman, one of the Emperor’s personal advisors from the purple ribbon on her shoulder, rose to her feet.

      “I know for a fact that whatever form she chooses to take, Norel has saved my life and that of many others assembled here today at great cost, and only demanded that we join the fight in saving this Empire,” the woman said, her voice soft yet commanding the attention of all present. “I would only ask that the Varion step forward and name them, even this demonic presence, as trustworthy and necessary to the fight against Cyron and the powers he wishes to summon.”

      She took her seat again. I realized that all eyes in the room were on me, seeming to be waiting for something I had to say. I had no kind of speech prepared, and as they were all looking at me, I could feel something like fear starting to seep into me. I’d never been great at addressing large numbers of people, and now wasn’t any different.

      You charged at one of the power powerful mages in the world, stole his sword and used it to cut the legs off of a ten-foot-tall golem that was trying to kill you and your friends, I thought to myself. You can do this.

      I stood as slowly and in as dignified a way as I could while I looked at the group of men and women assembled here. They were alternating their glances between me and the novelties of the women flanking me. It helped to know that they weren’t all just looking at me.

      “The women you see before you… I’ve fought alongside them,” I started, clearing my throat and trying to keep my thoughts concise. “As they fought, they saved not only my life on multiple occasions, but the lives of all those present in this room today. Not because they needed to. Not because their lives were the ones at stake. But because they chose to. They put their lives at risk for a people who they knew hated them over grudges that have been forgotten for centuries. If you refuse to trust them over Cyron—a man who has been terrorizing your homes—and the evil he’s trying to raise, that shows a good deal more about you than about these two women. If your minds cannot comprehend that someone would keep your city and your lives safe just because they look different than you…” I paused to thump my fist on the table in front of me for dramatic effect. It turned out to be a mistake as a shot of pain rushed up my arm. I did my best not to show it.

      “…That says more about you lot than about these two,” I finished once I’d regained my composure and slowly sank into my seat again.

      The silence lasted longer than the last time. They were staring at me. Each time I looked at them, they quickly avoided my gaze. I wasn’t sure if it was out of guilt or hatred. They knew they owed their lives to something they hated. Something they’d been taught to hate since they were little children being told stories by nurses as they were being rocked to sleep.

      I wondered what exactly those stories were. All I knew was from the books I’d read.

      “We need to know what happened to our third sister,” Norel said, standing again. “We’ve all read the stories about the Sisters Three. Of those, two stand before you. The Star that we were tasked with keeping safe is at risk, if it is what Abarat is after. If it is, we will need our third with us to stop him.”

      “Star?” One of the nobles asked in a particularly hostile tone. I didn’t agree with the hostility, but question was valid. What Star was she talking about? It wasn’t part of any of the stories, and certainly not something they’d told me about.

      “Does this have to do with bringing your kind back?” One of the others asked, rising to his feet. “The elves? Is that what is supposed to happen?”

      “Our order was tasked with keeping the Star safe,” Aliana said, her voice softer than Norel’s had been. She’d seen the look of surprise on my face, and I could tell she was feeling guilty about keeping something from me. “The Star was said to be all that is left of the beginning of our world. If Abarat is able to hold it, he could destroy… well, everything. It is an artifact of immeasurable power.”

      “We don’t know about any Star,” the bearded man said, taking a deep breath. He seemed to be coming to terms with all the changes in the world around him. I wondered if he had been closer to Norel than most. “What we have discovered is that your Master Vis, and Cyron were definitely scheming together. I’m not sure how it might help your third sister, but they were looking for something. A magical artifact of considerable power, if the papers that were recovered from his ruined manse are to be believed. A ring of some kind.”

      I looked at the man, but he was avoiding my gaze, looking away from me. From Aliana and Norel too, I realized. There was something in his eyes. Guilt. I wasn’t sure where it was coming from, but it was definitely guilt.

      I didn’t have time for this. None of us did.

      I pushed myself out of my seat. I didn’t like taking charge like this, but at the moment, there was nothing further here to help us.

      “Thank you, ladies and gentlemen,” I said, keeping my voice firm, brushing my hands over the black robes I’d been given for the occasion. “I believe we may call this meeting adjourned.”
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      “Something isn’t right,” I said as we moved out of the mansion.

      Neither Aliana or Norel seemed surprised by my statement. The meeting hadn’t gone to plan, and yet I didn’t think it could have gone any better. There was no way to present the knowledge that there were elves still walking among them and come away from it cleanly.

      Aliana had come out and made her existence public. As an elf and a djinn, there was little chance that her existence would be kept a secret. Norel had enjoyed the benefits of being a member of the gentry, but there was no guarantee that she would still be afforded the same benefits now that it was revealed that she was from another race entirely. What I said was true, but that didn’t mean there weren’t going to be people who would take advantage of the knowledge.

      Both she and Aliana knew there would be consequences to their actions here today. But knowing that there were consequences and having them crash down on their heads were two different matters. They would need to come to terms with that as well.

      I could feel the sense of realization beginning to dawn on Aliana and I could see a similar expression starting to appear on Norel’s face, but at the same time, I knew that wasn’t what I was feeling. Aliana would know what it was, if she weren’t wrapped up in her thoughts. We moved out of the mansion, but not beyond the walls. Aliana was too occupied with her thoughts to be able to put up a field for us for the moment. As we moved into the gardens, I could feel the sense of wrongness nagging at me.

      Needles digging into my brain. Probing touches, but the touches were sharp and painful…too close to what I’d felt the night before for me to ignore the connection.

      Aliana looked over at me, sensing it immediately. “What is it?” she asked, looking concerned. A gleam of steel caught my eye—her dagger was already in hand.

      “She’s back,” I growled, rubbing my temples gingerly, feeling a shot of pain as I tried to resist the touches. “She’s coming through my connection to the ring. Does that mean that she’s close? Somewhere nearby?”

      “Just walk,” Norel said, grinding her teeth. “Ignore it.”

      “I can’t ignore it,” I hissed through my teeth. “I don’t like that she can reach me like this.”

      Norel didn’t like it either, I realized. She didn’t feel what Aliana was feeling through our connection, but she believed that I wasn’t making this story up. Her slitted eyes moved across the garden, seeing more than I did, apparently, and still coming away with nothing to show for it.

      “We need to leave,” Norel finally said, shaking her head. She was understandably upset, and I wasn’t sure if there was anything I could do to help. I wanted to. I wanted to fix it. Fix everything. Make everything right for them, with something to make her smile the way she had when she first saw Frarris again. That had been something for the damned ages.

      As we moved away from the house, Aliana placed her hand on my shoulder and squeezed. She knew what I was feeling, that heartache. And from what I was getting back from her, there was one thing on her mind. Well, it was an assumption on my part, but not a baseless one. We all needed to relax after a day like today, and Norel needed it more than most. Aliana was still feeling the repercussions of what had happened, and her mind was still churning over it all. Yet she couldn’t help but worry about me and her sister. It was rather sweet.

      Aliana brought up her field and we moved beyond the walls, content to ignore everyone around us and be ignored in turn. I could still feel the probing touches of the djinn. She wasn’t toying with me, though I could feel that she wanted to be. It was something different. She wanted me on edge, but she was… curious.

      I wasn’t sure how I knew that just from her needle-like touches on my consciousness, but then again, there was a lot about the magic I was dealing with that I didn’t fully understand. That wasn’t the magic’s fault, but mine. My ignorance wasn’t something I was proud of. Of course, there were a lot of factors that made it a thing of the present, and yet if I held everything I was to Vis’ throat, I didn’t claim any of my identity for myself. I needed that. I needed to be someone beyond what Vis had made me.

      I rubbed my temples again. The pain wasn’t getting worse, but it was nagging at my mind like she was trying to tear at the walls I’d put up in there, one metaphorical brick at a time. And it was getting on my nerves. I looked down at the ring still on my finger, wondering if this was how she was tracking me and if maybe lack of contact with my skin would prevent it.

      It seemed unlikely. Magic was rarely, if ever, that neat.

      “Fucking elves,” I heard a voice say, bringing me out of my train of thought. “Who would have thought they could have fucked all this up so badly?”

      I could feel the spark of annoyance from Aliana, and honestly, I shared it. The gleam of steel was back in her hands as she moved over to the two men, with Norel and I in her shadow.

      There were two men—younger, lesser nobles—who were shocked to suddenly see us there. The perception field had been working on them, too. They quickly realized that Aliana was inches away from slitting their throats and leaving them to bleed into the gutters. It wasn’t like anyone would remember us passing by, and now that they were inside the field, they too were invisible to the rest of the people strolling by, and would continue to be until we’d left them behind.

      I could see the terror in their eyes that came from more than just the sight of knives and the horned woman wielding them. There was something primal. They knew that elves were dangerous, and now here was the proof.

      I wanted to let Aliana do what I could feel her body begging her to do. Unleash all the tension of the day on the poor dumbasses by tearing into them, showing them that they were all too right to fear the elves.

      I placed a hand on her shoulder. She seemed almost startled, looking back at me with accusation in her eyes. Why was I stopping her? I wanted the same things she did.

      Not like this.

      She took a step back, following the tug of my arm as I stepped in between the three of them, staring at the two terrified noblemen.

      “Remember that elves were the ones to save you the last time humans tried to send the world to shit,” I said, my voice soft as I patted the men on their shoulders. “Speak ill of them again, and you might just find that they aren’t there to dig you out of the mire your own race tossed you into.”

      I patted them on the shoulder again and indicated for them to make their way out. They followed my instructions with enthusiasm, quickly rushing away.

      “I could have taught them a lesson without killing them,” Aliana growled, shaking her head at me as the two looked behind and seemed almost surprised when all of a sudden, the three of us were hidden from their vision somehow. It was an odd sensation.

      “Anything you did to them would only serve to reinforce hundreds of years of stories telling them of the evils of your kind,” I said softly. “I think that’s a fire we should avoid feeding for the time being, all things considered.”

      Aliana smiled. For once, I was the one with a point in the argument, and she wasn’t sure what to make of that. I smiled, reaching out and squeezing her shoulder gently. She dipped her head to press a light kiss on my hand before we started moving again, heading back to Norel’s estate.

      It was interesting, I realized. As I’d gotten angry alongside Aliana, the pain in my head had lessened and disappeared, almost without me noticing. I took comfort in the fact, and kept it in mind should there be any need for it later.
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      Once we returned to the estate, we found ourselves in a study with a handful of chairs sitting around a desk. I removed the ugly little ring that had been adorning my finger over the past few months and placed it atop the desk, grappling with the fact that I’d kept the damned thing in the first place. With all the horrible things it meant to Aliana, I should have just discarded it when I got the chance.

      Then again, I thought, pausing, staring at the ugly little piece of jewelry, even though she wasn’t bound to it anymore it was still a magical artifact of some value, which meant that leaving it around for just anyone to find would have been a very dangerous mistake. Since she’d been the one bound to it and knew more about its properties as a magical artifact than I, if anyone was going to make the call to throw it away it would be her. And so far, she’d voiced no such inclinations.

      “If this is the ring Vis is after, we need to know why,” Norel said softly, breaking the silence. “Do they want it because they believe Aliana is still bound to it? If so, how did they know about her at all? It could be they wanted it for some other reason. We need to learn as much as we can about it.”

      I pushed myself out of my seat, pacing around the table. “Of course, it’s what Vis was after. He sent me to steal a scroll that would lead me, however unwittingly, right to where she was being hidden. That can’t be a coincidence. It had to be what they were looking for.”

      “Which begs the question of why you were the one to find it, when you were merely instructed to steal a scroll that was already in the possession of another, very powerful mage,” Norel said, leaning back in her seat and rubbing her temples. “Why did they need you to find the piece at all?”

      It was a good question, and not one I had an answer to. In fairness, I didn’t even know what was on the damn piece of parchment I’d stolen. That seemed like the kind of thing Aliana usually had an answer to, but she was uncharacteristically quiet.

      For a moment, I’d forgotten just how much she hated that simple, ugly little ring. I moved over to her and kissed her cheek. It wasn’t much, but she smiled, turning up to me and kissing my lips back.

      Norel sighed. “Grab the orb, Ali. Let us see if we can’t find the origin of the ring. That thing has to be of some use, even if we can’t use it to find our sister.”

      Aliana nodded. Her hand flickered and there it was, appearing out of nowhere. I would have to ask her how she was doing that since apparently, it wasn’t just her knives she was capable of keeping hidden that way.

      Frarris jumped up onto the table, looking at the ring curiously as well until Norel leaned over to pat her on the head. A soft sound, similar to a cat’s meow but not quite, could be heard as the tiny dragon moved over to the other side of the table and curled up on herself.

      “Pick up the ring, Grant,” Norel said softly. I obliged, pulling the piece of jewelry from the table and looking at it curiously. This tiny thing had been there at the start of everything. Sure, the going had been made difficult at times, but there was also the fact that I was now with two people I cared about instead of a slave to the man who killed my parents, learning and growing more in these past few months than in my entire life.

      I slipped the ring onto my finger as Aliana placed the orb on the table looking down at it with a conflicted expression on her face as she took my hand and put it, with hers, on the orb.

      “Focus on the ring,” Aliana said softly. “Feel the power radiating from it as you touch the the orb and try to visualize its origins.”

      I nodded, taking a deep breath as I focused on the little band of bronze on my finger. I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to visualize its origins. I had no knowledge of simple metallurgy, much less the magical elements of it, but I tried anyway.

      I smiled, feeling Norel cover my hand with her own, not sure if she was doing it to show support or if she was trying to look into the orb as well.

      “Focus,” Aliana admonished softly. I nodded, focusing on my breathing and letting my mind wander while trying to keep my focus on the ring. The orb was starting to grow hot, I realized. The temperature was rising slowly, so while it wasn’t quite hot enough yet to burn, it felt like it was going to reach that state soon. I gritted my teeth, determined to keep my hand on the damn thing for as long as I could stand it. I could feel Aliana’s free hand gripping mine, squeezing, trying to show support. I wasn’t sure if there was anything happening, if my attempts were even working, but I kept at it, squinting my eyes shut as the heat started to hurt my hand.

      Just as I was starting to lose my nerve, I felt the ground shaking beneath my feet. It started out as the gentlest of trembles, but it grew in intensity until all I could do was grip the table, losing my link with the orb and the other two, my eyes opening as I looked around.

      There was a flicker of motion in the orb, something dark and massive, but it quickly disappeared as Aliana and Norel both seemed to lose the connection with it. The room started shaking hard enough that there was nothing we could do but hold onto the table and each other for balance.

      Just as suddenly as it started, the shaking stopped, leaving the three of us looking around as the world went silent once more.

      “Earthquake?” I asked, breathless. I’d never experienced one, but from what I’d read, the sensation of the earth roiling up in rebellion beneath you was as terrifying an event as what we’d just experienced.

      “Impossible,” Norel said, shaking her head. “We’re too far from the places in the world that have earthquakes.”

      “Then what was that?” I insisted, but Norel’s eyes were closed. She was reaching out into the world with her power. After a few seconds her eyes shot open, a look of panic on her face.

      “My wards!” she gasped, looking around at us. “They’re all gone!”

      “Gone… How?” I asked, but when I looked at the two women in front of me, there was no answer forthcoming. I knew for a fact that placing a ward required a good deal less strength than taking one down, even through subtler means than just tearing them down with brute strength. Norel wasn’t the kind of person to protect her house with anything but the maximum of her abilities, which already overpowered pretty much every other mage in the city. Hell, the empire.

      I looked toward the outer wall of the room, feeling a sudden rush of power crashing into it like a wave, sending pieces of brick and rock flying all over the place. Norel raised her hands just in time—I watched as a massive piece of the wall stopped just inches away from my nose before dropping to the ground with a clatter.

      A very familiar face appeared in the middle of the rubble. Familiar to me, I realized, but not to Aliana or Norel, since neither had actually looked into her eyes before.

      She was smaller than I remembered, barely five feet tall, with a petite build that accentuated the curves her black robes did very little to hide. Pale skin, long, luxurious black hair done up in a loose braid. Freckles on her cheeks. When she saw me, her full red lips opened in a smile.

      “Well, now, there you are, my darling,” she said softly, easily picking her way through the rubble simply by pushing it aside with a flick of her hands. “You never reach out to find me, forcing me to hunt you down through less traditional methods. And we were having so much fun the last time.”

      Aliana turned to look at me, a confused expression on her face.

      “It was nothing like that,” I growled, gritting my teeth for a moment before turning to face the djinn again. Her attentions, however, were turned to the two women I was with. She tipped her head sideways and pouted.

      “You know I don’t approve of you spending your time with women of unsavory tastes,” she said, shaking her head. “I wouldn’t want to be one of those women who restricts their men’s actions through jealousy, but you are just making it too difficult, my love. You provoke me and think I won’t act out? It’s like you don’t know me at all.”

      “I don’t know you at all!” I protested, taking a step forward, reaching down into my power. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      “What am I talking about?” she mocked, tilting her head like she was speaking to someone who was slow in the head. “I’m saying that you are mine, mortal, and I don’t care for who you spend your time with.”

      “That’s not my understanding of it,” I growled, reaching down into the depths of my power. It seemed a bit more eager to jump into action than before.

      The djinn sensed it and reached out with her hand. I could see shadows with no apparent origin forming on her face as I felt invisible fingers wrapping around my throat. She took a step forward, forcing me a step back in turn.

      “What are you?” she asked. Aliana and Norel quickly jumped to my defense, but the djinn flicked her wrist in their direction, sending Norel flying across the ruined room to land in a heap some ten feet away. Aliana, daggers in hand, seemed more resilient to the djinn’s power but was still stopped dead in her tracks, growling as she tried to push past with limited success.

      “What are you?” The Djinn hissed, pushing me back step by step until I felt a wall touching my back, keeping me in place as she came closer. The tendrils were wrapping tighter and tighter around my neck, and I could hear my head pounding faintly. A shot of anger rushed through me. Why did I have to answer her questions? This wasn’t some dream she could manipulate to her advantage. This was the real world, and this time, I could fight back.

      I opened my eyes, which I realized had fallen shut as consciousness had started to slip. It came back with a rush, though, as I took a step forward, pushing the needles digging into my mind away as the fury started to burn hot inside my body.

      “Oh,” the djinn grunted, a look of shock and a bit of fear crossing her face as she saw her grip on me slipping. “A rogue mage. How interesting.”

      I smiled coldly and took another step, which left me less than a foot away from her. I pooled the power in my body into my right hand, the smile never leaving my lips as I watched her take a step back, her confidence faltering.

      “Wrong,” I said. “I’m your worst fucking nightmare.”

      With that, I flooded all the power I had into my hand and hammered my fist into her with a roar of exertion. She raised her hands, putting up a quickly-mounted defense that was very nearly enough to deflect all the power I threw at her in a single blow.

      Almost enough, but not quite.

      It shot through her defensive wards, sending showers of sparks all across the room as she was pushed back a few steps before stumbling and falling over.
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      The power of the impact was felt by all who were close enough. It was a blow powered by magic, and the resistance the djinn had to the strike made the power unleashed all the more impressive.

      “Well, that’s not a very nice thing to do,” the djinn said, her attractive features pulling into a pout as she rolled her neck. I could feel her gathering all the power she could muster into herself. I gritted my teeth, preparing my body for what was bound to be an exhausting fight.

      She was whispering a few words, casting a hastily-composed spell. Vis had always told me that there were problems with using casting magic in combat, the greatest of which was maintaining your focus on a potentially volatile spell while defending yourself from attacks. Djinn appeared to be a lot better at this than most, but that didn’t mean I was just going to let her attack me without at least making her pay for it.

      I gathered as much power as I could into my fists again, taking a few flying steps toward her. She looked up at me, almost annoyed at my interruption, before flicking her hand. It was a weaker attack than I knew she could deliver, but I still felt like a horse had kicked me in the chest. It was all I could do to stay standing. My attack fizzled.

      Aliana and Norel followed my lead, though, seeing the djinn distracted. Aliana drew her daggers out of thin air, shouting something in elvish as she charged at the smaller woman, who raised a handful of wards to defend against the strikes with her bare hands. It was a distraction, I realized, watching as Norel closed her eyes and chanted a spell I remembered from our last battle. I saw sparks of lightning spreading across her fingers as she rubbed her hands together.

      The djinn realized it too late as Norel took a step forward, screaming the last words of the spell before extending her hands. The air suddenly lit up like the sun had joined us in the ruined section of the house and an ear-splitting crack tore through the air. I could smell something acrid. For a long moment I was left blind, having stupidly watched the attack unfold. As my eyes adjusted again, I could see that the djinn had been knocked back a few steps, blood seeping from her nose and lips due to the strength of the attack.

      And if I’d thought she looked angry before, it was nothing compared to now. The djinn looked like she was about to explode as she remained on her feet, hands arcing with a yellow energy which she launched at me with a powerful burst. I raised my hands, forming the defense wards Aliana had taught me. I could feel the runes in my hand burning as the light flashed at me.

      An instinctive move had me raising my hand, pushing the blast up and away. If the building had still been intact it would have torn a hole through the ceiling but thankfully, with most of the room already torn to pieces, the beam shot into the sky. I wasn’t sure what kind of damage it would do if it ever landed, but at the moment we had more pressing concerns.

      Even just deflecting the attack knocked me onto my back, landing hard enough to steal the breath from my lungs. I turned to see what I’d fallen on, realizing it was what remained of the table we’d been standing around before the attack, trying to figure out the ring’s origins.

      The djinn’s eyes followed mine, and I saw them light up when she caught sight of something gleaming in the rubble.

      “The orb!” Aliana called, rushing forward. The djinn pushed her back, making a dive for the sphere of crystal. She wrapped her hands around it and for a moment, I could feel my skin prickling the way it did when Aliana opened one of her portals. Then came that sense of nausea and vertigo as the portal opened behind her while she gripped the orb in her hands.

      Aliana was saying something in elvish as she reached out. I could see her power physically manifest as she gripped the portal and held it open wide enough for me to see what was on the other side. I’d never seen that before. It was like there was an actual gate between this place and… somewhere dark with only a bit of light on the horizon to break the shadow that otherwise covered the whole of the place. It was a menacing sight.

      Norel was chanting again. The lightning was in her hands once more, but this time, she didn’t send it at the djinn. Well, not directly. I remembered to close my eyes and look away as the bolt arced across, lashing the orb from the djinn’s hands and shattering it to pieces.

      “Grant!” Aliana screamed as she struggled to keep the portal open. I knew what she wanted me to do. It was odd, having this kind of connection with a person, but it was rather convenient for plotting strategies on the go.

      I pooled my power into my right fist, feeling the runes in my hands burning as I jumped to my feet, rushing over to where the djinn was standing and hammered my fist into her jaw with a roar.

      In the moment before my hand impacted, I realized she was just as surprised as we were by the opening of a portal behind her and seemed almost distracted from our actions. She was still staring at her hands, now lacking the orb, when she looked up and tried to throw up some kind of defense at the last second.

      She failed.

      The impact clapped almost louder than Norel’s lightning strike, or so it seemed since it was a lot closer. It wasn’t a killing blow, but it was enough to send her flying through the open portal.

      Aliana screamed from the effort but finally released it as the portal quickly closed behind the djinn, banishing her to wherever that darkened land was. The momentum from my strike had almost sent me tumbling in after her. I dropped to the ground, gasping for breath as I clutched my ribs. Aliana was on the ground too, leaving Norel the only one of us still on her feet. She looked disheveled, her usually perfectly done up hair a mess from the battle.

      I took a deep breath, turning around to find the orb that had somehow opened a portal into that dark land. I, for one, didn’t want to end up going there accidentally thanks to that damned thing, and didn’t want any of the servants left to the same fate.

      “Braire,” Norel said, panting for breath as well. “She was there. I could feel it.”

      I looked up at her, dragging myself to my feet. The fight had taken more out of me than I liked to admit. No amount of training could prepare you for the lengths you would go to save yourself when your life was in peril.

      I picked up pieces of the orb, looking down at it. The cloudy inside seemed to be moving, but there was nothing there. No darkness, no sign of the djinn or Braire. Nothing.

      “Where was she?” I asked. “What was that place?”

      “The underworld,” Aliana said softly, regaining her feet slowly as well. I moved over to help her. She smiled, taking the opportunity to press herself against me in a hug.

      “Are you all right?” she asked, looking at my hand and the runes branded on it. They were still hurting, along with some bruises and aches, but I nodded with a forced smile.

      “I’ll be fine,” I said, only half-truthfully. “What is this about the underworld?”

      “That dark place we saw in the orb, and again in the portal,” Norel explained, finding a small piece of undestroyed wall to sit on as she played nervously with her hands. “That was the underworld, and Braire is there. That is where the ring is from, and if I were a betting woman I’d place coin on that being where Abarat is held as well.”

      I nodded. From the dread I could see in their eyes, I had an idea of the kind of horrors the underworld held. I didn’t need to see them for myself in order to trust the two women that I’d been fighting alongside for these past few months.

      That, and the fact that the underworld had the unpleasant connotation of being a place full of the unforgiving and vengeful dead. All sorts of stories of a place of magic and death, a prison formed by the world’s original creators as a punishment for the evildoers of the world. There were various definitions of evil, and there were a lot of different stories that told of the kind of people who were sent there, not all of them holding true to the other. They all agreed on one topic, though. It was not a pleasant place to be in.

      I gulped my fears down, steeling my nerves and clenching my jaw as I spoke.

      “How the fuck do we get to the underworld?” I asked, looking at the two of them.

      They eyed me with a bit of annoyance. They knew full well that we had to go there, if only to find Braire, but I couldn’t help the feeling that it was something they didn’t want to deal with just yet. They wanted to put it off as long as possible, and maybe avoid it altogether.

      But necessity called for action.

      “Opening a portal there takes a lot of power,” Norel finally said with a sigh. “More power than we share between the three of us. The djinn was able to open it through some vestige of the ring latching onto the orb and her considerable reserves of magical energy, I think, but I doubt we’ll be able to recreate it.”

      “I don’t think we’d want to,” I pointed out. “Not for nothing, but I don’t think we’re in any shape to face her again at the moment.”

      Aliana nodded. “We weren’t ready for her attack. If we are to face her again, we will need to be or she could tear us apart, and there won’t be a stroke of luck from an orb to help us.”

      I nodded. “True, but we must focus on the task at hand. How can we find a way into the underworld?”

      Norel pushed herself up from her improvised seat. “We’ll need more magic, possibly channeled from the dark djinn herself. She was able to open the portal, after all.”

      “How?” I asked.

      Norel shook her head. “There are ways, but I’ll need to study them in a bit more depth before we attempt them. I think… I think it can wait for a bit.”

      I nodded. The exhaustion I could feel seeping into my body was something more than just the fatigue of a long day and a hard fight. There was something else about it, like my power was draining my body of energy to replenish its stores.

      “We need to eat,” I said.

      “Good call,” Aliana said with a nod. “I’m fucking starving.”
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      Dinner was a quiet affair. The servants had fled during the attack, and there was no call to bring them back for the moment so we made do. Aliana and I managed not to burn what was left of the place down while preparing something simple and hot to eat. Our time out in the woods had taught me that she was more than capable of making even the simplest of meals into something tasty and enjoyable, and this time proved no exception.

      We ate in Norel’s ruined study, looking out into the open fields which led to a few streams and then the forest. I wasn’t sure why we were drawn here, but it seemed that we’d all agreed on coming back here with what we’d picked out to eat and drink. Maybe we were reminding ourselves of what happened, noting that it hadn’t been a nightmare or a fevered dream. Reality had set in, a harsh experience.

      I finished with my soup and bread, placing the empty bowl aside as I sipped from a goblet of wine, looking out at the forest before turning back to look at Aliana and Norel. The former was surprisingly hard to read, like she was intentionally dulling our connection with some effort, wanting some distance between us. Norel was her customary cool self.

      There was no attempt at making conversation, no trying to make it a pleasant time. We were here to eat and recover our spent energy. Nothing more.

      I had questions. So many questions. What did they know about this underworld? Was it like any of the stories, and if so, which ones? I was aware by now that many of the stories that were shared and told in the Empire seemed to have some kind of foundation in reality, but there were a lot of personal flights of fancy mixed in the facts. I wanted to know. Hell, if I was going to be joining them, I needed to know.

      It didn’t seem like there would be any answers forthcoming. I put my cup next to my bowl before quietly making my way out. I followed Norel’s maze of a house until I found one of the larger gardens. It was closed off, walls climbing high all around. It was a maze like the rest of the house, full of trees and vines. I moved through them, wanting to get lost for a moment.

      The sun was setting, already out of my sight but still providing some modicum of light. I found my way to what looked like the center of the maze, noted by a small opening and a trickling fountain found in the middle.

      I pulled my shirt off, dropping into a crouch. There was a horde of feelings rushing through my body, and I wasn’t sure what to make of any of them. Part of me wanted to take charge of the situation. Sure, the djinn had taken us without too much difficulty, but now that we knew what we were up against, we knew what to prepare for.

      That bit was confidence, I thought, inhaling deeply and closing my eyes, reaching out for the power inside me. Soft whispers of spells dropped from my lips. I honestly had no idea what the words even meant, only what they did. I might be telling some ancient to choke on its own cock and die, for all I knew. It worked, though.

      Fear. That sinking feeling that had started when I’d felt the tendrils of the djinn’s power squeezing the life out of me as they wrapped around my throat in that dream. It was a feeling that just hadn’t gone away, no matter how much I tried to mask it. I was dreading meeting her again, and yet part of me knew it was bound to happen. We had banished her to the underworld, and now we knew that we would be joining her there before too long. It was going to happen.

      And then there was the underworld itself. Here, courage and fear mixed together, I thought as my feet moved over the smooth pathway cut into the ground. My eyes were closed, but gripping my power like this, I didn’t need them as much as before. Words of power were still spilling from my lips as I went through the motions Aliana had taught me. She told me once that there were reasons why these movements used in combat magic were also used in combat situations by those who had no connection to the power. It was a way of channeling the body’s own energies and sometimes, that had nothing to do with magic. The long, flowing motions, either done slowly for practice or quickly for purpose, seemed to focus my mind. Not as well as sex, of course.

      I could feel the mistakes starting to show up in my form. They were small at first—miscalculating a step, compensating and having to slow down, and coincided with the different emotions clashing in my mind. I picked up the pace, trying to force my mind to focus on the task at hand but that only made things worse. I pressed past mistakes, making up for them by speeding up again. I could feel muscles burning and sweat starting to roll down my bare skin as I missed another step. And then another.

      I stayed on my feet longer than I thought I would have, and certainly longer than I’d ever lasted before, but it was still a bitter disappointment as I felt myself losing my balance and eventually fell crashing to the ground on my side, feeling my injured ribs grumble in complaint at the abuse. I groaned softly as I opened my eyes, turned onto my stomach and pushed myself to my feet. A light sheen of sweat coated my skin. The sun was completely gone, leaving only the moonlight to gleam off the still-babbling fountain as I walked over to it.

      I put my hands on the side, intending to have a drink and maybe help to shock some sense into myself by splashing my warm skin with icy water, but paused when I saw my reflection.

      There was no djinn there to look back into my eyes, but the relief I should have felt at that was oddly muted as I gritted my teeth and shook my head, trying to understand why all of this was happening. What was my importance in any of it?

      I wasn’t sure how I knew Aliana was approaching. It wasn’t like I could hear her footsteps. I realized then that her attempts at keeping me out had ceased. As embroiled as I was in my problems, I’d missed when she reached out to me.

      “What’s the matter, Grant?” she asked, moving closer to me and wrapping her arms around my waist. She didn’t seem to mind the sweat.

      “I don’t know,” I answered truthfully, one hand moving down to the water, rippling it enough that my reflection was lost.

      “Talk to me, Grant,” she whispered, pressing her lips to my chest. “Please?”

      I nodded. “Was there a prophecy?”

      She looked up from my torso to peer at me quizzically. “A prophecy?”

      “Or a divination, or something?” I continued, “Something that told you I was going to be coming for you. Something that said I would be the one to find a djinn and help to save the city and get involved in all this shit. Something like that?”

      She smiled, still not quite understanding where I was going with any of this. “Why do you ask?”

      “It just doesn’t make sense,” I growled, frustrated. “Why me? Why did Vis and Cyron pick me for their abhorrent little game? Why was I the one who found your ring? Why did you take a liking to me? It must have been written somewhere, right? Someone must have it written down, and maybe that will show why I’m here, what I’m doing and…” I paused, not sure how to continue. “Something that says I’m capable. Something that shows I can do this, even though I’m sure I can’t. That’s how all the stories go, right? All the fables about a… an ash lad, or a stable boy… there’s always a prophecy, right? Something that lets the simple outsider know he has a place in all this, that’s he not just stuck in events beyond his control.”

      A moment of silence passed with the only sound being the trickling of the fountain. Aliana pressed her face into my chest as she squeezed me closer with her arms. “If there was any kind of prophecy about you, Grant, I don’t know about it. I suppose it’s possible. The reason I took a liking to you was because I saw what you were. A kind-spirited person in need of something to guide you. Sometimes chance and fate push us into situations we can’t control or even fathom, but we have to make the best of them anyway. That’s not magic or prophecy. It’s life. There will always be questions and doubts. And that’s all right. It’s what you do when the die falls that shows what kind of man you are. Until now, what I’ve seen of you, Grant, shows you to be more than capable of handling whatever fate throws in your face.”

      “You think so?” I asked, tipping my head so I could look her in the eyes.

      She smiled. “This isn’t a fable, Grant. Nothing is preordained. Your actions are yours alone. And if there is some force of destiny out there guiding our paths, I’m just glad it guided our paths together.”

      I smiled, leaning down to press a gentle kiss on her lips. She stood up on her tiptoes to press hard into it, her hands coming up and around to wrap around my neck and pull her up. A gentle flutter of her wings could be felt as she jumped, wrapping her thighs around my hips and holding herself up as she held me closer to her, moaning softly as she ground her hips against mine ever so gently.

      I walked us over to a wall, pressing Aliana to it firmly as I ran my hands down her body, exploring it like it was the first time all over again. The delightful curves, the smoothness and the delicious heat that I would never grow accustomed to. She shimmied her body to get it out of the immodest clothes she was wearing. It served to get a more pronounced reaction from me, already growing and pressing into her.

      She pulled away from the kiss. Her eyes were drawn to something behind me. From the coy smile on her lips and her hand extending and beckoning behind my shoulder, I could tell we weren’t in any kind of danger. I licked my lips, turning to see what she was looking at.

      Norel was standing there, bathed in the moonlight and dressed in simple, flowing white robes as she watched us with her full lips slightly parted. Her elf features were on full display. They only seemed to enhance her beauty, not unlike Aliana’s uniqueness.

      Aliana slipped down from her perch on me, making sure to leave her nude body pressed firmly against mine all the way down. She showed no sign of relenting as she called her sister to come and join us, turning me around to face her.

      In all our time together, I’d never really noticed how small she was. Well, I had noted it when we first met, but my perception of her had somehow made her larger than her actual size.

      Here and now, she looked vulnerable, almost afraid as she took a few steps closer until she was less than a pace away from me and looking up into my eyes. She stood barely chest-high on me, falling short of my shoulders, I realized. There was a hint of hesitation in her eyes but as she looked up at me and smiled, it was surprisingly erotic.

      “How long has it been, sister?” Aliana asked, reaching out to take Norel’s hand and pulling her close, no more than a handsbreadth away. My breath caught, my chest thudding.

      “Too long,” Norel replied with a smile, taking my hands with hers and pulling them up to her shoulders, guiding me to push the light straps that held her flowing gown in place away, and nudging the fabric down until it dropped to the ground in a gentle brushing sound.

      I couldn’t help the way my eyes ran over her body once it was revealed to me in its full, luscious form. She had curves to match her sister, but they were smaller, more delicate. Her breasts were perfectly round with small, pointed nipples topping them, already hard and puckered. A firm, toned stomach guided my eyes all the way down her hourglass frame, with a thin, freshly groomed trail guiding my eyes down between her thighs.

      Norel smiled, raised one of my hands to her lips and wrapped them around two of my fingers. Her eyes closed lustfully as she gently sucked on them, wetting them with her tongue before moving them down to her breast, slowly rubbing my freshly-dampened fingers over her nipple in a long, circular motion. Her eyes closed again, her lips parting as a gentle tinge of red flooded her skin.

      Her skin was cooler than Aliana’s, I noted, but there was more heat in it than being flushed with desire could account for as my hands curled around and cupped her breasts. She moaned softly. I wondered how she could be so aroused this quickly, before I realized that Aliana’s hand had slipped between Norel legs, slowly stroking her pussy in time with how my hands were working her breasts.

      “Kneel, sister,” Aliana cooed softly, leaning in to kiss her lips in appreciation as Norel obeyed, dropping slowly until she was at eye level with the still-growing bulge in my trousers.

      Aliana helped her with that, pushing them down until my cock, mostly hard by now, jumped up heavily before Norel’s eyes. Aliana quickly pushed my pants the rest of the way down and I stepped out of them. Norel didn’t seem to notice, her eyes locked on the thick shaft before her.

      “Most impressive,” she murmured softly, tilting her head as she leaned closer. Her hands came up underneath, cupping and gently massaging my balls as I felt her nuzzling at the shaft. Her eyes closed as she kissed the length before letting her tongue out to toy with the head, her eyes opening and drifting up to watch the expression of pleasure and barely contained hunger on my face.

      “And quite tasty, like I told you,” Aliana said, grinning up at me as she dropped to her knees next to her sister. I could see Aliana’s hands reaching out to squeeze and cup her sister’s breasts before letting one slip down to her pussy. Norel seemed wholly occupied with applying her lips and tongue to my cock, her fingers never ceasing in their tender caressing of what hung underneath.

      Aliana continued to pleasure both her sister’s breasts as well as her pussy until my hands found the back of her head and pulled her closer. I didn’t want to interrupt how she was treating her sister, but I wanted some attention from the djinn as well.

      “Promises were made,” I whispered, reminding her of how she’d teased me with the mental image of two pairs of lips working my cock. Aliana did indeed remember, her lips curling up in a grin as I pulled Norel away from her gentle bobbing and guided her lower, letting Aliana take her place.

      Aliana obliged with enthusiasm, running her tongue over the shaft her sister had been polishing not seconds ago before taking it in her mouth. A few long, smooth thrusts were quickly followed by her taking me deeper into her mouth and throat. I could feel the tightness of it, constricted further by her never letting up as she sucked me down.

      “Watch and learn,” I growled breathlessly to Norel, who was watching Aliana with something like amazement. I guided her underneath where Aliana was working, encouraging her to suck and caress my balls with her mouth.

      Finally, I let Aliana peel away. She took a deep breath, her wings fluttering excitedly as her hands ran up to her hair, brushing it back and toying with her horns as she looked up at me with a hint of wild lust in her eyes.

      “My sister always was enthusiastic with her mouth,” Norel pointed out with a grin, licking her lips as she lifted away from me and to her feet. She didn’t go far, though. Aliana and I had a clear view of her body as she moved over to the fountain and sat on the edge, eyeing us closely. Finally, she extended her hand, indicating for Aliana to come and join her.

      I watched as Aliana closed on her, licking her lips. As the djinn came closer. Norel parted her legs, leaving them wide and inviting as Aliana dropped to her knees again, this time kissing the inside of the elf’s legs before giving a long, delicious kiss to the woman’s pussy. Norel’s eyes closed, her head dropping back as her hands settled on the back of Aliana’s head, encouraging her.

      I licked my lips. I’d never seen anything like this. I was overwhelmed by the sounds and sights of it, watching as Aliana applied her mouth to Norel’s pussy.

      “Join us, Grant,” Norel said in a shaky voice, her eyes still closed as she seemed focused on enjoying the sensations of Aliana’s tongue and lips.

      I smiled, not needing to be invited twice as I moved over to where Aliana was on her knees, settling down behind her. Norel watched me with eyes hooded in lust and hunger as I positioned myself behind Aliana and guided my wet cock between her thighs.

      Aliana gasped, not turning away from what she was doing, but a long moan could be heard as I slowly pushed myself inside her already-drenched pussy. The moan could be seen reflected in Norel’s eyes as I watched her starting to grind her pussy into Aliana’s lips, eyes rolling back as she came, shivering at the edge of the fountain, one hand digging into the back of Aliana’s head while the other gripped the stonework.

      I smiled, feeling my arousal building to a peak that I hadn’t thought possible. I could sense the three of us coming together in a bond, feeling Norel’s arousal-drenched body barely coping with the sight of me fucking Aliana from behind.

      I gritted my teeth, feeling my peak coming a bit early. I started thrusting harder and faster, driving Aliana forward into the other woman. I didn’t give her a moment’s reprieve as I pushed in harder, faster and deeper.

      Sensations were mixed, tumbling and twisting together as I felt myself careening toward a cliff I wasn’t sure I wanted to avoid. No, scratch that, I definitely didn’t want to avoid it. Soft moans and growls of pleasure erupted in a roar as my hips bucked hard, my cock pumping Aliana full of me as I gasped for breath, slowly grinding to a halt still buried deep inside her.

      “Fuck,” was the first word that left my lips as my eyes opened again, watching Norel eyeing me with undisguised lust. It appeared we’d shared an orgasm, the three of us, and the feeling had my fingers tingling with a weak-kneed sensation rushing through my whole body.

      Norel tugged Aliana gently out from between her thighs and stood, helping her sister to her feet then watching as I took the initiative and stood on my own, hands taking her gently by the hips and pulling her closer to me as I kissed her firmly. Aliana sighed. I could feel something like contentedness spreading over from her side of our bond, but Norel felt like she was far from finished for the evening.

      “Let’s take this inside,” she whispered hotly as I pulled away from the kiss, letting her hands explore me shamelessly. “I want to taste what my sister left behind on your shaft.”

      “Lead the way,” I growled, tugging Aliana close to me and following Norel inside.
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      The night was a long one and yet it passed too quickly for my liking. As engaged as we were in enjoying each other’s company, it wasn’t long before we were exhausted, falling asleep in a tangle of limbs and wings.

      We had gone to Norel’s room instead of mine. I realized that in my time here, I’d never been in her room. I supposed she enjoyed her privacy, but after what happened last night, there wasn’t much for her to be private about anymore.

      I smiled, enjoying the feeling of Aliana lying against my chest. Norel was turned away but curled up and pressed against me, using my arm as a pillow as she slept. I could tell that it was already midmorning from the shadows cast by the sunlight coming through the window. There was no apparent hurry to get about our day. I still wasn’t sure what we were supposed to be doing with it, anyway. Yes, we were going to be trying to find Braire, the third sister. Yes, she seemed to be in the underworld somewhere, but the details of how we were going to bring any of this into a plan were beyond my level of expertise.

      Besides, if there was some kind of time constraint, they would be the ones to know about it, right?

      Eventually though, I grew tired of just lying around and slowly and gently disengaged myself from the two gorgeous women. I’d left my clothes out by the fountain, meaning that unless I wanted to wear something of Norel’s I’d have to find my way either back to the fountain or to my room in nothing but my skin.

      Thankfully, it appeared that none of the servants had returned since the attack so no one saw me as Norel’s maze led me to my room.

      I took the opportunity to wash up before dressing in the crisp, clean clothes that had been made for me. As I left my room I made a mental note to go back and collect the clothes all three of us had dropped near the fountain, but as I walked through the hallways, I was guided into the dining hall instead. Norel was already there. She’d apparently washed and dressed and was now setting out some food for us to enjoy.

      I wasn’t sure how to engage her at this point. Despite there being something of a connection between us now, it was difficult to really make out what she was thinking. There was a satisfied feeling, but that much was apparent in how she was humming a soft, foreign yet relaxing tune as she worked.

      She looked up when she realized I was watching her and smiled. It was one of the sincerest smiles I’d ever seen from her.

      “Come,” she said with a small smile, indicating one of the chairs. “Sit.”

      It was interesting how she managed to speak without breaking a single note of the wordless song she was singing. I did as I was told, though, moving across the room and settling down in my seat. I still wasn’t sure how to react around her, almost afraid to look her in the eyes after what we’d done the night before. It had been delicious and very satisfying, but afterwards, thoughts brought doubts about how much she had enjoyed it and if she was ever going to want a repeat.

      I wasn’t surprised that my body was already begging for another go with the two most beautiful women I’d ever known.

      My doubts were cast aside as Norel moved closer, lightly kissing my neck and running her fingers from my shoulders down over my chest with a soft moan mixed with a sigh as she filled a goblet with cool water.

      I suddenly found myself trying not to grin like an idiot, even as Frarris jumped up on the table, drawn by the smells of food and drink. She paused in her path across it, marching toward me while avoiding the plates of food and cups as she came over, butting her head gently into my shoulder and emitting an odd growl-like sound that still felt happy and excited.

      That done, she moved over to where Norel had taken her seat at the head of the table, walking around in a quick circle before curling up on the woman’s lap.

      Aliana was the last of our little group to arrive, looking refreshed and unchanged as always. Unlike Norel or me, she was dressed in what looked like the same clothes she’d been wearing the night before. I made a note to ask her how that was possible, right alongside the questions of how she managed to pull her daggers out of thin air and if she ever planned on teaching me how to create those portals of hers. I could only imagine that if I were the one to make them, they would be a lot more comfortable to travel in.

      The meal went by mostly in silence, not unlike how dinner had gone the night before. Unlike last night, though, when emotions had been running high and the three of us all had something we needed to process before talking with the others, I couldn’t help but feel that now they were both a lot more relaxed.

      The silence was comfortable, and thoroughly enjoyed.

      Unfortunately, even though we were all feeling better thanks to our exertions, there were still problems that needed solving. Issues that only the three of us could handle.

      Even so, I couldn’t keep myself from grinning like an idiot as I chewed on a piece of bread that tasted like it had been freshly baked. It was even warm, I realized, smearing it with a heavy, creamy butter. Aliana noticed and winked at me, reaching across the table to gently squeeze my arm.

      “So,” I said softly as the meal drew to a close. “As we are soon to set off to find your sister, Braire, is there anything about her you think I should know before we meet? Anything I should be alerted to as a simple matter of precaution or the like?”

      Aliana and Norel shared a quick look. The latter sat back and Aliana leaned forward, apparently having decided that she would field my questions for the moment.

      “Like Norel, she retained her original appearance,” Aliana started out. “From what I was able to decipher she has kept to it, rigidly refusing under any circumstances to abandon what makes her unique. She is what you humans call a beastmaster. She could speak to animals even when she was a child. Remember that time, Norel, when she called on that snake to wind its way into Mistress Allieesta’s robes? When the woman wore them, she told the snake to tighten its grip as Braire was convincing the woman she’d learned a spell that could make her fat.”

      Norel grinned. I tilted my head as I watched them. This was the first time that either had shared any kind of story about their past. I’d never even realized that they’d been together when they were young, however long ago that was. Yes, I knew they were sisters, but I also knew they weren’t related by blood.

      I found myself leaning forward, wanting to learn more about what made these women who they were.

      Unfortunately, there were no more stories forthcoming. “Anyway, Braire is a beastmaster, although she always held more of an affinity for snakes and other reptiles. She was the one who found poor Frarris abandoned by her mother and brought her to Norel to be nursed back to health.”

      I made note of yet another detail of their history together, nodding and letting Aliana continue.

      “Eventually, Braire found herself a circle of creatures she loved, more than children, I think,” Aliana said. “One was a massive snake that I could never really abide. I’ve always disliked snakes. Then there was her bear, a monstrous thing with black fur and missing an eye. There was a story to that, too, but she never shared it with us.”

      Norel nodded. “She also had a wolf, as I recall. She rode her into battle like a horse.”

      “Must be one hell of a massive wolf,” I said with a chuckle. My own encounters with wolves had been during the winter when they were trying to find a way into Vis’ barns to get to the livestock he’d locked up inside. They were larger than the hounds that were used for the hunts, but not big enough for anything over a child’s size to ride. For a fully-grown woman to ride the wolf like a horse, it had to be at least six feet tall at the shoulder, which would mean that its jaws would be large enough to crunch my head like a melon.

      “She could speak to all kinds of animals, and even more than a few of the less sentient monsters too,” Aliana recalled. “I remember that if pushed, she could summon them from other realms and dimensions.”

      “That was how she got that massive snake, remember?” Norel said, engaging a bit more in the conversation.

      I leaned back in my seat. I recalled learning a bit about beastmasters in the past. It was almost extinct as a magical practice these days. The only ones who could still master it were those who lived in isolation in the wilderness that stretched out in the south of the Empire, and they protected their secrets to the point of violence.

      I remembered reading something about requiring a connection with nature to be able to master that kind of power, and the longer someone remained isolated from the wilderness, the weaker their connection grew.

      It was interesting. There were four of us now. Aliana with her combat and djinn magic, Norel with her spellcasting, and me using the roguish arts to connect to what I knew was closer to mysticism than anything the other two were practicing. And now with Braire practicing what sounded like a form of animancy to add to the mix, our powers would be rather varied indeed if we needed to use them as a foursome. It would require some getting used to, I knew. Coordination was the greatest obstacle when it came time to train oneself to fighting alongside others. A small mistake could end up not only leaving me exposed, but possibly injure one of my teammates.

      It wouldn’t be a problem for the three sisters. If I had my facts right, they had been fighting and working together since they were children, to the tune of what I assumed was decades, if not centuries. Even though they had been isolated from each other over the course of recent history, I imagined that all that would be required for them to fall back into their rhythm was a bit of knocking out the rust.

      There was also the matter of sex. I could feel my power starting to grow each time Aliana and I slept together. The strengthening bond seemed to help the development of my skills, and Aliana’s as well.

      I’d noticed the same thing when Norel had joined in on the fun, but it felt stronger than it should have. I wasn’t entirely sure if it wasn’t just me feeling the lingering afterglow from having thoroughy enjoyed Norel joining us, but at the same time, the bond had felt more powerful than before.

      Now all that was needed to test these theories was to actually apply them in combat.

      I couldn’t help the thought of what it would be like if Braire joined us that way, adding her personal touch to everything. The thought had barely crossed my mind when I immediately felt annoyed. I hadn’t even met Braire. For all I knew, I wasn’t even remotely what she wanted in her partners. Besides, I was already enjoying the attentions of two beautiful women, so why I was already lusting after another I didn’t even know?

      I kicked myself in the shin, putting the thought out of my mind as I leaned back in my seat. Aliana and Norel had gone on talking about their past but as they sometimes did, they’d started speaking in their language, forgetting that I still needed to learn more than just the curses I’d committed to memory thanks to Aliana using them so often.

      I took a sip from the cool, clear water and watched them interact with a small smile playing on my lips. There’s no need to be greedy, I thought to myself. I have everything I need right here.
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      A small part of me wanted to thank Vis for everything he’d done.

      I still wanted to murder him—plant something sharp in his chest and watch the life flee from his eyes. But as I lay on my back, breathing heavily and trying to bring my mind back to focus, I couldn’t help feeling like I might also want to thank him for his actions. Sure, they had been conducted out of greed and self-preservation. The murder of my parents was something I’d never forgive. Taking me into his home and treating me like a slave that owed him something was just salting a festering wound, but at the same time, I couldn’t imagine that my life would have reached these kinds of heights if I’d remained a farmer or a blacksmith or whatever my parents had been before Vis got to them.

      I was on my back, gripping the ground, looking up into Aliana’s eyes and seeing a shadow of the murderous intent I always looked for when we were training together like this. It was a beautiful thing. Mostly because I knew she was keeping those urges under tight control and would never do something that would hurt me.

      Well, not hurt too badly, I thought, seeing fire start to form in her palm as she closed on me with a jump.

      I rolled out of the way, watching as a ball of fire scorched the ground I’d been lying on only a half-second before. I pushed myself to my feet, looking around for some kind of cover. I was still no match for Aliana in a head-to-head confrontation, but I’d found that my strength lay in a battle of attrition, using my wits and guile to stay alive until my enemy made a mistake. That was how it was supposed to be done.

      Aliana didn’t offer me any space to retreat as I pulled away, throwing up defense wards to push her attacks away. It didn’t take too much intellect to realize that I was better off deflecting her attacks than absorbing them directly. Aliana was breathing fire today. While it was only a training session, she seemed more than willing to make sure I was ready for a real battle.

      “What are you doing?” Aliana asked. I watched her flick her wrists, bringing her knives out and gripping them firmly.

      “Defending myself?” I took a couple of steps, trying to take advantage of the perceived break to give myself some breathing room.

      “Well, obviously. Running away and deflecting attacks is all well and good, but at what point during that exchange did you consider fighting back?”

      I tilted my head, eyeing her closely, anticipating that the break wasn’t going to be lasting that long. “I just thought you wanted me to avoid attacking when we got this intense. I can’t really keep my power under control and I might hurt you without wanting to.”

      Aliana grinned, shaking her head. “I’m not particularly worried about you hurting me, Grant. No offense.”

      “Some taken,” I growled, eyebrows raising as I clenched my fists. She doubted I could get past her defenses. It was time to prove her wrong about that and many other things. She moved first. I reached into my power, whispering a spell and feeling the runes in my palm burning. A gentle shimmer could be seen rising just above my fists as I jumped forward to meet her attack. If I misjudged anything, her blade would have to be dug out from my arm.

      The dagger impacted with the small yet powerful shield I’d wrapped around my hands, flashing and sending sparks flying as the blade fell from her numbed hands. She looked up, surprised, raising her other hand in response to mine quickly careening toward her. More sparks flew as my shield hit her defense. My other hand, now free of the shield, quickly reached down and gripped the back of her leg, pulling up as I charged her midsection with my shoulder, knocking us both to the ground with me on top of her.

      I quickly straddled her waist, whispering the spell to shield my hands again, raising my hand to bring it back down. She’d been the one who told me she didn’t need me to hold back, but I wondered if I was taking it too far. Either way, there was no turning back. I was committed.

      Aliana whispered a spell I’d never heard before and I felt something wrap around my hand. It wasn’t as effective as she imagined it would be, but it slowed the downward trajectory of my fist enough for her to buck up under me and roll to the side, throwing me off balance. My hand impacted with the ground, hard. I could feel the shield protecting my hand for the most part but a jolt of pain shot up my arm.

      I looked up just in time to see her gleaming dagger arcing for my face. Time seemed to slow as I pulled myself away, feeling the blade lightly graze my cheek as she brought her knee up hard into my ribs, knocking the breath out of me and sending me rolling the rest of the way off her.

      Pain fueled something in me as I came to my feet almost immediately. Aliana was still struggling to regain hers. For whatever reason, the fact that this was a sparring session meant for practice somehow disappeared. We were both fighting for our lives. Pain was no longer a reason to stop and recover. I pulled up as much power as I could in such a short amount of time, pushing forward as I crashed into Aliana. Her attempts to stop me did nothing but knock me off balance as we found ourselves on the ground again, this time with her straddling my waist.

      I watched lightning crackle in her fingers for a split second before I reached up, grabbing her wrist and twisting it upward. I heard the bolt of lightning shoot out to crash into a nearby wall. The power was still in me, I realized, ready to be used. I pushed it all into my right arm, roaring as I punched at her face. She grabbed my hand just in time, making it miss the target, but lost her balance and fell sideways. I rolled to pin her, the both of us struggling to bring our attacks to bear.

      The heat between us was oddly distracting as I lay over her, panting for breath while sweat trickled down my bare chest to mingle with hers. She was looking up at me, a wildness about her as she struggled to wrench her hand free of my grip while still desperately holding me off. I groaned as I pushed her arm back, finally managing to pin her hand on the ground above her head when she noticed I wasn’t trying to bear down on her anymore.

      And I was smirking.

      “What?” she asked, trying to catch her breath as well.

      “Nothing, really,” I replied, relaxing my grip on her as I felt her pay me the same courtesy. “Just… couldn’t help but let my mind wander to when we were in a very similar position, but very different at the same time.”

      She looked down, biting her bottom lip as she wrapped her thighs a little tighter around my midsection before looking up into my eyes with a gratuitous squirm of her hips. “I really hope this isn’t where your mind usually goes when in a combat situation.”

      I grinned, leaning down to gently kiss her lips. “Not usually. You just happen to be the exceptional woman capable of distracting me like that.”

      She blushed, but quickly pushed me off.

      “How’s your hand feeling?” she asked, seeing that there was some color starting to show from when I’d hammered it into the ground.

      “Just some bruising,” I said, rolling the wrist to make sure nothing was broken. “Nothing to be worried about.”

      “It might be best if I took a look at it anyway,” I heard a female voice say from the other side of the garden we’d taken over as our training ground. I looked up, seeing Norel following the stone path over to where we were already on our feet, brushing the dirt from our bodies.

      She was dressed in something different. I realized she’d taken to wearing less of the tight, form-fitting robes the nobles around here were known to use and going with longer, more flowing robes of lighter colors instead. Today’s version was a light blue. She moved close to me and took my hand, raising it to her eye level as she whispered something while running her fingers over the patterns of bruising. I felt what could only be described as a pinprick, uncomfortable but not quite painful. Certainly not compared to how much it was already hurting.

      “How did you get an injury like this, anyway?” Norel asked, looking up at me.

      Aliana stepped in to answer for me. “He wrapped a shield around his hand for a physical strike.”

      “Using your defense for offense,” Norel said with a smirk. “An interesting strategy, if a little risky.”

      “I know, but I was running out of ideas at that point,” I said. “The whole of my strategy thus far has been to avoid any attacks until my enemy shows an opening, or until I get desperate enough to do something that others consider to be… well, too stupid to consider. My survival thus far has shown that to be an effective strategy.”

      “And very reminiscent of the rogue mages of the past,” Aliana said, rolling her neck. “Although they usually manage to combine elusiveness with pinpoint strikes using accuracy and speed to their advantage.”

      “That settles it then,” Norel said. “You’ll be taught some offensive magic to be used in that kind of situation next training session. Although, if most of your sessions end up with you lying on top of your trainer, sweating and out of breath, I must admit I find myself tempted to give you some training myself.”

      I opened my mouth but shut it again when I looked over at Aliana. More sessions than I cared to admit ended like that, but not quite the way it had today.

      Instead, I changed the subject while looking at Norel.

      “You’re home early today,” I said with a smile. “What brings you back before sundown?”

      “News,” Norel said simply, finishing with my hand. “It should be a bit sensitive for the rest of the day, but you’ll find that fading. It’ll be better than new come tomorrow.”

      “What kind of news?” Aliana asked. “Did you find the dark djinn?”

      “There have been a few sightings,” Norel said as we started to move back toward the house. “It would appear that she’s already found a way out of the underworld where we sent her, which is good news, but still… nothing concrete.”

      “How is that good news?” I asked, picking up my shirt from where I’d left it behind when we started training.

      “It shows that she has enough power to bring herself out of that place,” Aliana explained, offering me a towel which I happily accepted. “Which means she has enough power to get us there in turn.”

      “Fantastic,” I muttered sarcastically. I was not looking forward to meeting with the dark djinn again, even though I was coming to terms with the fact that it was going to happen whether I wanted it to or not.

      “We can’t just wait around for her to come and attack us again,” Aliana pointed out. “It’s not like wards hold her back.”

      “There’s no real reason to believe she’ll be coming back anyway,” I said, lightly stroking the ring in my pocket. I’d come to the decision that having it touching my skin was probably helping the dark djinn connect to me. That didn’t really make sense as I thought about it, but the ugly piece of jewelry still made my skin crawl. I didn’t want to throw it away since Aliana had told me it was a magical artifact of some power, which made leaving it for someone else to find potentially dangerous.

      “What about Cyron?” I asked as we stepped into the blessedly cool shade inside the house. “Any sign of him?”

      “Members of the circle have informed their contacts to look out for him,” Norel said. “But unlike the djinn, there’s really nothing about his use of power that calls attention. A few reported sightings here and there, but nothing we can reliably act upon.”

      “I’m getting sick of this,” I said, shaking my head. “No offense, of course, this is a lovely home, but just sitting around and waiting for something to happen is grating my nerves raw.”

      “No offense taken, and I agree, Grant,” Norel said, shaking her head. “I made inquiries about the mage that has been trapped in the Lancers’ dungeons, and it would appear that he is still there. I am aware that he can’t be trusted, but at this point, our other options are almost nil. We need to do something now, and contacting this mage is my suggestion.”

      I shrugged. “I don’t really have any other ideas.”

      Aliana nodded, saying that she was similarly lacking in any other options for us to pursue.

      Norel looked at both of us, surprised that there was no contention to her plan. It wasn’t a great plan, I had to admit, but all things considered, we couldn’t afford to be overly picky. Whatever Cyron was planning was going to come to fruition eventually and if we just sat on our collective asses, chances were that we’d be beaten into a paste.

      “Well, then,” Norel finally said. “I say we visit him first thing tomorrow morning. For now, we can prepare in case he gives us something useful which we can act on immediately.”

      “Getting ready for a trip before knowing if we’ll need to take it,” I said with a small smile. “That’s not going to jinx our chances at all.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Norel said, turning around and making her way deeper into the house. “There’s no such thing as jinxes.”

      I opened my mouth to protest but quickly shut it again. If she didn’t believe, there was nothing I could say that would convince her otherwise. I hated the fact I was now anticipating something going wrong, if only to rub it in her face.

      I smirked, shaking my head as Norel quickly laid out what we might need for the trip. Aliana was to collect food for our journey, preferably the stuff that would last a while should any trip we ended up taking last longer than expected. Norel would be working with her, while I was left with just preparing my things. I wondered if I was being pushed away because the two sisters wanted to spend some time alone with each other. I couldn’t think of what they might be talking about, but considering how much shared history they had I didn’t doubt they would think of something.

      I delayed heading back to my room, finding myself near the ruins of the room where we’d had our fight with the djinn the night before. I looked around the place, picking my way through the rubble and destruction. I took a deep breath, closing my eyes to better imagine what the place had looked like when the fight was happening. The djinn wasn’t difficult to visualize. Small yet somehow immeasurably powerful, more so than Aliana. It was odd, I thought. Aliana was a djinn just like the dark one that had attacked us, which begged the question of the disparity between their abilities. Was embracing the darkness Aliana had mentioned somehow connected to just how powerful the djinn was? If so, was Aliana giving up power to keep herself from turning into that?

      There was the question of their different appearances as well. The other djinn had no horns or wings. What was the difference? Was that a factor in the darkness as well or was there something else entirely?

      I turned around, unconsciously tilting my head in thought as I moved over to the corner of the room. Oddly enough, I could feel something triggering the nausea and vertigo I experienced when a portal was opened near me. They were weaker than when the portal had been open, but still there, like a gaping scar hanging in the air.

      No, it wasn’t in the air, I realized, looking around. I wasn’t standing where the portal had been opened. I looked around. wondering for a moment if there was a portal being opened right here, signaling an attack. I raised my hands to prepare for it, but nothing came. I continued looking around then glanced down, seeing something gleaming in the middle of the rubble.

      I squatted, pushing the broken bricks and mortar aside until I found what had caught my eye. It was a shard about the size of my finger, and was the largest piece of the orb that had survived Norel’s attempt to wrest it away from the djinn with a lightning attack.

      It was the source of the feeling, I realized, and holding it just made it all worse. I gritted my teeth, pushing it aside. There appeared to still be some magic attached to this little piece of crystal glass, and, like with the ring, just discarding it seemed ill-advised. I wrapped it up in a piece of cloth and put it in my pocket next to the ring then headed away to find my room.
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      When morning came I found myself in a tangle of limbs between Aliana and Norel, who had come to join us in the middle of the night. I had been half-awake at the time so I just barely remembered hearing her say something about sleeping better with company before squeezing her way between me and Aliana. A few minutes later, Frarris joined us too, making it a bit of a full bed by the time all was said and done.

      I didn’t mind. Sleeping with company was a taste I’d acquired a while ago and had been reluctant to give up ever since.

      We left the manse early, only taking the time for a quick bite to eat as the sun was rising. We made our way through the city just as people were starting to wake up. Despite the deserted streets, Aliana was hearing a heavy cloak to cover her wings and horns and Norel had taken on a simple disguise to hide her prominent elvish features.

      There was no sign that any more fires had been set during the night but even at this hour, the tension in the city was palpable. Windows and doors had been boarded up and the sight of what looked like a small riot could be seen in one of the squares as the three of us made our way toward the Lancers’ dungeon.

      Thoughts of avoiding this place had filled my every waking thought during my time as Vis’ pet burglar, so the thought of walking in there of my own volition just roared against every part of me. I guessed that was my roguish side.

      “So,” I said, giving my thoughts voice as the massive building came into view, its towers cutting into the slowly-brightening sky like daggers. “Do either of you know of a good way for us to get in there? I have to imagine they have some sort of protection set up against portals like Aliana’s. Some kind of ward that will trap us and alert the Lancers to our presence.”

      “No need for anything quite so devious,” Norel said with a small smile. “Your title as Varion is more than just something for you to use when it feels important. It officially makes you a member of the Lancers, which means they know to let you just walk right in. They know to offer Aliana and myself the same courtesy, though our appearances have been somewhat masked to avoid annoying questions we have no time for.”

      “And… huh,” I grunted. I had actually thought it was just some title Norel had come up with to avoid bringing up the fact that I had been little more than a slave only a few months ago. I’d never thought it was a title that came with real responsibilities, and more importantly, real perks.

      We made our way to one of the gates leading into the building. One of the Lancers moved forward, raising a hand to stop us and making my heart jump into my throat, but whether he recognized me or just the robes I was wearing, he quickly backed away and lightly tapped his closed fist to the breastplate he was wearing.

      I resisted the urge to grin like an idiot as we made our way into the dungeons. None of the armored men even thought to stop us or question what our intentions were. I wondered just how highly a Varion was supposed to be ranked. Who was I supposed to be reporting to? Were any of them supposed to be reporting to me?

      No, I doubted that. It was a job given to people outside their actual ranks, and while I was to be treated as one of them, I was unencumbered by the usual tasks that fell on the shoulders of the men wearing the black and red armor.

      We made our way down staircases leading deep into the dungeons. The smell and feel of death was rampant, making me feel ill at ease. We were about three levels below the surface before Norel led us into a dank, torch-lit hallway before bringing us to a halt. One of the Lancers was standing guard. Like the others, he lightly tapped his chest as we approached, not saying a word. I wondered if that was an odd thing among them, though the way Norel was acting told me there was nothing to worry about at the moment. She’d been a noble among them for a long time, so I had to believe she knew what to expect from these men.

      “This one,” she said, without so much as a greeting. He didn’t seem surprised by her treatment as she pointed to one of the cell doors. He unhooked a ring of keys from his belt and unlocked the cell Norel had indicated.

      I smiled as the man took a step back, fidgeting at the ring that was hanging from my neck. Aliana had given me a silver chain to hang it from, something that would help to dampen any kind of draw that it had for other magical entities. My mind turned to the shard of the orb tucked away in the pack I was carrying. Time would tell if it would be of any use to us but keeping it out of the hands of anyone who might want to use it against us seemed to be a good reason to keep it tucked away.

      We stepped into the cell, with Norel taking possession of one of the torches hanging from the wall to show us what was inside.

      It was a simple cell, completely unadorned and lacking furniture of any kind. The only break from the bleak and darkened stones were the chains hanging from the wall and ceiling. They were all connected to a man and held him against the wall. His eyes were open, watching us with something akin to terror in them. There was a sealed gag covering his mouth, preventing him from casting any spells. His hands were manacled to chains hanging from the ceiling, with steel mitts in place to keep him from using his fingers for the same reason. His feet were held by short chains hanging from the wall behind him.

      There was no doubt that this was our man, I realized as Norel turned to the guard, who was looking into the room and studying the prisoner closely.

      “You are to lock this door and make sure that we are not disturbed for the duration of this session,” Norel ordered. “Under no circumstances are you to open this door unless I tell you to. Have I made myself clear?”

      He nodded, still not saying a word as he did as he was told, closing the wooden door behind us and locking it.

      I gulped, staring at the door for a moment until Aliana came over to me, running a finger up my spine.

      “What’s the matter?” she asked, watching me.

      “Nothing,” I lied. “Just a whole lot of fears and nightmares coming true right now.”

      She grinned in response. “Is there anything I can do make you feel better? And maybe give your power a bit of a boost besides?”

      I turned to her, wondering what she meant until I felt her fingers gripping at my ass, showing her intent.

      “Now seems like neither the time nor the place,” I said, a small smile touching my face. “But know that the gesture is appreciated, and will be returned in kind presently.”

      She tilted her head and licked her lips. “I’ll hold you to that.”

      “If you two don’t mind,” Norel interjected, “could we focus on the task at hand?”

      I nodded, turning back to face the prisoner. He was a tall man, taller than I, and even though he looked gaunt and underfed he didn’t lack for power and strength. His black, curly hair was long and unkept and a scraggly beard covered most of his face.

      His eyes were dark as well. There had been terror written in them before as he stared at us, but now it was joined by confusion. We weren’t his regular interrogators, and he was starting to wonder what we were here for.

      “Should I put up some wards to keep people from listening in on our conversation?” Aliana asked, looking around.

      “Don’t bother,” Norel replied, shaking her head. “These walls were built with wards to make sure that anything that happens within these cells goes unheard by anyone outside. I think you can imagine the reason why. Nobody can eavesdrop on us, not even using magic.”

      I sighed, gritting my teeth as I walked over to the chained man and looked up into his eyes. He was studying me and likely questioning why someone as young as I looked was in the cell with him.

      “I’m going to take the gag off,” I told him. “But I’m going to need your word that you won’t try to harm us in the form of some nasty spell.”

      The man grumbled something from behind the gag. I couldn’t understand it, but the exasperation was clear, as was the insult intended behind it. What kind of word could he give me from behind his gag?”

      “Know that we do not intend to torture you for the information we seek,” Norel said, moving up beside me with a pleasant smile painted on her delicate features. “There’s a more interesting drive for you to be cooperative. Tell us what we want to know, and we’ll set you free.”

      He raised an eyebrow at her, tilting his head. He was interested even if he didn’t really believe we would release him, but after a few seconds of thought, I could see in his eyes that he clearly had nothing to lose, one way or another. He gave us a simple nod.

      I leaned in, undoing the latch keeping the gag in place, tugging it away. The man spat the mouthguard out, coughing and licking his lips as I pulled it away and tossed it aside.

      “For the record,” the man said, his voice cracking and dry from thirst. “I don’t actually believe you’ll release me for my help here, but since you’re the first ones not to try digging into my skull with magic or steel, I’ll spare you my nasty spells.” He grinned at me while saying that..

      “What is your name?” I asked taking a step back from him.

      “Oronin,” he replied with a small smirk.

      “Yes, Oronin,” Norel interjected with a smile. “Your history with djinn is the reason for our little visit, and the reason why one of the rewards for helping us would mean your freedom. Share with us what you know about tracking them down.”

      “It would be a lesson spanning many years,” Oronin said with a small grin. “I’ve dedicated my life to the task, and what I know cannot be shared in the meager hours we have to spend here. So many believe djinn to be extinct, and think I’m a madman for pursuing them. Why do you believe different?”

      “Do you know how to track them?” Norel asked, ignoring the man’s question. “Bind them to an action when they are free?”

      Oronin looked at her with a confused but curious expression on his face. “I do. That, and more. I’ve mostly killed them when encountered, but certain experiments have been done in the past. For academic purposes, I assure you.”

      Norel nodded. “Good enough for me.” She raised her hand and with a flick of her fingers, one of the manacles holding the man’s right hand opened.

      “What are you doing?” I asked, tensing as the man looked down at his freed hand.

      “Why risk taking what the man says to heart when he can help us bring the dark djinn down himself?” Norel asked, looking over at me. “It’s like he said. Everything we need to know about hunting a djinn could take days, even months to learn.”

      “Aren’t you forgetting one very crucial detail?” I asked, nodding my head to indicate the djinn who was in the room with us, someone I would rather not leave at the mercy of a stranger who looked almost too happy when talking about killing beings like her.

      “We’ll cross that particular bridge when we get there,” Norel said. “For the moment, we need him, wouldn’t you agree?”

      I looked over at Aliana. It was her life we were risking with this little endeavor of ours. She grinned, shrugging to show that she had nothing against it. I took a deep breath and finally nodded.

      “What are you doing?” Oronin asked as Norel quickly undid the rest of his chains.

      “Getting you out of here, as promised,” Norel explained with a small smile. “The price of which is you helping us to hunt down and capture a particularly troublesome dark djinn whose help we need. Do you agree to those terms?”

      Oronin looked at her like she was insane while gingerly rubbing his wrists, which had been chewed raw by the manacles.

      “They seem agreeable,” the man said after a long pause. “But that doesn’t change the fact that we are in the middle of the dungeon and the Lancers have been told to hold me here for the rest of my days. I don’t know who the three of you are, but only the Emperor himself has the power to countermand such an order. I’ve met the man, and none of you are him.”

      “Don’t be so dramatic,” Norel said with a small smile, looking around the room. “We intend to break you out ourselves.”

      “Again,” Oronin said, taking a step forward, “we are in the depths of one of the most unescapable dungeons in the world, with the cell doors locked from the outside. Do you intend to turn us into spirits so that we can ghost through solid fucking rock?”

      Norel shook her head. “Don’t be silly. These walls are warded against passage like that, which is why it’s said that the spirits of the men and women that die down here remain trapped within these walls, their punishment eternal.”

      “Then how do you expect us to get free?” Oronin asked, looking baffled.

      “Through a portal, of course,” Norel replied with a grin. “Portals are rare enough that the people who built this place never thought to ward it against them, making it all too easy.”

      Oronin opened his mouth to protest but Aliana had already taken my hand, with Norel placing her hand on her sister’s shoulder. Aliana’s remaining hand was placed on Oronin’s arm as she closed her eyes. I could feel the tension sweeping through the air, then the vertigo and nausea as we were all twisted into the portal she’d created.

      It was a rougher ride than usual. I thought it might have something to do with the fact that Aliana was transporting four people. I still wasn’t sure just how she did it. It was a rare form, as I already knew. There had to be all kinds of dangers and limits involved but every time I tried to ask her for details she rebuffed me, saying there were yet more basics to learn before we got into anything that advanced.

      It was true, but that didn’t do much to sate my curiosity.

      We landed hard, arriving in what looked like the forest just outside the city. The rest of them were safe, but I found myself crashing into one of the trees, sending me to the ground.

      “I hate portals,” I groaned, rubbing my ribs with a scowl. My body was still sore from training the day before. Even my hand, which Norel had promised would be as good as new by now.

      As we came free, Oronin looked around, his eyes blinking rapidly as he tried to get them to adjust from the darkness of the cell he’d been in for what I assumed was years, to the comparative brilliance being outside.

      “We… we’ve escaped!” he said, looking around, tears filling his eyes as they started to see the trees, the grass and the rest of the forest around him. “What kind of cruel trick is this? A way to play with my hopes only to dash them?”

      “There is no trick,” Aliana said softly. “You are a free man now, Oronin. We ask that you use your freedom to help us track and trap an evil djinn. I would try to entreat you with patriotic talk of how the fate of the Empire lies in the balance, but as I believe you have no love for it or the Emperor, all we can really do is ask for your help.”

      The man turned to us, watching as I pushed myself up from the ground, still rubbing some feeling into my side. “I may look the barbarian, but I assure you that I believe in repaying debts. In releasing me from that hole, I now owe you a great deal. If your price is finding this djinn of yours, I will gladly help you.”

      Norel nodded with a small smile, turning to start heading out deeper into the forest, but I didn’t move, looking the man in the eye. There was one thing that I wanted clear and agreed upon before Oronin joined our number.

      “You should know,” I said, placing a hand on his shoulder. “You may not have been aware of it, but—”

      “One of your number is a djinn herself?” Oronin finished for me. “A simple perception field is not enough to mask her true colors from me. I have little love for them, but if she is bound to your will, I will not harm her. She could actually prove rather useful in what we intend to do.”

      “She’s not bound to anyone’s will but her own,” I growled. “And she’s a part of this of her own free will.”

      The man paused but nodded at me. “Well, that doesn’t change much. So long as she doesn’t try to hurt me or mine, I’ll pay her the same courtesy.”

      “Know that if you try to hurt her, I’ll kill you,” I said as we started walking to join Norel and Aliana, who had gone ahead a little way.

      Oronin chuckled softly, turning to face me. “I believe that you would try, yes,” he said, smiling. “I like you. What is your name?”

      “Grant,” I replied, chafing under the collar at his lack of faith in my abilities. He would learn, though. I would learn too, I guessed. I had no idea what he was capable of either.

      “You may call me Oro, Grant,” he replied, placing a hand on my shoulder.

      I nodded, with a small smile. It seemed we would have some time to find out what the other could do.
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      We made our way to the ruins inside the forest, where Aliana had brought most of our supplies the night before. Norel suggested that we pause and get a feeling for what we were going to do next instead of running off like wild creatures without any kind of direction. Oro welcomed the pause. The man had an appearance of power and skill, but he also looked like he’d been in prison for years, lacking in sunlight and proper nourishment for the duration of his time there. I shared some food with him which he devoured ravenously, as well as drinking from the clean water of a nearby stream. The man didn’t say as much, but I doubted they gave him much in the way of clean water while he was in there either.

      “How long, do you think, before they realize he’s gone?” I asked, as the silence between us was starting to stretch into an uncomfortable area.

      “That depends,” Norel replied, not looking up from a scroll she was intently reading. “The guard watching over that level of the dungeon was led to believe we would be interrogating him. With the cell door locked and the wards sealing in any sounds from within, it would depend on how long his interrogations usually lasted.”

      “Days,” Oro growled from the other side of a chunk of dried meat he was digging into. “They shouldn’t realize we’ve escaped for at least a few days.”

      I had memories of what those interrogations were like, although mine had lasted for less than an hour. I gulped, not wanting to picture what the man had been subjected to. For himself, Oro didn’t seem interested in discussing it as he wolfed the meat down and attacked a fresh loaf of bread.

      “We might need to collect some more supplies before we set off,” Norel noted with a small smile. Aliana, for her part, didn’t look too pleased with the man. I wondered if it had anything to do with the fact that he openly admitted to killing djinn. She never spoke to anyone about what it was like to be a djinn, but I couldn’t imagine that needing the help of someone who hunted djinn for a living was an easy thing for her. I reached out and gently squeezed her shoulder. She smiled at me in response.

      “All right,” Oro finally said. “I’ll tell you everything I know about the situation.”

      “About fucking time,” Aliana growled.

      “I had to see if your intentions were as you said they were,” Oro said with a small grin. “I had to reach out into the void and see what I could find. You haven’t lied to me or tried to cover anything up. I see no reason not to help you. If you would tell me what you need my help with, I will oblige as I can.”

      “There is someone we need to find in the underworld,” Norel said. “We don’t know if she is being held there against her will or staying by personal choice. All we know is that she is there. We also know there is a connection between the dark djinn and the underworld which can be exploited to our advantage, but we’re not sure how.”

      “Dark djinn are notoriously powerful and difficult to control,” Oro said, following Norel’s reasoning. “As you see it, you cannot control her for long enough to figure the connection out on your own. You need someone with my particular talents to help you understand what the connection is and use it with a shorter window.”

      Norel nodded, leaning back into one of the ruined walls, letting the man speak his piece.

      “You,” he said, pointing at me, “have an item that bound this one to you before, yes? I can feel it.”

      I nodded, fidgeting with the ring hanging from my neck.

      He smiled. “With that, I believe I can get us to the underworld. I would need to be with you in person, of course. No offense—you three are rather strong, especially the two ladies—but they do not possess what you need to break through the barrier on their own. Their third sister does, however.”

      Aliana tensed, and Norel scowled at the man. He grinned.

      “Yes, I know who you two are,” he chuckled. “Well, suspected, and now confirmed. I thank you. But yes, there are tales of a woman who protects the underworld, one who trapped a dark elf there and in doing so, trapped herself as well. I believe her to be the third of the Sisters Three of legend.”

      “Braire…” Norel breathed, a pained expression crossing her face, shared by Aliana as well.

      “Yes, Braire,” Oro said with a nod. “I didn’t know the name, of course, but now that I do I think it more fitting than just calling her the third sister, but I digress. Braire has bound herself to the seal that keeps all the evil creatures trapped in that cursed realm from getting through. A spell of some sort, though more powerful and deadly than any I have attempted. Either way, the conjecture from what little evidence has been found is that there is something guarding the passage between this world and that. Unfortunately, over the past few years, a few shadows have been slipping through her net. They’re almost powerless for the most part, and it was in hunting them that I found the evidence needed for a divination. One that I was foolish enough to share with the Emperor, thinking that he would listen to the warning and change his ways, but no, he locked me up instead, sending his favorite torturers to my cell to try and make out who shared my apparent dream to remove him from his throne.”

      “I imagine they didn’t believe that your thoughts of evil beasts coming up from the underworld weren’t just a fictitious ploy to protect your confederates,” I said, my voice soft.

      “Truer words than you know,” Oro growled, a dark expression crossing his face but disappearing almost as quickly as it arrived. “From the evidence, I also was able to tell that there was something in our world helping the dark elf, trying to free him again.”

      “So, what do we do?” Aliana asked, leaning forward. “Where do we go from here?”

      Oro looked up at Aliana, apparently finished with eating for now as he stared her almost hostile gaze down before turning his head to look at me. Or, more accurately, the ring hanging from my neck.

      “That,” he said. “That artifact will get us in. I have to be there myself to oversee what should be done, and we need the dark djinn. What we will attempt to do is bind her to the ring, and with the power that the connection generates, open the portal. It means that this one will no longer have any attachment to it, however.”

      He directed that last statement at me like it was supposed to mean something.

      “What do you mean?” I asked, confused. “I freed her from her bond to it.”

      “In part, yes,” Oro said with a nod. “But there is still a tug between her and it. I can feel it—the slenderest of threads, but quite unbreakable. The same is true of any djinn that was once bound to an artifact. Until the item is destroyed or bound to another, there will always be a link between the djinn and it.”

      “Interesting,” I said, turning to Aliana. “That sounds like something you should have told me before.”

      “I didn’t know about it,” Aliana said softly. “There’s still quite a bit I don’t understand about being a djinn.”

      “Rather young, aren’t you?” Oro observed. “Still sporting the wings and horns. You were a whole other species first, weren’t you?”

      “That’s none of your business,” Aliana growled and turned to Norel. “Sister, a word?”

      Norel nodded. The two moved out of earshot, although not out of sight. Aliana looked annoyed, almost angry, while Norel was trying to calm her down.

      “How on earth did one such as you end up with the two of them?” Oro asked as we both watched the sisters argue.

      “That is a very long story,” I said with a small smile. “What do you mean, one such as me?”

      “A human, of course,” Oro said with a chuckle. “This long story of yours sounds like it is something that should be shared if it is agreed by your friends that I am to travel with you.”

      I smirked and nodded. “I don’t think Aliana likes you that much.”

      “I don’t need for her to like me,” Oro said, looking up at me. “Truth be told, her presence does not sit well with me. But if we are to stop what is coming, we must all set old grudges aside and work together for the survival of not just this puny Empire, but that of the rest of humanity and life as we know it.”

      I looked down at him. “What kind of grudges do you hold against the djinn? What would drive a man like you to hunt them, as you said you did?”

      He looked away from me and toward the still-arguing women. “That too is a long story, Grant. One I might just share with you on another day.”

      I nodded. “Fair enough.”

      Aliana and Norel finished their lively discussion and started walking back toward us. Aliana still didn’t look happy about Oro, but she seemed to at least have come to something of a compromise with herself about it. Norel took a final step forward.

      “We’ve decided to trust you for the moment, Oronin,” she said, sounding like a judge passing a sentence. “Our need for your currently outweighs any quarrel or grudge from the past. But know that if that trust is broken—”

      “I know, I know, you’ll kill me,” Oro said with a grin, pushing himself to his feet. “Grant here already made that promise. Although between us, I should say that it comes across as a bit more threatening from you.”

      “Fuck you,” I growled, shaking my head and picking up my pack. “Let’s get out of here. Aliana, can you open a portal for us back to Norel’s estate for some supplies before we start our travels in earnest?”

      Aliana shook her head. “A portal for four people is exhausting enough when done once. I don’t think I can do it again today. Maybe not even tomorrow. I don’t think I even have the energy to put up a perception field.”

      I nodded. “Looks like we’re walking, then.”

      “You’ll hear no complaint from me,” Oro said as we left the ruins and headed toward the edge of the forest. “After having been bound and gagged in a dungeon cell for years, you have no idea how much pleasure the simple acts of being able to walk and talk bring me.”

      “I would suggest that you avoid abusing the latter,” Aliana said, still not looking too kindly on the man. “Or I’m sure we can find a gag for you to use.”

      I opened my mouth to tell the two of them to get hold of themselves, although I knew that keeping emotions like these hidden would only let them fester. They needed to settle their grudges quickly so we could work without them wasting everyone’s time by taking shots at each other.

      I paused, feeling something on my left tugging at me. I didn’t know what was happening but my body reacted quicker than my mind as I raised my hand, feeling the branded runes burning as a portal appeared a few paces away from me. What was starting to become a very familiar face stepped through it. The djinn was small. For some reason, I just couldn’t wrap my mind around the fact that she was even shorter than Norel. Maybe it was because she radiated so much power, making it a shock every time.

      And this time, she was radiating more than power. There was fury reflected in her gaze, which was focused solely on me. I could see flickers of dark energy jumping from her fingers as she whispered a spell I didn’t recognize.

      I didn’t need to recognize it to know two things: one, there was a good deal of pain about to be unleashed and two, it was all coming my way.

      Her right hand pushed forward as I quickly took a few steps back to put some distance between us, watching the darkness jump from her hands and careen toward me with deadly purpose. My hand was already up with a shield ready, watching as the wave of power swung at me.

      The impact was explosive, but thanks to the shield, most of the power was redirected away from me as it struck with a shower of sparks. It crashed into a nearby tree instead, unleashing an explosion that knocked the tree down along with a couple of others.

      There was no time for me to worry about what could have happened if I’d taken that hit since even the act of deflecting it was enough to knock me to the ground. I landed on my back but quickly rolled and pushed to my feet again. It was interesting that her form was very similar to Aliana’s, making me a bit more prepared to deal with anything she had to throw at me.

      The downside, of course, was that Aliana had never thrown this much raw energy at me before. I wondered if she even could.

      “Shit!” I heard Aliana yell. “Protect Grant!”

      Protect Grant? I didn’t want to lose my focus in the battle to come, but at the same time, I wasn’t too happy about being the one the team had to protect like some precious but fragile artifact. I gritted my teeth, wrapping my fists with shields as the djinn started closing on me again, gripping a dagger in her hand. I assumed it had taken her some time to gather that kind of power, so now she was going to resort to something a bit more mundane.

      She got in a single swing that was quickly blocked by the shields I’d put up before the rest of my team descended on her. I could hear Oro shouting, trying to get Aliana and Norel to gather their senses and use this opportunity to take control of the djinn, but coordination was a difficult thing to come by in the heat of a fight like this. Aliana raised a shield in front of her fists. Unlike mine, hers glowed red as she hammered her fist into the djinn’s jaw, sending her staggering back. The dark djinn seemed affected by the strike, like for some reason she’d thought I would be alone, but it was less than Aliana expected.

      Before the djinn could recover, however, Norel was on her with another lightning strike. This one certainly didn’t have the expected effect. The djinn didn’t move, and the bolt disappeared into her hands.

      “Fool me once, darlings,” the djinn giggled manically, tossing the gathered energy from side to side in her hands as she stared Norel down. There appeared to be some kind of grudge left from their last contest against one another. Norel was scrambling to come up with some kind of defense as Aliana jumped to help her sister. Oro, for his part, seemed lost in the conflict, trying to raise wards or something. I couldn’t quite tell what he was doing.

      Just as the djinn released a bolt of energy at Norel, something popped in my vision. It was a soft sound yet loud enough to make my ears hurt, bright enough to give similar sensation to my eyes as the bolt was send arcing into the sky.

      “Wha…” Norel asked, looking around in confusion. Something jumped out from behind a few trees. It was… well, it looked like Frarris, but there was something different about her now. The vision of a cat was long gone. In its place was a dragon who was now the size of a large dog, with powerful jaws snapping at the djinn as Norel fell back behind her.

      Aliana jumped forward. There was no time for questions regarding just what had caused Frarris to suddenly appear like that, or why she had grown in size. Maybe something to save Norel? I shook my head, keeping my mind focused on what was to come.

      Aliana was launching a series of attacks but it was apparent that any match between the two was seriously unbalanced. The djinn quickly diverted them, that annoying grin I remembered from my dream on her face as her dagger flickered into motion. Aliana brought one of hers out just in time to block the first strike, but a second followed in quick succession, threading a long although not particularly deep gash up the outside of her thigh.

      Aliana jumped back in pain as Norel and Oro finally joined the attack. I could feel the terror of joining the fight seeping into me, but pushed it aside when I saw the pain on Aliana’s face as she desperately backpedaled to defend herself. For all her power, the djinn seemed to lack the ability to focus her attack on more than one target at a time, which was something that we could take advantage of. I tugged the ring from where it hung around my neck and put it on, feeling it become something of a focusing point for my power alongside the runes in my hand.

      I jumped forward, runes in my hands starting to burn again as the magic I was using flowed through them, allowing me to focus as I laced a quick, easy but nasty attack spell into the shields still wrapped around my hands.

      Oro came around behind the djinn, all the wards he’d been preparing suddenly coming into action as he bound her in place. Norel and Aliana prepared a coordinated attack between themselves. The djinn should have looked annoyed or even a little afraid that we were all attacking her together, but all I could see was that manic smile as she turned to look at us. That same dark energy she’d use before extended from her fingers like inky black webs from the world’s most terrifying spider. I reached into myself, not wanting to be caught in that kind of blast again, looking for something—anything—that might help me defend my comrades since they all seemed blinded by their own attack plans.

      There was something glowing in my hand, I realized. The same hand that had the ring and the runes was glowing white. That spell. It hadn’t worked out quite the way I’d intended, and it was building power with each second that it was left pooling energy from the ring.

      I wasn’t sure how, but I suddenly realized that I knew what I needed to do next.

      Aliana had raised defenses, but Norel and Oro hadn’t seen the impending attack and probably wouldn’t until it was too late. I needed to act now.

      I stepped in, roaring as the power building in my hand was starting to burn painfully. Time seemed to slow as the djinn turned to see me, her look of fury and revenge fading into confusion as she saw the way the air seemed to warp away from my hand—the same one that was hooking toward her face.

      She screamed. I could feel the power in her hands detonating a second before she meant it to, but not before I hammered my closed fist into her jaw.

      The power of both spells offsetting like that struck me in the chest hard enough to send me flying a few paces through the air before I crashed painfully into one of the trees, hitting my head hard and watching the world go black.
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      I came to, looking around and gasping for breath. My eyes took a moment to adjust but as I pushed myself to my feet, looking around for the djinn to continue the fight, I realized she wasn’t there anymore. I’d been the closest to her when our spells collided and exploded together, which meant that while the rest of them had been touched by it they hadn’t been sent flying like I had.

      My head was pounding, and my hand was aching and burning at the same time. I looked down, seeing the runes still glowing but not as brightly as they had a few seconds before. What was gleaming a lot brighter than before was the ring on my finger. As I noticed it, the pain of it burning my hand increased. I gasped, pulling the piece of jewelry off and tossing it to the ground before moving over to where Aliana lay still on the ground.

      She groaned as I came close, flooding me with relief as I realized she was still alive. I dropped next to her, pulling her hair away from her face as she looked up at me. There was still a gash in her leg courtesy of djinn’s blade and an open cut on her lip, but she looked otherwise unharmed.

      “Are you all right?” I asked, stroking her hair.

      She groaned, nodding and pushing herself up from her prone position on the ground. She looked over the forest, trying to track down the rest of our little group. Norel looked like she had taken a good piece of the impact herself, with one arm hanging limply at her side, the other reaching to cradle it gingerly as I watched. I could see a small cut on her forehead. Oro also took some of the impact, but it was glancing. His already-threadbare robes had been thoroughly shredded, leaving his chest bare to show off a myriad of fresh wounds that were weeping blood.

      “Where did she go?” Aliana asked, looking around.

      “She must have opened another portal to escape.” Norel said, not sounding too sure of the suggestion herself.

      “No portal was opened,” Oro said.

      “She wouldn’t need one,” I replied, placing a hand on the ground. “She had the advantage in the battle. I have no idea why she would run in that kind of position.”

      “She did not run,” Oro insisted, still staring at me, but I paid him little thought. We needed water, and from the look of things, our packs had been scattered during the fight and the ensuing explosion. I closed my eyes, reaching deep into the earth underneath us. There was no apparent source of water on the surface, but I’d heard that the nearby lake was fed by underground rivers. I quickly found one and with a tugging movement of my hand, brought some of it to the surface. When I opened my eyes, a small depression had formed and cool, clear water was filling it.

      We didn’t have any vessels to carry the water so I reached into the ground again, filled my hands with the mud that had formed, and with a quick motion, used a concentrated fire spell to form the clay into a proper, useful bowl. I filled it with water and leaned over Aliana, gently running the liquid over her leg wound.

      When I looked up, I realized all three of them were staring at me.

      “What?” I asked, jumping from one confused expression to the next until I landed on Aliana’s. She was still nursing her wounded leg while staring at me.

      “You should not be able to do that,” Oro replied, keeping his voice low as he moved over to the pool that seemed to still be collecting water from under the earth.

      I wanted to ask him what he meant. What the hell he was on about, but those weren’t the questions I wanted to hear the answers to, I realized. I knew that I could do what I just did. I wasn’t sure how, but I knew.

      “I…you’re right,” I said, shaking my head as I filled the small container with water again. “I feel different.”

      “I wonder,” Aliana said as I took a sip of water. “When she hit us, we were all attacking together, but maybe you…” Her voice trailed off.

      Oro picked up her line of thought as he took a handful of clay and formed it into a useable bowl, like I just had. “She melded us,” he growled, his deep voice sounding a little haunted by the realization. “You, being in the center of our attack and stepping over the wards I’d placed on her, took in some magic from all of us. Even the djinn, I believe. Pulling water from the earth, for one thing, was a spell taught to me as a boy by my father.”

      I looked down at my hands. “I didn’t even stop to think about it. I just knew I could.”

      “We’ll try to figure out what else you can do,” Norel said, scowling because she had just finished putting her shoulder back in its socket. “Once we have Braire. We need to keep moving. I do not know where the dark djinn went, or how, but if she is gone, we need to make sure she cannot find us so easily again.” Frarris jumped out from behind one of the trees, bounding over to where Norel was standing and butting her head into Norel’s thigh.

      And yet, even with a dragon in clear view, I could tell that Oro was still staring at me.

      “I…I’m not sure what happened,” I said, pouring more water over Aliana’s leg. “But in the heat of the moment, I think I might have struck her with a spell I didn’t quite understand. I was wearing the ring on my finger, and it started to glow. I didn’t even think about it, I just punched her with it. And then she disappeared.”

      “I’d say that she is in the ring now,” Oro said, his voice soft. “Bound to it now until someone releases her from it.”

      “You did what?” Aliana asked, turning to me in astonishment. “She’s in the ring? I don’t feel any less bound to you, though.”

      “Maybe it was not the ring that bound the two of you together,” Oro said with a small smile, standing up from the pool of water and walking over to where I’d left the ring on the ground. I could see that it was still glowing, albeit faintly. He smirked and flicked it over to me. I reached out to catch it deftly, reconnecting it to the chain and hanging it from my neck.

      Norel took a moment to treat the wounded, healing the cuts on Aliana’s leg and Oro’s chest as well as checking my head for any damage before we started moving again, pausing to collect our supplies before we set off deeper into the forest, heading toward the mountain range that separated the Empire from the kingdoms in the west. Aliana was looking at me oddly and as the day went on it started to get on my nerves.

      I could feel the power surging in me. It was similar to when we had sex, a kind of pooling of our collective energy that joined us together and strengthened our bond. This was power of an extent I’d never felt before. I could feel it roiling inside me, needing to be used for more than just pulling water from underground. It crawled under my skin, making it itch where it once only tingled in response, and as the day drew on, it grew harder and harder not to scratch at it.

      As the sun dropped below the horizon and the sky grew dark, we stopped to make camp. With most of our supplies eaten, destroyed or otherwise rendered unusable by the djinn’s attack, there was little to do other than find a spot that was mildly more protected by the elements and settle in. I remembered more than a few cold nights Aliana and I shared in our early days together in that cave of hers.

      Out here in the wilderness, the nights grew colder still. Without something to protect us from the wind, we were in for a long night.

      Well, maybe not.

      I got up from my seat and walked over to a fallen tree that looked like it had been struck by lightning a few years ago and was only now starting to come apart. A few larger pieces of log woukd be sufficient, so I brought them all back at the same time. I could tell that the eyes of my three companions were on me, but I didn’t let it distract me from what I was trying to do.

      I closed my eyes, placed my hand on one of the logs and took a deep breath. I started imagining the fire we so desperately needed. In a few seconds, I could smell smoke rising from the log. A few seconds more, and I had to pull back as flames were starting to lick at my hands.

      After a few moments spent making it a bit safer and adding a few more logs, we had a happy little fire going. I sat down next to it, closing my eyes and letting it banish the chill from my bones.

      “You really have my power now?” Oro asked as he sat down next to me. “Another trick that I was taught as a boy, interestingly enough. You never find the like in the books teaching magic, as all those who read books for magic want the complex and violent, but never the simple, useful tricks like starting a campfire.”

      “I feel like my skin is trying to flay itself off and then repairing the damage, only to cause it again,” I said, rubbing my fingers over my arm and trying not to scratch it. “Is that what you feel like all the time?”

      “No,” Oro replied with a gentle shake of his head. “But then again, I was born with it, my body accustomed to it from an early age. From what I can tell, your power was hidden from you until recently, which usually causes such…annoyances. I have read of it happening but never saw it for myself.”

      “So you think it will settle with time?” I asked, turning to look at him. I really hoped this was the case, since I knew I was going to have a difficult time of it if I was constantly pushing away thoughts of clawing my skin off.

      “Sleep, Grant,” Oro said with a chuckle. “And maybe when you wake, it will feel better.” He got to his feet. I watched as he strolled over to the edge of our camp.

      Aliana moved over to sit next to me. After a few moments, she wrapped her arms around me, pulled one of mine over her shoulder and laid her head against my chest as I leaned back into a tree. Despite the itching, I could feel the efforts of the day catching up with me, and it was all I could do not to fall sleep immediately. As my eyes were drifting shut, I saw Oro setting up defense wards around our camp.
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      When I woke, I could feel a second form pressed against me. I took a deep breath, feeling a head lying on my stomach. I wasn’t sure what to expect, but I really hoped it wasn’t Oro lying on top of me. I liked the man but wasn’t quite ready to have him sleeping that close to me.

      I opened my eyes and was relieved to find that Norel was the one was curled up next to me, her head using my torso for a pillow as she slept blissfully. Frarris had followed Norel’s lead, of course, and was curled up on my lap, her long ears twitching as she dreamed of… what was it that dragons dreamed of, anyway?

      Aliana had only moved to pull my arm closer around her. Feeling the heat emanating from her body and Frarris’, I wondered just what we needed a fire for. As we were, the camp was hot almost to the point of uncomfortable without the need for the dying embers.

      The sun was only just starting to crest the horizon, flooding the sky above with a wide variety of colors. Or so I assumed. The trees blocked most of the light, leaving a sense of almost constant twilight. I hadn’t noticed that in my previous trips to this forest, although it was unsurprising considering that my previous trips had been at night.

      A speck of movement caught my eye as I watched Oro sitting by the fire. He had constructed a rudimentary cooking station over it, and the smell of something roasting was making my mouth water to the point where I was willing to untangle myself from the mess of limbs I was in. Frarris was the only one to wake, but went back to sleep as soon as she tumbled over to curl herself under Norel’s arms while I joined Oro by the fire.

      “Pheasant,” the man answered the question I was almost too afraid to ask. “They are quite populous in this region. These are the months where the males are the most brazen, as it is when most of the females find themselves in heat, and thus are easy to catch.”

      I nodded. “How does a man like you know so much about living out in the wilds?”

      “I had what you might call an unorthodox training regimen,” he replied with a soft chuckle. “My father was a noble, like most others who could use magic, and yet he wanted me to learn how to live my life without the comforts that came with position and the ability to wield magic. The man wasn’t too cruel in my upbringing, though, as he joined me in our yearly trips into the wilderness as well, teaching me everything his father had taught him about how to survive in the wild.”

      I nodded, smiling and leaning back as I enjoyed the heat of the fire, which I assumed he had fed before he started cooking the pheasant. “You said that the reason why you started hunting djinn was a long story. I don’t suppose that story would have started with your father, now would it?”

      Oro nodded, a pained expression crossing his face. “He was murdered by a djinn right before my eyes. I had no idea what it was when I saw it, of course, but years of study and learning had taught me to fend for myself. I hunted the creature down and only after capturing it was I made aware of the fact that it was a djinn, naturally, as well as the fact that it had been acting under the orders of another. The years it took me to hunt the creature and its master down left me in possession of a very particular set of skills that I set about putting to use in making sure that none would ever fell victim as my father did.”

      I nodded, tilting my head. “You know that Aliana is different, right?”

      He took a deep breath. “I do. Over the years, I learned the difference between the djinn that gave themselves fully over to the darkness of their kind and those that fight to keep their sense of honor intact. Aliana is one of the latter. It was how I was able to discern that she is young among her kind. Well, comparatively speaking.”

      “Was it her appearance?” I asked, genuinely curious.

      “Not really,” Oro replied with a shrug, checking on the pheasant before sitting back down. “The fact that she hasn’t given in to the darkness yet. It will happen eventually, you know. It may be tomorrow, it may be a hundred years from now, but one day, something will happen that will make her abandon whatever it was that kept her pure, and she will… change.”

      I shook my head. “It won’t happen. You don’t know her like I do.”

      “And you don’t know djinn like I do, Grant,” he said with a grim smile. “I don’t ask you to trust my words, just remember them when the time comes.”

      I didn’t answer, not wanting to give any thought to a time when Aliana would not be the loving, caring woman I knew. There was a darkness about her, yes, but that was true of any creature. Hell, we were out here thanks to a human who had given himself over to the darkness in his nature.

      Before I spoke again, I was distracted by the sight of Frarris slipping out from under Norel’s arms and trotting happily over to the fire. She sniffed at the pheasant but pulled away, looking like she didn’t care for cooked meat. Instead, with a powerful flap of her wings, she was airborne. She sailed toward one of the nearby trees then gripped the trunk with sharp claws, hanging upside down as she watched a small squirrel scurrying out into some bushes. Frarris showed no hesitation as she dropped into the bushes. I could hear a gentle squeal that was quickly cut off. I flinched at the sound of Frarris quickly killing and devouring her prey. She came away from the bushes with red on her scales, looking happy and full. I wondered how it was that I was feeling the same sensation, like a bond between us.

      “Dragons don’t seem to be that big of a surprise to you,” I pointed out as Oro started to cut pieces of meat for us to eat.

      “On any other day, they would have been enough to have my jaw on the ground in surprise and delight,” Oro admitted, leaving some pieces still cooking over the fire. I could hear Aliana and Norel starting to wake. “But after yesterday, I… well, it would require something truly unique to bring me to shock and awe.”

      I grinned, biting into the meat and growling softly as the rich taste flooded my mouth. Along with everything else, Oro was a rather talented cook. Norel and Aliana joined us. We shared the meat around until we were full, then cut the rest of the meat from the pheasant until there was nothing but bones left. The meat was salted and stored away for later consumption.

      “I’m not sure how I feel about the bond to my dragon you have now,” Norel said as we started to pack up the camp, covering the fire with dirt to hide it from anyone that might be following our trail.

      “What do you mean?” I asked, shouldering one of the packs.

      “You got a bit of magic from all of us,” Norel said. “It includes a bond with Frarris, which I can sense.”

      “You know the connection to Frarris has more to do with the passion shared between us, right, sister?” Aliana asked, gently and playfully bumping her sister in the shoulder with her fist.

      Norel shook her head, rolling her eyes and not even deigning to answer her question. It was rhetorical anyway, I realized. Oro was looking at me with a bit of surprise in his expression, as well as a bit of grudging respect as it suddenly dawned on him that I was in something of a relationship with both these women, but he too seemed unwilling to discuss the topic right now as he took up the last pack we’d recovered and we started off again, still keeping the western mountains in our sight.

      I had no idea where we were going, in all truth, but my companions seemed to and I was more than willing to trust them not to guide me astray.
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      This trek was taking longer than I thought it would.

      It might have been that I was a bit spoiled, having had Aliana’s portals to fall back on when quick jumps over long distances were needed. I was starting to question why we weren’t using them to begin with, although Aliana had explained that it had taken almost all the power she had to bring all four of us out of the dungeons, leaving her dangerously drained for our battle with the dark djinn. That battle could have gone very badly if a good deal of luck hadn’t been on our side. I wondered if it wouldn’t have been a better idea to wait it out in the ruins where it seemed the djinn couldn’t reach us, letting Aliana rest and regain her strength until she was able to raise one of her perception fields so we could travel unhindered.

      As events had unfolded, we ended up with what we needed, the dark djinn held captive in the ring I was wearing on a chain around my neck. But that didn’t change the fact that we had been tempting the fates yesterday, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to do so again.

      I had other problems of think about, I realized as my fingers found themselves scratching at my skin again. The crawling sensations had gotten better after a good night’s sleep, true, but they were still there. As the hours dragged on, it was more and more difficult to deal with them without giving in to my primal instincts.

      Thankfully, as the heat of midday passed and became the warning chill of later afternoon, I had something else to occupy my mind. Frarris wasn’t the regular kind of pet, although she exhibited similar behaviors as she alternated between rushing forward to see what was coming and then spending time with us, demanding attention for her efforts of bringing shiny stones and dead animals.

      Norel always seemed to know how to spoil her without taking too much time away from our travels.

      This time, though, I heard a shriek from Frarris a moment before she appeared in our line of sight, flying as quickly as she could through the trees. Our newly-created bond had me reacting only a moment after Norel, whose eyes were already wide open and hands starting to gather that lightning power in them.

      “Something’s coming,” Norel warned as I whispered a quick spell to wrap my hands in shields again, starting to regret not having brought the sword I’d taken from Cyron in our fight. I had left it at Norel’s estate, but I wasn’t sure where.

      Aliana looked over to me, grinning like she had just read my mind. As she flicked her hands, I saw the sword appear.

      “How?” I asked as she tossed it over to me.

      “If you think I’m in the habit of leaving weapons of unknown power and danger around for just anyone to find and use, you don’t know me that well at all, Grant,” she replied with a chuckle, flicking her hands again to fill them with her customary daggers.

      “Any chance you’d teach me that trick?” I asked. “Should make carrying the packs a lot easier.”

      “Like with all kinds of magic, there are limits to what can and can’t be carried in that fashion,” Aliana said, but her explanation was cut off when we felt the ground shake as whatever Frarris was warning us about started to come closer.

      Whatever they were, I thought, gripping the sword tighter with both hands. I could feel the runes in my hand starting to heat up as I extended my powers into the blade, watching the runes on it starting to glow as well. The itch under my skin seemed temporarily satisfied as the three creatures came into view.

      They were golems, I realized, creatures of rock and clay like the one we had engaged before, but smaller. They moved faster too, and in coordination with each other, heading toward us and picking up speed.

      “Golems,” Oro growled. “Foul creatures, signs of a foul mind behind their creation. Sever their heads, as you’ll find that the spells binding them are on their tongues.”

      I nodded. “Good to know.”

      As I watched Aliana, Norel, and Oro starting to charge at the creatures, a flicker of motion in the corner of my eye caught my attention. There was someone standing there watching. There was a yellowish gleam coming from the figure, but the presence wasn’t one I was ever going to forget.

      “It’s Cyron!” I called. “You three handle the golems. I’ll keep him busy.”

      The three of them, who had paused in their charge to see what I was talking about, quickly nodded. There really wasn’t much time to dispute what we were going to do. Sure, I had needed protection when the djinn attacked us, but if there was ever a time to trust in whatever new abilities I’d absorbed from my companions, it was now.

      The figure pulled his hand back, a ball of fire appearing between his fingers. With a roar, he launched it at the ladies and Oro, who were attacking his golems. I tracked the movement, rolling over my shoulder to cover ground quicker then coming to my feet and raising the sword out of instinct. The ball of fire grew in size as it roared toward where I stood between it and its targets—who happened to be my friends.

      The ball impacted on the sword with an explosion I could feel across my face as it was sliced in half and fizzled harmlessly in the trees around us.

      “That sword is mine,” Cyron growled after seeing the blade I was wielding.

      I spun it in a quick figure-eight, growing used to the weight of it in my hands. “You want it?” I hissed, holding it in a ready stance. “Come and claim it.”

      Cyron chuckled and raised his hands again, showing lightning dancing between his fingers that looked similar to Norel’s. I pulled the blade closer to me, feeling a roar of power rushing up in response to the forthcoming attack. With a growl, I took a step forward, swinging the sword down. Sure, Cyron was too far away to actually strike but as it came down something appeared, a pure white beam extending from the blade over to where he was preparing to launch his strike.

      It hit him hard, but as he was sent stumbling a few steps backward, I saw his form go through one of the bushes behind him like it wasn’t even there.

      Or, more accurately, like he wasn’t even there.

      Cyron checked himself for wounds, but found none.

      “Impressive,” he grunted, rolling his neck. “Picked up a few new tricks, did you, boy?”

      “You have no idea,” I said, grinning manically as I started to advance. I could hear the sounds of the battle with the golems happening behind me, but I didn’t have time to check and see if my friends needed help. The attacks from Cyron were coming quickly and furiously. I refused to cede a step, using my sword to block and deflect the strikes Cyron was attacking me with. It seemed that his body was elsewhere, but this image of him appeared to be no less dangerous. With each attack that hit the sword, I could feel the itch under my skin getting worse, like the sword was storing the power being thrown at me in preparation for a strike that was to come.

      I ducked under a lightning bolt aimed at my head and came up within striking distance of Cyron, sweat dripping from my skin and breathing hard, gritting my teeth as I watched a ball of fire forming in his hand. I swung the blade up at it, not expecting much of an impact. I was half right. The blade went through him like he wasn’t even there, but the hand gathering power for an attack suddenly dropped out of view, like it ceased to exist. Cyron looked down at his missing hand in shock, and then at me.

      “I will claim my blade again, you insolent piece of shit,” he hissed at me, clearly in a lot of pain. “I’ll pluck it from your fingers after I’m done cutting the skin from your body.”

      “Until then,” I growled, flooding all the power I’d been absorbing into the sword and watching it start to glow with a brilliant white light, “I thank you for letting me you use it. Goodbye.”

      The power exploded from the sword as I pushed it forward into phantom-Cyron’s chest. The explosion left nothing but a warm gust of wind that knocked my hair back, but as the light faded, the apparition was gone.

      I turned around to see how Aliana, Norel, and Oro were doing with their charges, and found them standing over a couple piles of rocks. One of the golems had been destroyed before, as evidenced by it still holding its humanoid form, absent a head.

      “Well,” Aliana gasped, bending to lean on her knees. “That went better than expected.”

      Oro nodded, looking equally spent. “We had the beasts handled, but your assistance is appreciated.”

      Norel tilted her head. “Who did you absorb that bright white light power from, anyway? I know it’s definitely not mine.”

      “That actually comes from me,” I said with a cheeky grin. “Aliana has been helping me develop my powers of mysticism for a while, but this is the first time I’ve had the confidence to use it in a real combat situation.”

      Aliana grinned. “Well, if beating down phantoms was enough to bring it out of you, I would have introduced them into your training a long time ago.”

      “Please don’t,” Oro warned. “And… well, as much as I think we should get some rest, I don’t think it wise to remain in a place our adversary knows us to be. I suggest we travel for a few hours in the darkness to make ourselves less likely to be found.”

      We all seemed to agree with the sentiment. As drained as we were from the fight, we knew there were probably more of Cyron’s minions on the way. Fighting them off would be a lot more draining than keeping a good pace through the first few hours after the sun had set.

      As we moved through the deepening darkness, Aliana sidled up next to me, gripping my shoulder and making me stop as the other two kept moving.

      “I just thought you should know,” she said, her voice taking on a lustful quality, “when we find a safe place to sleep, I’ll take care of you, and give you a boost in ways that have proved very popular in the past.”

      I looked over at her, my hand slipping down to grab a handful of her ass. I squeezed it firmly and tugged her closer to me as I leaned in to kiss her. “Duly noted.”
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      As we got closer to the mountains, we were relying more and more on Oro to guide us. I asked him where it was that we were heading, exactly.

      “There’s a place in the pass leading into the western kingdoms,” he explained, giving me an odd smile. “It is a dangerous place, deeply steeped in magic. It is known that the gods of the past dwelt in these mountain ranges, and while they are long extinct, their power remains. In that power is a small… well, not exactly a breach, but it is where the walls standing between our world and the underworld are at their thinnest. If we are to succeed in breaking through the barriers to enter that cursed place ourselves, our best chances lie there.”

      I nodded. “Let me guess. It is a place fraught with all manner of dangerous and deadly creatures.”

      Oro grinned. “Oh, yes.”

      As we reached the foot of the mountains, we found ourselves travelling inexorably uphill. It slowed us down a good deal, but after a couple days of travel we found ourselves where the forest ended, leading us into the pass between the mountains above. There were signs that the place wasn’t formed by the powers of nature, but if it was made by the hands of men it had been built many, many years before. Rivulets of water could be seen making their way down from the snow on the peaks, making inroads into the stone and creating a small stream that flowed down toward us and into the forest.

      As we broke the tree line, Oro held his hand up, pausing our advance. It was only mid-afternoon, but he put his pack down and took a deep breath.

      “I would suggest that we rest here,” he said, looking uncomfortable at the sight of the pass ahead of us. “We should eat, drink, and rest while we can. We approach the final stretch of our journey and between here and the end, we will not find a place where sleeping is advisable. It is the hardest part, fraught with all kinds of danger.”

      I gritted my teeth. The sun was still hanging in the sky, giving us a good few more hours of light before sunset. But considering we’d brought Oro into our group as a guide for precisely this reason, it didn’t seem like the best idea to just ignore his advice now.

      We took a few steps back into the forest before setting up a place to camp. We shared the last of the pheasant between us and sipped at the water in our skins. Frarris realized we were stopping for the night and went off to find some food.

      I couldn’t stop looking at the pass. At first glance, it hadn’t seemed like much. An impressive feat of engineering, true, but I didn’t have much of a mind for that so it wasn’t that interesting to me. But it was difficult to put from my mind, and my eyes started trailing toward it more and more.

      Oro got to his feet after eating and drinking, moving over to me. “No good can come from letting your mind abide on that place. It’s…not a pleasant place to be in. Legiont is a place full of all kinds of lore and mystery, its walls thickly carved with all kinds of runes. If you need my advice, do not try to read them. As powerful as you’ve become, you’re still not strong enough for that kind of strain on your mind. I don’t want you making a mess of things.”

      He started walking away, and I found myself jumping up from my seat to walk with him as he headed into the forest for firewood.

      “How much do you know about the place?” I asked, catching up to him. He turned, smiling to see me joining him.

      “I spent a good portion of my younger years here,” he said with a small smile. “It wasn’t long after my father died. I spent many days in that pass chasing demons, real and of my imagining.”

      We came to a halt once we were out of sight of Aliana and Norel. Oro turned to face me, his face an unreadable mask.

      “Hand me the ring,” he said.

      I tilted my head as I looked at him. It was an odd request, but over the past few days we’d spent with the man, I couldn’t help but feeling a budding sensation of trust between us, especially over the bond we now seemed to share. I pulled the chain connected to the ring over my head and handed it to him.

      “You’re not thinking of betraying us, are you?” I asked, joking at first, but when he didn’t answer right away, his eyes studying the ring closely, I found my body growing tense. I reached for the sword I was carrying on my back.

      Oro saw my movement and chuckled. “I will not deny that the thought has crossed my mind,” he admitted. “But this is bigger than you or I. I see that now.”

      “Aliana, Norel,” he called. I turned to see that the two women had followed us at a discreet distance. It seemed I wasn’t the only one having doubts about the man.

      “Join us, please,” he said, ignoring their suspicious glances as they came closer and stood next to me.

      “What are you doing?” Aliana asked. “I thought you said we were going to be spending the night here.”

      “No, I said we needed to rest here,” he said with a small smile, still studying the ring closely. Frarris jumped out from the bushes, the sight of viscera and blood on her scales indicating a successful hunt as she came over and nudged my thigh with her head. She looked at Oro, who had placed the ring on the ground, leaving it connected to the chain.

      “As night descends, you will find that the connection to the underworld is strengthened,” he explained as he straightened to look us in the eye. “The rest was needed, but if haste is required we have to act now.”

      I nodded. I was tired from traveling, but I didn’t want to put anything off just because of that.

      “Aliana, Norel, stand here next to me,” Oro indicated. “Where you go, Frarris cannot follow, I’m afraid. But know that I will watch over her as if she were my own child.”

      “What?” Norel asked, pulling away from him. “I never agreed to that.”

      “Monsters of unimaginable power live in the underworld,” Oro explained. “Those that have power over the dragons of her kind. If she follows you in there, you might find her lost forever.”

      Norel shook her head, still not happy with the idea of leaving Frarris behind, but took a deep breath as she leaned down to scratch her behind the ears. Frarris seemed to understand, although I could feel a great deal of sadness from the bond.

      “We will meet again at the bottom of the mountain where we rested,” Oro said after giving Norel a few moments to say her farewells. “I will wait for two days, but know that time travels differently while in the underworld, so do not trust your senses. Do what you need to do and get out as quickly as you can.”

      I nodded, taking deep breath as Oro took hold of Aliana’s and Norel’s hands, his eyes closing. I’d seen this before. He was using them as familiars to store power for a spell he wasn’t fully capable of bringing about on his own. They knew it too, but at this point, there was no real reason not to trust the man. He bowed his head, and I saw runes starting to glow in his skin. Unlike any others I’d seen, his glowed purple.

      He started chanting, and Aliana and Norel joined him. They were saying the same series of five words, but it wasn’t in any language I recognized. It certainly wasn’t elvish, I realized. Norel and Aliana’s tongue was a good deal softer on the ears, sounding like a gentle, unsung melody. This sounded harsh and grating, painful even.

      As the sun started to set behind the mountains, I could see the ring starting to glow a sickly green as it rose an inch above the ground and, impossibly, expanded to a diameter the size of a wine barrel. Inside the ring there was blackness, with hints of blood red. Suddenly, the dark djinn appeared inside.

      “You fucking idiots are dead!” she screamed when she saw me, rushing at me with murder in her eyes. Oro extended his hand, fingers closing in a fist that stopped the djinn dead in her tracks just as I drew my sword.

      She looked down at her hands, her mouth opening as she saw a pair of brass bracelets wrapped around her wrists, binding her firmly to the ring.

      “No…” she hissed, facing Oro, who was still chanting the incantation as he stared at her. “You fuckers didn’t just bind me to an artifact.”

      She didn’t seem to realize it had happened a few days ago, I noted as my sword hand dropped to my side. Maybe time passed differently while she was in the ring as well.

      Power seemed to drain from the djinn’s skin, pouring more freely from around her bracelets. She screamed in pain and anger as she dropped to her knees, the power pooling in the circle made by the ring.

      Suddenly an angry red light shot up from the circle and the djinn collapsed with a cry.

      “Go now!” Oro called to us, breaking his link quickly from Aliana and Norel, whose eyes shot open. They stared in surprise at the hole that had formed in front of them. Aliana nodded, looking at me with a small smile of encouragement as she dropped into the hole first. Norel seemed less trusting but she too took a deep breath, closing her eyes before stepping into it to follow her sister.

      “Go, Grant,” Oro called, sweating and struggling to hold the portal open, and sounding annoyed at my hesitation. “I don’t know how long I can hold this open…and you really don’t want anything coming out through it, either.”

      I paused again just at the brim of the hole. “We’re trusting you here, Oro,” I said softly. “Know that if you do anything to abuse that trust—”

      “You’ll murder me in a most imaginative fashion, I know!” Oro growled through clenched teeth. “If you don’t go in there now, your friends will be handling the underworld without your help. Go!”

      I turned to look at Frarris as a sudden moment of clarity was shared between us. It wasn’t in words, not really. That wasn’t how she communicated. But she knew her task would be to make sure Oro paid for it if we didn’t get back out of the underworld. It seemed like her reptilian features were smiling at me as I stepped into the circle. I didn’t even have both inside it when the ground fell out from under me. Something warm and comfortable wrapped around me as I fell through the darkness surrounding me.
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      As the darkness receded, I was almost afraid to open my eyes, wondering what kind of horrors I’d see when I did. When I finally gathered enough courage, it wasn’t what I was expecting.

      Open ground greeted my eyes. There were forests visible in the distance, covering the horizon in a thick carpet of green, but where I was could only be described as open grasslands under a sky as blue as the one that we had just left behind. There was no sun to provide the light that was showing everything that I was seeing, but all things considered, that was the lesser of my concerns at the moment.

      A couple of figures caught my attention as I scanned the ground, both moving toward what looked like a broad, slow-moving river. While they were a distance away, I wasn’t blind and there weren’t many people who had wings and horns.

      Then again, I was in the underworld. There were stories of all the tricks it could play on the mind, and I didn’t want to rush into any action that might lead to getting my heart removed or my soul torn from my body.

      Or something.

      I gripped at the blade still hanging on my back. The way it seemed to draw my power, letting me focus it through the runes that were inscribed in the steel made me feel a bit more relaxed. If there were any problems that needed dealing with, I knew I had at least one way to handle them.

      As I approached, I saw that it was, in fact, Aliana and Norel. They were taking a quick sip from the river’s water, which was as clear as glass.

      “You took your damn time,” Aliana said with a chuckle. “We’ve been here for almost half an hour.”

      “About that,” I said, looking around at the almost idyllic place that we were standing in. “Where are we? Are you sure we’re in the right place?”

      “I voiced similar concerns,” Norel said, looking around with a twitch in her eyebrow that told me her concerns had not been fully assuaged. “And yet, I do feel my sister’s presence in this place. We should investigate that, at least.”

      “We shouldn’t take too long with it, though,” Aliana said, looking concerned. “Oro said he would only wait two days for us, and I don’t trust him to remain even that long.”

      “Well, that could be longer than you’d think,” I pointed out. “You said you waited a half hour for me? I was only a minute behind you in stepping into the portal. He did say that time moves differently here.”

      “I did notice that he failed to mention just how differently it moves,” Norel growled. “Which means we shouldn’t trust how time moves here at all. It made a minute last thirty, but it could just as easily make two days last an hour. Which also means there is no sense in delaying, now is there?”

      I nodded. It was a fairly good point. No matter how unsettling it was to see a place so deeply rooted in fear being this pleasant, we needed to find Braire and then get out before something bad happened.

      “Did you think you could just bind me and walk away?” We heard a voice coming out of nowhere. One I recognized and sent a chill up my spine. A second later, the face that matched the voice stepped into view, somehow appearing out of thin air. It could have been a portal, but I didn’t feel the prick of energy that usually accompanied one of those. Then again, we were in a whole other world at the moment and my senses were bound to be missing a few steps.

      “Did you?” she roared, coming closer. Her eyes were red with rage, and the power gathered in her hands was different from the one we’d seen before. I was willing to bet it was no less dangerous, though. I quickly raised a couple of defense wards and put up my shields as she took another step and hammered me with an attack.

      The wards and shields did their work for the most part, but I still found myself knocked off my feet, feeling woozy and unstable as I landed a few yards away from where I’d been. I quickly regained my feet and my balance.

      “In a word? Yes,” I hissed back, pulling the sword from its sheath on my back, gripping it with both hands and watching the runes light up in angry scarlet as I stood my ground against her advance. I could see Aliana and Norel quickly preparing an attack together. All I had to do was hold the djinn’s attention until they were ready.

      “That was a rhetorical question,” she said, taking a step forward and forming what looked like a deep purple lightning bolt on her hands that flew at me almost instantly. I raised the sword, putting it between myself and her attack.

      It was gratifying to see the look of shock and disappointment in her eyes as she watched the bolt fizzle out into nothingness after striking the sword.

      I smiled, gripping the blade tighter as I felt the power in it surge, filling me with that itching sensation I’d been getting more and more used to over the past few days.

      I took a step forward, watching and mentally simulating an attack as the white glow filled the blade. The power rushed from me into the sword as I launched the attack by swinging the blade, sending a rush of the white energy toward her. She didn’t move to block or dodge the strike, thinking that it wouldn’t be necessary, until a quarter of a second too late. Then she dodged to the right, trying to slip around it with light footwork reminiscent of a dancer.

      But it wasn’t quick enough, and the blast caught her with enough power to knock her to the ground before it struck as well and left a heavy black gash in the grass.

      “What?” the djinn asked, startled, but I wasn’t going to sit around and let her contemplate just how different I was from the last time we’d fought. Sword in hand, I took a step forward, letting my power flood into the blade as I hammered strike after strike on her. She was backpedaling, trying to avoid the attacks and fight back, but quickly found herself forced to retreat. She was used to having her way with anyone she was attacking, only needing to keep her eye out for the trickery and deceit of someone who knew they’d be beaten in a fair fight.

      She wasn't used to being put on the spot like this, matched against someone of equal power paired with the wits and quick mind of someone who had been running from a fair fight all his life. I knew all the paths someone would take while trying to back away and rethink their steps. Each time she tried I was able to predict her moves.

      Eventually, the djinn realized we were on equal terms, and that while my attacks needed to be acted upon, she was more than free to fight back. I gritted my teeth, feeling one of her ripostes singe the back of my arm as I tried to block it with the sword. While I was better at running than she was, she was better at attacking. I needed to come up with new and inventive ways of fighting back while avoiding her attacks.

      “Anytime you ladies feel like stepping in!” I called over the blasts of magical energy tearing into the beautiful landscape around us. It seemed like the djinn suddenly realized that there were two others she wanted to kill as well, quickly turning away from her attack on me to try and intercept their actions.

      She was too late.

      Aliana jumped forward first, the dark energy flowing through her fingers suddenly leaping out to strike at the djinn’s face, knocking her onto her back and leaving a broad cut on her cheek.

      “She bleeds!” Norel shouted at me. “Kill her now!”

      I could see the lightning in her hands as she waited for me to act. In a moment of clarity, I realized what she wanted me to do. I took a couple of running steps toward the djinn as she tried to get to her feet. I kicked her feet out from under her, dropping her to the ground once more and twisted the sword around, holding it underhanded as I drove it down. Just as it was about to plunge into the djinn’s chest, Norel’s lightning jumped out of her hands and flowed into the blade, joining my power, making it glow a furious yellow. The wards the djinn put up to defend herself were shredded and overwhelmed, and the blade sank through her chest and into her heart.

      The result was less spectacular than I was expecting as the full power stored in the sword left with a whoomph, rushing through her body and jolting it as her eyes went dead, her fingers clenched at her sides for a moment until they relaxed with the rest of her body.

      I was breathing hard, gripping the hilt of the sword as I stood looking down at the djinn. I expected her to jump up and torture me again, talking about how this had all been a dream—giving me hope only to dash it seconds later.

      But no. Nothing. She was really gone.

      I looked at Aliana and Norel, pulling the sword out and carefully cleaning it on the grass before looking up at the two.

      “What the hell took the two of you so long?” I asked. “She could have killed me a few times over in the time it took you two to gather the power needed for spells I’ve seen you cast in seconds.”

      “We were distracted,” Norel said, looking around. “We only realized you actually needed our help when you started bleating for it.”

      “I’m glad you place so much trust in my abilities,” I said with a sarcastic grin. “But I hope you two don’t decide to test them at a time as delicate as this in the future. What had you distracted, anyway?”

      “Our sister is near,” Norel explained, looking around. “We were about to join in the fight when she contacted us, somehow. We weren’t able to say anything in return and helping you with the djinn broke us away from the attempt.”

      “Oh,” I grunted, feeling my annoyance dissipate quickly. “I’m sorry.”

      Aliana smiled, placing a hand on my shoulder and squeezing gently. I smiled in return, but it quickly faded as I looked up from her eyes and into the grasslands between us and the distant forest. Something was moving toward us at a fast pace.

      Norel saw it next, and Aliana spotted it after sensing our alarm as something burst across the river. It was thick and long, moving as easily through the water as it had over land. It spanned the shallow river in seconds, slithering toward us and knocking Norel off her feet. It didn’t seem like an intentional attack, rather an accidental mishap as the massive snake aimed for me.

      I dove to the right, avoiding its initial strike. I watched it coil up, its massive body easily giving it seven feet in height as the head came up, its large, scaled hood flaring out. The head was as large as my torso, with fangs as long as daggers flashing and dripping milky venom. I gripped my sword with one hand, staring up at the creature’s slitted eyes. I was a moment away from attacking when Aliana jumped between me and the beast. It looked as surprised as I was by her intervention. More surprises came when it backed away from its assault.

      “Don’t!” Norel called out. “It’s Braire’s snake!”

      I nodded. “I’m sure she’ll understand if I kill the huge snake in defending myself, will she not?”

      “She will not,” I heard someone say from the other side of the river. I wasn’t sure how people were able to jump in and out of reality here, but I had to learn the trick, if only to anticipate it better.

      I looked across the water, surprised to see what looked like a massive wolf standing at the edge. Its brownish fur made me mistake it for a bear at first, but the shape of the jaw quickly set me right as did the glowing red eyes. There was a woman on its back, looking over at us. With a single bound, the wolf cleared the whole of the river, coming down on the other side with enough force to shake the earth beneath us. The woman hopped off after it landed, scratching behind its ears before walking over to where I stood, blade still in hand.

      She was taller than both Norel and Aliana—as tall as I was, I noticed. Her hair was a rich silver, flowing free all the way down her back. Her clothes were almost as modest as Norel’s, showing off a beautiful hourglass figure, but one that radiated raw strength and power. Long ears indicated her elvish heritage, as did her crystalline blue eyes.

      Aliana turned to face the woman and left her position between the snake and me, trying to intercept her.

      “Sister,” Aliana said. “Call your beast off, if you would. I will not have my mate murdered simply because he came with us to rescue you.”

      The woman shrugged Aliana’s plea aside as she came closer to me, coming to a stop not a pace away.

      I forced a smile onto my face. It was…interestingly nice to be acknowledged as Aliana’s mate. I still couldn’t shake the idea that this woman might want to kill me all the more for knowing about it.

      “You must be Braire,” I said, keeping the smile in place. “I’m Grant. We’ve come a long way to speak with you.”

      She didn’t reply, just stared forcefully into my eyes, making me feel vulnerable and open to whatever it was she was trying to do. I resisted the urge to flinch and take a step back. I didn’t want to seem weak in front of her, after all.

      “You are mate to both of them?” Braire asked, looking away from me to both Norel and Aliana. “It has been a long time since a man was shared between us. Tell me now why I shouldn’t let my Ngana kill and eat you, and then keep my sisters safe here with me?” Her pronunciation was exotic, beautiful and musical, like she was making our language a bit more like the little I’d learned of the elf tongue.

      I honestly had no real answer to that question. My mouth opened, but no response came so I shut it again. If I couldn’t convince someone not to kill me, what real business did I have here in the underworld?

      Norel came to my rescue, thankfully. “Stop being dramatic, Braire. It doesn’t suit you anymore. Now, show us to your home. I am tired of traveling and we have much to discuss.”

      I watched the three sisters—reunited after however long—staring at each other and trying to make out what the other was thinking. Surprisingly, Braire was the one to finally blink first, shrugging and moving away from them as she walked past me to whisper a few words to the snake in a language I knew wasn’t elvish. It seemed to understand anyway and quickly uncoiled, moving across the river again and toward the woods.

      “I am still allowed to be angry with you,” Braire said, speaking to her sisters but keeping it in a language I understood, interestingly enough. “It is partly your fault that I am here, after all. I made the choice, yes, but you helped.”

      I realized she was talking directly to Norel when a hint of shame slipped through our bond. I wondered what it was they were talking about. From the look on Aliana’s face, she was similarly confused.

      “What are you talking about?” Aliana asked, though this time it seemed the question was directed at both sisters.

      “Ask Norel,” Braire said venomously as she moved back to where the wolf was sitting on its haunches.

      “It’s none of your concern, Ali,” Norel said. “It happened a long time ago, longer than grudges should be held.”

      “You would feel differently if you were the one holding the grudge,” Braire hissed.

      “What happened?” Aliana insisted.

      “I don’t want to talk about it!” Norel said, almost shouting. It looked like a shouting match was about to erupt between the three of them, and if nothing was done, maybe more than just words would be exchanged.

      “Enough!” I roared, stepping in between them, suddenly realizing how much danger I was in. I decided to stand my ground anyways. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think the three of you really were sisters, the way you act. This is getting us nowhere. Can we all agree to move past whatever happened however long ago for the greater fucking good?”

      The silence that ensued had me regretting my position between the three of them. If any power was thrown, I would be caught in the crossfire. I doubted I would be able to keep them from killing each other, even with the sword in my hand.

      Braire took a deep breath, visibly calming herself before nodding. “Come. I will show you to my home. And the reason why the three of you have come here had better be good.”
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      We followed Braire and her wolf across the shallow river and into the forest. What felt like a few hours of trekking through the frankly gorgeous woods led us into a small clearing with a longhouse. I’d missed it the first time I looked, thinking for a second that it was just small hill in the clearing from the way the roof dipped to meld with the grass growing around the building, but as we got closer I could make out a small stone chimney, which eventually broke the illusion for the rest of the building. Braire jumped down from the wolf, who bounded away like a huge puppy. Oddly enough the red had faded from his eyes.

      “Welcome to my home,” Braire said. She didn’t sound particularly welcoming, but as she stepped inside, she left the door open for us. I looked at the two sisters as they hesitated and decided to make the leap of faith. If everything went wrong, it wasn’t like I was the strongest member of this party anyway, right?

      I scuffed my boots on the grass to knock the mud and dirt from them before stepping past the threshold, then looked around. It was larger inside than I would have expected from the outside, as it was sunk slightly into the ground to provide more room. It was airy too, with large windows providing light and fresh air, making it seem like it was only a slightly more civilized extension of the woods we’d just left behind.

      The three sisters came together, and this time there appeared to be no intention of including me in the discussion. They spoke in musical elvish tones, but their words flew rapidly as the three women who had known each other for centuries tried to get past what I had to assume were deep wounds that needed mending.

      I dropped in a comfortable seat, giving the three of them some space to talk. I looked down at where the djinn’s attack had singed my arm. The skin was still red from the contact, and a few blisters were starting to show. It was unfortunate that Vis had never bothered to teach any of us some kind of healing magic, as it was starting to hurt like a son of a bitch.

      I closed my eyes, trying to focus on something else, and found myself reciting the meditation chant that Aliana taught me. I didn’t really want to slip too deep into my own consciousness, but it did help me relax, keeping my mind calm and away from the pain.

      I was jolted back to the present when I felt Aliana drop into my lap. My eyes opened quickly, and I looked around to see that I was now part of the conversation. I had no idea how much time had passed, but the air in the house was considerably less hostile.

      Aliana cuddled closer, pulling my arms around her and laying her head on my chest as Norel dropped into a seat next to me, running her fingers lightly over the burns on my arm. Braire was seated on an old rocking chair across from the three of us, an eyebrow raised.

      “So that’s how it is, then?” Braire asked, sounding confused and intrigued by what she was seeing.

      Aliana grinned ferally at her sister. “Sex is the best way to make him more comfortable with his abilities. Or the way that has proven to be the most successful. You know that, and since it just so happens to be fun and enjoyable, why shouldn’t it be like that?” Her voice was a low purr, one that was very difficult to ignore as I let my mind wander anywhere it could to avoid focusing on the way she was wiggling her ass over a spot that would show off my arousal very quickly.

      Braire looked at Norel. “Is that how you see it as well, sister?”

      Norel shrugged, making a noncommittal face. “When you see the face he makes on completion, you will understand.”

      “When?” Braire asked, raising her eyebrow again. I felt the need to stop the conversation in its tracks.

      “While talking about my… our sex life is great fun for all of us,” I said, trying to keep my voice low as my face turned red, “aren’t we here to talk about the dark djinn, and maybe even how Cyron is trying to take over our world and let the evil elf out? What was his name again?”

      “Abarat?” Braire asked. I nodded. “He cannot escape. I locked him here myself. It is why I remained here all this time.” She paused, whistling softly in a tone that resembled a bird’s, and sure enough, what looked like a robin flew in through one of the open windows and landed on the arm of Braire’s chair. A quick and interesting exchange followed, which ended with the robin quickly flitting back out the window again.

      “I will prove he is still where I entombed him,” Braire said once the bird left the house.

      “He may still be here, Braire,” I said softly. “But there are a few men in the world above who are trying to break him out. Cyron… well, he can’t be fully human, can he? The more I think about it, the more I think I’ve been stupid to believe he was.”

      “If he is still alive, then no,” Braire said, but there was a change in her tone. I knew they weren’t related but having spent so much time around each other must have made them start to share mannerisms, as all three had the same voice that indicated there might be danger. The robin flew back into the room, chirping and chattering quickly.

      Braire stood from her chair, taking a moment to smooth the long robes that did little to mask her frame.

      “A djinn has been found dead here,” she said, her voice barely controlled.

      “That’s my doing,” I said, raising a hand.

      “Was it your doing to release Abarat from his prison as well?” Braire asked, locking me with a gaze which proved that thankfully, simple looks couldn’t kill.

      “I’m afraid not,” I replied, gulping.
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      “Tell me everything!” Braire said. “Everything you know. Leave out no detail, no matter how inconsequential it might seem to you.”

      It felt like it had been a few hours since we’d left Braire’s home, and we hadn’t stopped to rest since. Aliana had offered to open a portal there to make our travels faster, but Braire refused to allow her to use her mind to find the place. There was no sense in giving Abarat or any of his minions an easy path out of the prison she’d made for him. Opening a portal there would do precisely that.

      While the logic made sense to me, I was starting to question it as I started to lay the whole situation out for Braire in between pants as we kept moving at a breakneck pace to keep up with her wolf.

      I told her about everything, from the very beginning. About how Vis had killed my parents and taken me in to mine the power that, as it turned out, I really did have but he hadn’t been able use. Hell, I hadn’t been able to use it either until I found Aliana. I explained how Vis’ instructions had led me into the ruins where I’d found her ring. How I’d escaped from Vis’ tutelage and imprisonment with her help, and how she’d taken the time to train me to use my abilities, pausing in her attempts to find her sisters to help me when I would have released her from me at any time. I told her about our fight with the hellhound, Cyron, and his golem, then about the dragon’s eyes and the dark djinn as well as Aliana’s ring. Even Oro didn’t escape mention. Braire made a face when I mentioned his name, making me wonder if she at least knew about the man, but she volunteered no information. We had greater things to worry about.

      The only part I left out was the actual sex between myself, Norel, and Aliana. While it was a detail, and she’d told me to spare none of those, I didn’t want to fall on her foul side by describing how I was fucking both her sisters. Besides, I didn’t doubt that Aliana had already gone into it in great detail when they were having that conversation I wasn’t part of.

      Finally, Braire brought her wolf to a halt as what looked like a massive maze came into view in front of us. The rough construction of black and dreary grey was a sharp contrast to the soft and welcoming greens and browns of the forest behind us. Like the forest, the maze expanded from the entrance that we were almost at and spread out until it was lost to sight on the horizon.

      “One of my designs, I see,” Norel said with a small smile.

      “You always were the best at these,” Braire said with a gentle nod before turning to face me. “Come here.”

      “What?” I asked, but she didn’t grace me with an answer, just grabbed me by the hand and pulled me closer.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “Just try to relax,” Braire replied, pressing her open palms to my temples. I didn’t feel anything at first. Then something cool entered my mind, like an ice-cold liquid in my consciousness, filling everything in it. It wasn’t painful, or even that uncomfortable, but it left me with almost nothing to do but wait for it to end. Eventually, even my eyes drifted shut as I felt the power being sapped from me.

      The world went black as my knees gave out and I collapsed, eyes rolling to the back of my head. I numbly realized that her hands were no longer attached to me. The cold was gone, to my relief, and I was greeted by the warm darkness of my consciousness once more.
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      It could have been days, hours or minutes, for all I could tell—all I knew was that when I came to, I was staring up at a sky that was a deep, dark red. It coated the once-beautiful world in something darker, more dangerous, and more terrifying. The thought that I had just been dreaming all this time and was only now arriving in the dreaded underworld occurred to me. It would have been a tempting thought to follow, but as I looked at the forest and the maze we’d reached before Braire’s trick with my mind, I knew I’d been in the underworld all along.

      Something had changed, though.

      I jerked up from my prone position on the ground to find myself staring into Aliana’s concerned expression.

      “What… what happened?” I asked, looking around, feeling confused. More confused than before, anyway.

      “Norel went with Braire to check on Abarat,” Aliana said softly. “Braire wanted us to leave you here, but I insisted on staying behind and making sure nothing made off with your body. Braire was angry that Abarat got out without her realizing it, and she wants to find out where he went, if anywhere, so we can track him down and bring him back here.”

      “Charming,” I growled, rubbing at my temples. “And thank you.”

      “Of course,” Aliana said with a small smile, running her fingers through my hair. “The only person who gets to have their way with your body is me. And Norel. And maybe Braire, sometime in the future.”

      “Will you think I’m crazy if I say I don’t think she’s interested in me that way?” I asked. My body was weak. Not sore, or hurting, just… weak. Like I’d been sleeping for weeks and my muscles had atrophied. I looked down and ran my fingers over them, just to make sure, and found that nothing had gotten any smaller.

      “What did she do to me?” I asked, tilting my head and looking at Aliana, who was staring at the maze in front of us.

      “She didn’t believe you when you said you’d absorbed our powers,” Aliana said softly. “She inspected your magic. It’s a trick she learned to do without any help from our instructors. When I asked her to teach me, she said she really wasn’t sure how she did it. That it just came naturally to her one time and she’d been able to replicate it every time since.”

      I nodded. “It felt like she was in my mind… but more than that. Like something icy was filling my consciousness, touching everything like a flood of quicksilver.” I wasn’t sure what quicksilver was, but it sounded right. Judging by Aliana’s nod, it sounded right to her, too.

      “We’ve been around for a long time now,” Aliana said softly. “Longer than most humans, in fact, and there aren’t any who would have been able to do what you did and survive. It’s too much for a human body to sustain without familiars. It’s too much for most elves, too, but we have a known capacity for being able to store more than humans. She didn’t trust you when you told her about it and wanted to investigate for herself.”

      “She could have asked,” I growled, shaking my head. The weakness hadn’t passed, I realized. Aliana noticed it too, and handed me some food and water. I suddenly felt famished. Like I knew I was hungry but didn’t quite understand until the smell of freshly roasted meat and crusty, warm bread reached my nose.

      “How?” I asked a moment after stuffing my mouth full of food.

      Aliana chuckled. “Well, I’m not sure how she acquired her power, but I do know that it had something to with her trip across the ocean. She never told us what happened, but she did return with quite a few new and previously unheard-of abilities.”

      “No,” I said, taking a moment to swallow the food in my mouth before continuing. “How did you get your hands on food that looks, smells and tastes like it was freshly made?”

      “Like I said,” Aliana replied with a grin. “New and previously unheard-of abilities.”

      I opened my mouth but realized that Aliana wasn’t the one I would get answers from on this, so I finished the plate of food she’d set out for me. I felt better immediately after, but the weakness remained.

      “How long is this going to last?” I asked when Aliana had to help me to my feet.

      “It shouldn’t last for more than an hour, I think,” she said with a shrug, but any further information was cut off as she looked toward the maze. One of the upsides of having a connection to someone was to know when they were in trouble.

      “She’s coming back out of the maze,” Aliana said softly. “I need your help.”

      I nodded, pulling my sword from my back as I saw Norel and Braire rushing out of the maze’s entrance, looking behind themselves as they cleared the area and started running toward us. They looked like they had been in trouble the whole way out. I guessed that the only reason why we were just now feeling their fear was because the maze somehow blocked our bond. I wasn’t sure, and it merited further investigation, especially since Braire used one of Norel’s maze designs.

      At first, it seemed like nothing was following them. Then entrance suddenly erupted in a ball of flame that arced up into the darkening sky before turning back around to strike at them.

      I didn’t have time to think about it. If I had, I wouldn’t have done it, but as I gripped my sword and watched the massive globe of flame heading toward my friend and her sister, I couldn’t just stand by and let them die. I gripped the blade tighter, sprinting down the small hill we’d been standing on while chanting a few words of power to push the shield I knew how to cast by heart to protect myself, and the two of them.

      As I rushed forward, I flooded what little I had left into the sword, roaring in effort and pain as the white light erupted from the blade, launching toward the ball of fire.

      It split the sphere in half but didn’t completely extinguish it. The two halves dropped to the ground with enough of an impact to knock me off my feet, but clear of Norel and Braire.

      I pushed myself up to see Norel halfway through the process of setting up shields that would have been finished too late to save them from the attack.

      “Well then,” Braire said, regaining her composure and brushing some of the brimstone from her robe. “Aren’t you full of surprises, human?”

      I tried to come up with something witty to say, but all I could do was keep myself balanced as I raised the sword again to point at what was stepping out from the maze.

      Cyron was there, although there was something different about him. An odd, green light emanated from him. As he moved closer, I realized the light was, in fact, coming from the hundreds of runes etched across his body in lines so fine they were difficult to truly make out. I felt Aliana stepping up next to me and placing her hand on my shoulder to steady me as Cyron moved closer. As he did, I noticed a handful of figures walking behind him.

      “Shit, that’s not good,” Aliana said softly, and I could feel the sense of dread starting to fill her as I tried to push my power into the sword again. It had worked against Cyron before and I was sure it could at least help some now, but as I tried, it felt like I was trying to draw water from an empty well. What little power had been restored earlier had been sapped to stop the fireball. As things stood, I needed some time to recover.

      Aliana sensed this, and she helped me move over to where Norel and Braire were standing their ground in front of Cyron. The figures behind him fanned out in response. I could see the power emanating from them as they came to a halt not ten feet away from us.

      “Step aside,” Cyron growled, his voice sounding warped and unnatural. “You would not want to stand in the way of history, would you?”

      Norel looked at the three of us before looking back at him. “I can say with some certainty that we are going to be what stands between you and whatever history it is you plan on making.”

      “That is fortunate,” Cyron said with a chuckle. “I made certain promises to an elf that I would not kill any of his kind unless they stood against me, and I’ve been wanting to kill the three of you for a long time now.”

      I looked around, wondering if I was included in “the three of you” or not. It seemed more likely that he was talking to and about the three elves present, but since I had been present to stop him the first time around…

      “Oh, yes, and your little pet human too,” Cyron said with a chuckle, answering that question. I scowled, trying to keep the sword from slipping from my grasp.

      As Cyron’s familiars moved forward, I noticed that there was something moving behind them. It was a massive coffin carved out of black marble. Just looking at it filled me with a sense of dread. Then I realized there was something on top of it. In the darkness, it was hard to make out until it got closer to the fires from the remnants of the fireballs, seeming to float through the air.

      There was a man kneeling over a smaller figure on top of it, pinning it to the top of the coffin.

      “Oro?” I asked, taking a step forward. He looked different, though. The purple runes on his skin were completely aglow, spreading to his eyes and filling them with the same light as he pressed his hands down on something that was alive and moving.

      “Frarris!” Norel cried out, her horror made all the sharper as we all realized that Oro was the one pinning the small dragon to the top of the coffin. “You piece of shit bastard! Liar!”

      “I wish I could say that my silver tongue turned him against you,” Cyron said, moving over to the coffin and placing a hand on it. “But a man who has sustained years of torture would take too long to break. Thankfully, you lot had left behind a spell used to bind the most powerful creatures in creation to lesser wills, never once thinking that it could be used to bind a human mage as well.”

      I stepped closer, seeing the bronze bracelets that had been on Aliana when she was bound to the ring, and then on the dark djinn for the briefest of periods, were wrapped around Oro’s arms. Which explained how the djinn had been able to attack us after we were in the underworld. It could only bind one person at a time.

      “What do you want with Frarris?” Norel pleaded, tears running from her eyes. I could feel her will to fight weakening as Frarris let out a soft, plaintive cry for her.

      “The release from a tomb such as this requires the blood of a creature of magic,” Cyron explained, sounding rather delighted with his plan, enough to tell us about it. “The more powerful the creature, the more powerful Abarat will be upon release. And while you have kept precious… Frarris, was it? While you kept her in a nearly powerless shell of her previous form, she is still one of the most powerful creatures in existence. Abarat thanks you for your contribution.”

      The sadness I could feel from Norel was quickly starting to turn into white-hot anger. I could see her gathering enough power to start an attack. Aliana and Braire both tried to keep up, using Cyron’s arrogance to blind him to their attack. I stepped forward, holding my sword up to try and hold off any attacks that might be coming. There were no calls to protect me this time, I realized with a small smile. As special as Aliana said I was, there was only one thing that needed to be done right now.

      Norel screamed, venting all of her pain and frustration at seeing Frarris bound and helpless into a single strike, stepping forward as a massive bolt of lightning jumped from her fingers. Cyron, immediately realizing his mistake in not engaging us as soon as he saw us, raised a shield. Too powerful for a human, I thought, and powerful enough to deflect the bolt off of him and into one of his familiars. The strike knocked the man to the ground, leaving him nothing more than a smoking corpse. Cyron raised his hands, the green glow from his runes turning red as he dropped to his knees, digging his fingers into the ground. Something started roiling underneath, something that glowed in a very familiar way. I could feel the runes branded into my hands starting to ache as one of the creatures rose from the earth.

      “Hellhounds?” Braire asked as not one, but three of the massive, bear-sized beasts rose from the dirt, letting out a low growl as they were quickly directed by their master to attack us.

      “Fuck,” I hissed. There wasn’t much I could do against these creatures in this state. As they charged forward, I quickly dove out of the way as the forerunner of the three rushed past me. The fear and adrenaline coursing through my blood were enough to provide me with enough strength to do that, but I staggered as I came up, my muscles burning with the effort. A small part of me wanted to just be killed quickly, so I didn’t have to go through the torturous motions of having to survive another few moments, but I quickly pushed it aside, gripping my blade.

      As the hellhounds rushed at the three elves, I could see movement from the forest. With a massive leap, Braire’s wolf jumped from the trees, letting out a blood-curdling howl as it pounced on one of the hellhounds, knocking another one to the ground. As the third turned around to try an engage the wolf, it was suddenly dragged into the ground, something long and sinewy wrapping around its legs and holding it in place as the three sisters started raining their attacks down on the creatures.

      At least we learned from our mistakes, I thought, seeing that their strikes were aiming for the eyes and the mouths of the hellhounds. It had taken everything we had to beat just one of these creatures before, but now we had Braire, a powerful beastmistress on our side.

      We had a shot at this, at least.

      I gripped my sword, watching as the familiars started to join the fight. Cyron was lost in a trance, eyes closed and hands buried in the ground as he controlled the hellhounds. The rest of them needed to defend him.

      In other words, my responsibility.

      I rushed forward, working to keep my balance as I dodged a bolt of darkness that had been aimed at my head, raising the sword to absorb a second one. I gulped, feeling some power rushing through my body thanks to it. Not much, but it was something.

      I dove and rolled under a series of attacks sent my way, coming up in front of the familiars, looking into the eyes of the man I was standing in front of. He was wearing a mask, so I couldn’t tell who it was as I raised my sword over his head.

      I just really hoped it was Vis.

      I brought the blade down, feeling a splash of warm blood on my arms as the man’s head dropped to the ground, followed quickly by his body. The rest of the familiars turned to me like they could feel the blow, their eyes furious as they saw one of their own dead.

      “Oh shit!” I gasped, scrambling away from the onslaught they were sending my way, quickly finding myself hiding behind Abarat’s marble coffin. As expected—or rather, hoped—they didn’t dare send any attacks at the coffin itself, and tried to circle around to strike at me directly.

      “Grant!” I heard Oro call, a great deal of pain evident in his voice. “Is that you?”

      I looked up to see him peeking over the edge of the coffin. “Oro!”

      “I’m sorry, Grant,” he whispered, his eyes still glowing purple but I could see tears running down his cheeks. “I couldn’t stop him. He took me, and I couldn’t stop him.”

      “Fight back!” I growled. “You’re one of the most powerful mages in the empire. You can fight back.”

      “No,” he said, shaking his head. “Cyron holds my ring, and since he does, I cannot fight against him.”

      “What can I do?” I asked, scrambling around the coffin again as the familiars saw me and tried to attack. None of the strikes even came close, telling me that they were only trying to scare me away from the coffin. While sticking close to it was effective, they could always just grab me and drag me far enough away to kill me, so I had to keep moving.

      “Abarat is distracting you,” Oro said, the pain of resisting the power of his bonds evident. “The spell is already in action. The longer you wait, the more powerful Abarat will be when he rises. You need to stop it. You need to stop me.”

      There was no bond between us, but the man’s meaning was clear. I gripped my sword tighter, looking down at it for a moment. I felt no real friendship for Oro but killing him seemed so pointless. But stopping Abarat was more important. It was all-important.

      “Kill me,” Oro said, gritting his teeth. “Free Frarris. It’s all that can be done now.”

      I looked around, seeing the familiars running toward me. I quickly jumped, climbing onto the coffin, swinging my sword to drive them back. They jumped away, seemingly more afraid of the sword than they were of me. I inhaled deeply before turning back to Oro.

      “How do I kill you?” I asked.

      “What the hell kind of stupid question is that?” Oro roared.

      Looking at Frarris, it was clear there was a bond between us. I could feel the pain she was in, but it was more than that. She was seeing Norel in anguish and pain, and that was affecting her too. She wanted to fight back and was stuck, unable to do anything about it.

      I looked into her eyes, raising my blade over Oro.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered, swinging it down onto his neck. The stroke was powerful enough to cut his head from his body. The runes on his skin went out instantly, and the bronze bracelets binding him to the ring disappeared as Oro’s head tumbled down onto the coffin, his blood pouring out onto the black marble.

      The binding spell that was keeping Frarris in place also dissipated as the dragon jumped away from the coffin, wings flapping to lift her off it like just touching the marble was painful for her.

      The power Oro had been using had been absorbed by the blade upon his death, flooding me with the sheer amount of power he’d been using as I turned to Frarris, who was looking at me, pining, still helpless.

      I knew what I had to do. Again, I didn’t know how, but I did. Was this Frarris communicating with me?

      I pulled the dragon eyes from my pouch, letting the power that was making my skin burn like it was being torn off flow into them as I gripped the eyes tighter in my hands, concentrating every bit of power in me into the soft yellow objects. They broke suddenly, coating my hands in… something I really didn’t want to think about.

      The power was tearing me apart. I needed to use it now or die from it. I gritted my teeth, trying to contain it as I reached out and placed my stained fingers on each side of Frarris’ face. I could feel the power I’d absorbed suddenly rushing out of me, using the eyes as something of a conduit to transfer it into Frarris. And not just the power I’d absorbed. Everything I had was going into Frarris as she grew larger before my eyes. Our connection expanded, and with it, a vision of what was happening.

      Braire’s wolf was wounded. The snake was trying to hold one of the hellhounds down as the sisters worked hard to kill them. One was gone already, but the other two wouldn’t be held back for much longer.

      I looked into Frarris’ eyes, now the size of apples, as I felt hands dragging me away from the coffin.

      “Save them,” I whispered softly before I was dragged away by the familiars. They were going to kill me in all sorts of ways that I could only hope were going to be quick, but it would be worth it if Frarris could save Norel, Aliana and Braire.

      Heat blasted, rushing all around me. It was uncomfortable, but not exactly painful. I gritted my teeth as I looked around, trying to make out what was happening.

      The blaze disappeared. My eyes took a moment to adjust to the darkness. Once they did, I felt a sense of dread spreading through my body. All I could see were the ashen remains of what had once been the familiars trying to kill me. They were all burned to a crisp, while I was left untouched.

      There was a whoosh of wings as a shadow rushed past me. I watched Frarris swooping down on the hellhounds. Even they seemed to understand the kind of trouble they were in, disengaging from their fight with the sisters to try and get away. They didn’t get far.

      A pure, uninterrupted blast of flame erupted from Frarris’ jaws, letting the fire spread across the forest as the power of it instantly torched the hellhounds, turning them into piles of obsidian.

      And with that, Frarris was gone.

      The sisters looked around, trying to understand what had just happened as the wolf and snake came up next to them, instinctively still trying to protect them even though the danger was gone.

      My eyes were drawn back to Cyron, who was slowly pushing himself from the ground, wiping the dirt from his hands.

      “Well, that’s unfortunate,” he said, looking back at me angrily.

      “Frarris is gone,” I growled, struggling to rise up from the ground, trying not to touch the dead bodies around me. “Your hounds are gone. You’ve lost.”

      “The only thing I’ve lost is Frarris,” Cyron said, shaking his head. “He wanted the blood of a dragon, but I guess the blood of a simple human mage will have to do.”

      I turned back to the coffin, only now seeing that there were runes carved into the black marble. As Oro’s blood flowed from his corpse, I realized it was filling the runes, and they were starting to glow.

      “Fuck,” I gasped, picking the sword up again. I didn’t know what I was going to do with it, but something needed to be done. Even though the sword was nothing but a sword now that all my power was spent, I needed to try… anything. Maybe just hitting it would break the runes and interrupt the spell somehow.

      I moved closer and swung the blade at the coffin, but it was stopped in inch away from the marble, sending off a shower of sparks and knocking me back a couple of feet as I stumbled to the ground.

      “And so, it begins,” I heard Cyron said as a massive beam of crackling red light shot up from the coffin and into the sky. The darkness was breached, giving me a brief view of a shape, twisting and turning, unfurling as it rose through the light. Cyron stepped forward and put a hand in the beam. In a flash, he was gone as well, shot into the air and out of this world, back into ours.

      I dropped backward on the ground, lacking the energy to stand up for the moment. The sky had changed again. There was only a vacant, red light emanating from what had once been a bright blue sky.

      I felt Aliana dropping next to me, her hands shaking as she lifted me into her lap.

      “Are you all right?” she asked, tilting my head up to look at her. As she did, I realized that the world around us changed as well. Where there had once been green rolling hills and deep, rich forests, now there was nothing but a dark, dank swamp that was hard to look at and felt dangerous and menacing all in just one glance.

      “What happened?” I asked, feeling my consciousness slipping.

      “We lost,” Norel said in an emotionless voice as she dropped onto her knees next to me as well. I couldn’t hold it off any longer, and my world once again faded to black.
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      Voices. They weren’t speaking in a language I could understand, but the soft, melodic elvish words.

      I smiled as I realized who was talking. The words were pleasant to listen to, but the more I heard what was being said, the more I realized the tones were dark and almost despairing. The fact that they were made me want to help.

      “He’s waking up,” I heard Norel say as my eyes fluttered open. The darkness was still there. The blue skies, rolling green hills and deep, beautiful forests were all gone, replaced by something that looked like a dank, forbidding swamp. The smell alone was enough to fell even the most powerful of beasts, but the view…

      “Oh, shit,” I growled, looking around. “All that wasn’t a dream, was it? Cyron got away… and I assume that bright red light coming from the coffin was…” I didn’t want to say it aloud.

      “Abarat escaped,” Braire said, her voice soft. “The most powerful and evil-intentioned elf that ever walked the earth is walking it once again.”

      “Fuck me,” I growled, looking around, realizing I was still lying with my head on Aliana’s lap and she was stroking my hair. Despite everything, the simple action was soothing and distracting.

      I pushed myself up from the ground, realizing that my clothes were wet from the swamp muck we were in.

      “So, what do we do next?” I asked, looking around at them.

      “What do you mean?” Norel asked, not even bothering to look at me. “We lost. We’re trapped in the underworld while Abarat and Cyron are tearing their way through ours. What can we do next?”

      I shrugged. “We’re alive. We can fight. That means we haven’t lost yet.”

      A moment of silence followed. I looked around at the three sisters, all appearing dejected and beaten. I gritted my teeth, wanting to will this apathy out of them, but… there was only so much a bond could do.

      Interestingly, though, Braire was the first to stand. As she did, her wolf and snake followed. The despair was still in her expression, but there was anger there, too. The slow-burning kind that would last and burn hotter as time went by.

      “What do you suggest we do next, Grant?” she asked, and for the first time, it didn’t seem like she was talking down to me.

      I took a deep breath. “First, we need to find Frarris.”

      Norel shook her head as she got to her feet. “Frarris needs some time away from us for the moment.” From her tone, I could tell she wasn’t going to elaborate on that statement. “But she never did need our help to get out of this place, anyway. She’ll find us when she is ready, wherever we are.”

      I nodded, looking down at Aliana, who was slowly pushing herself to her feet as well, standing close to me. “How about it, Ali? Do you think you can get the four—”

      “Six,” Braire corrected, indicating the wolf and snake at her side.

      “—six of us back to our world?” I finished, stroking her cheek.

      “If I had all my power available for me, I…think I could,” she replied. “But I don’t, and I’m not sure how to gather it in this place.”

      I ran my fingers through her hair, stroking her cheek as a small smile appeared on my face. “I’m sure that among the four of us, we’ll think of a way.” I leaned in and pressed my lips to hers in a tender yet passionate kiss.

      It took her a few seconds to realize what I was talking about. I could feel the tension in her body slipping away as she returned my kiss passionately, pressing herself gently to me, her fingers running over my chest and curling up around my neck to drag me down to her more firmly.

      “Are they going to…?” Braire started.

      “I think they are,” Norel replied, coming closer and letting her hands slip around my waist, rising up on her tiptoes to lightly lay a kiss on my neck. “And what’s more, I think our sister is going to need as much power as she can get.”

      Braire shook her head, moving away from the three of us. “I’ll give you lot some privacy, then.”

      I pulled away from the kiss and watched Braire walk off, her beasts following her deeper into the swamp of the underworld.

      “Don’t worry,” Aliana said, pulling my head around to look at her as Norel started to undo my pants. “She’ll come around.”

      Norel’s fingers gripped my pants and pulled them down as her hand found my cock, gently stroking it to erection. Her eyes stared into mine, projecting confidence, desire, and trust.

      I couldn’t help but smile as I met her gaze and then Aliana’s. I knew I should have felt scared, deterred. After all, I was merely a former slave forced into all of this, somehow going up against two of the most powerful mages of all time. I had no right to feel anything but despair and defeat.

      And yet, standing here with these wonderful women, there was hope. With their help, we were going to stop those fuckers.
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