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

      

      We look forward to discussing our books with you!
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      The combat stances I’d learned felt like they came naturally, every step of the way. Even when she wasn’t there, it was like I could hear Aliana shouting for me to correct my posture, to keep my feet balanced so that every step would be carried out without losing my footing. Two hands gripping my sword, always keeping my right hand, the more powerful one, high, and leaving the left loose to either guide the blade around or to come away to cast a spell or two when I needed it. Sure, I could cast with the right, too, but the runes branded onto my left hand made it slightly easier to carry out.

      I took a step back, feeling the incoming attack as I pushed my power into the sword in my hands, focusing on keeping control over the amount that rushed into the runed blade. There was a sense of eagerness about my power regarding the sword, like it flowed more easily when I used the two combined. Braire had told me that I needed to pace myself or I would burn out before the fight was over. As it turned out, her advice applied to more aspects in my life than just fighting.

      I watched the sword glow to a bright white light. It probably wasn’t something I’d use in training, but it was definitely something that needed practice, so I included it whenever I could. I focused on a single object out in front of me and as the power built, then released it and quickly shut it down to save my strength.

      An intense white beam burst from the blade. It arrowed through the crisp late afternoon air, singed anything in its path and left a trail of smoke in its wake. Powerful, devastating, and just enough energy used to make it so without being wasteful.

      I watched it sail through the air, cutting through the jaw of the golem in front of me. The power in its stone and mud skin would absorb most of the blast, but not enough. I smiled as I watched the head come off cleanly and drop to the ground, still smoking and glowing, but quickly cooling.

      I tilted my head as I grinned. Destroying mindless killers that had nobody left to serve wasn’t a laughing matter, of course, but there was something to be said for taking pleasure in the advancement of one’s own skills.

      The fight was far from over. I pulled my blade back and studied the landscape of the field around me. It wasn’t quite as large a field as the one we had previously shared, but that didn’t make it any less deadly. We were by far the outnumbered force here and would be easily defeated if we didn’t fight together.

      My so-called sisters’ chances of survival were far greater than mine. It wasn’t that I didn’t have confidence in my skills, but that I had a lot of confidence in theirs. They’d had literal centuries to hone their magic, their technique, their ability to work as a team. I hadn’t even been in this fight for a full year.

      I gripped the blade in my hand a little tighter and watched the three sisters flow through their combat, defending each other and attacking in near-perfect unison. Braire had control of her beasts, and used them to keep the undead creatures and the golems that they followed preoccupied with their flanks, while she used her knives to keep the monsters away from Aliana, who was going through the very same combat strokes she’d taught me. The djinn, dissimilar from her sisters in so many ways, held the front and used her knives to deadly effect to hold the monsters at bay, pushing them away from Noral.

      The third had fewer physical skills, but more than made up for it in magical abilities. Her hands stretched forward as she drew energy from the air around us and launched strike after strike at the monsters. Cracks of lightning and thunder rumbled through the forest that we’d tracked the monsters to.

      The tales woven for us by the inhabitants of the nearby villages told of attacks of only a dozen or so undead at a time, maybe a couple of golems, but it appeared that these had hidden their numbers. It was almost as though they’d waited for someone like us to come looking for them. Once we had engaged a small party, they had appeared and attacked in greater and greater numbers. What had seemed to be a quick skirmish had turned into an all-out battle in a matter of minutes.

      Sweat dripped from my skin and drenched my shirt. It reminded me that I probably should have brought the armor provided for me. Sure, Aliana’s words implied that one’s fighting abilities should preclude the need for it, but then, she was the one who wore magical clothes that seemed to work as armor, anyway. And she’d had however long it was to practice her fighting skills. I still needed the damn armor.

      I didn’t have it, though, so I would have to make do without. I watched the threesome keep their balance in the battle as they pushed and defended in equal parts, it seemed, while I moved forward to join the beasts in keeping the monsters’ flanks from overwhelming Aliana, Noral, and Braire.

      One of the golems noticed my approach and turned to strike at my head as I smoothly evaded, then ducked and rolled on my shoulder to come up behind it. The blade needed little magic from this close. I felt it heat up as I swung it low, cut the golem’s right leg off and took a step back as I waited for the creature to drop to a reachable spot. It roared at me as I swiftly removed its head.

      My gaze flickered over to the other side of the fight where Braire’s giant snake was wrapped around a group of the undead. It struck at them quickly and precisely, then watched as three of the others charged at it, swords and axes in hand, mouths open as they screamed voicelessly. I raised my left hand. The runes heated up as a pulse of white energy tore from them and left my fingers tingling as the blast knocked one of the creatures from its feet while crushing the skull of the other one.

      I moved quickly, intercepting the last one’s blade on its downward swing and pushing it to the side. I stepped into the deflection, spinning on my back heel as I brought the blade around to deftly behead the third monster, dropping it in an inelegant pile on the ground.

      Braire’s hawk swooped down from the sky and cut smoothly through the tree cover, shrieking as it charged at a group of undead that were following a massive golem as it tried to encircle the three sisters.

      It seemed like the undead followed the golems for lack of anything better to do, since the massive creatures of rock and clay didn’t appear to be commanding them. In fact, if anything, they were rather annoyed at being followed around by a group of smaller creatures and tried to get away from them at times, which was why we hadn’t been overwhelmed by this point, or forced to retreat to a more defensible position.

      I watched the hawk swoop down, huge claws glistening in the waning sunlight as I caught on to Braire’s intentions. I pushed as much power as I could into the blade then swung it and sent a white slash of power through the air that cut through a younger pine easily before it struck the lead the golem around the center. I turned and dodged an undead creature swinging a club for my skull and smoothly sidestepped its charge as the snake crushed its skull with her jaws. I didn’t have the opportunity to physically see what the hawk did with my help, but Braire’s reaction, shared over our collective bond, let me know that as my slash cut the golem in half the hawk gripped the top half with its talons. It then glided across the forest floor and used the monster’s torso as a club to crush the group of undead before it tore the head clean off and tossed it aside. The hawk shrieked and bounded up from a tree to jump free of the forest once more.

      I held my sword with both hands and watched the creatures still throwing themselves at the almost-unassailable trio fighting together. I stepped in and cut at the monsters in a wide swathe since they seemed to ignore me in favor of the three sisters, who weren’t actually blood-related. They were completely unaware of my attack until it was almost too late. A couple bolts of lightning cut in as a couple of the creatures finally did realize that I was coming at them from the rear. I felt Noral’s intention of keeping me safe as I opened up a path for Braire’s wolf to charge through. It leaped at the one remaining golem and tore its head off with its massive fangs.

      It wasn’t much of a fight after that. All the undead tried to stage a rout after losing their leaders, but without any kind of joining force, they found some trouble and tripped over themselves. Not in a panic, I thought, but in sudden disinterest.

      What few survived only did so because they slipped away under the quickly-disappearing sunlight, leaving the four of us panting for breath as we tried to recover.

      I couldn’t help a small laugh as Braire’s three creatures came over to gently nuzzle at her. The hawk and the wolf quickly disappeared into the night afterward, likely to either hunt down the remaining creatures or maybe find a safe place to spend the night. Either way, before the snake disappeared, it slithered over in my direction for a moment. I still couldn’t help a chill of danger as it did, since I have a bit of an aversion to snakes.

      It seemed to sense my fear, so it kept its interaction to a quick dab of its nose against my thigh before moving away, higher on the hill that we were climbing.

      Braire laughed as she walked over to me. I bent to lean on my knees and catch my breath as the fire that had driven my muscles slowly drained.

      “I think she likes you.” Braire grinned at me as she placed a light hand on my shoulder. “They fought well today. And you did as well.”

      “Isn’t that comforting,” I grumbled good-naturedly, still struggling to stay on my feet. “Being put alongside them. Although I guess it makes sense. The three of you fought like you were all representations of a single entity.”

      “Well, it comes with practice,” Aliana said as she joined the two of us. Noral was busy burning the bodies that remained in our vicinity. “Learning to fight alongside one another makes the shared bond less of a distraction and can be used as a weapon with time. It’s like having actual eyes in the back of your head.”

      “And three pairs of arms, legs, and even horns, in your case.” Braire leaned over to kiss Aliana’s cheek. “And you saw a bit of that. Both in helping my snake break free from the attackers that tried to take advantage of her distraction in holding our flank, and then in helping my hawk get rid of that other group. You’re learning to fight as a team, with us.”

      “With the animals,” I said with a chuckle as I finally found the energy to straighten again.

      “The animals are part of our team as well,” Aliana noted with a shrug.

      “I appreciate that.” I smiled, watching as Noral continued her work, using gentle tugs of power to gather the bodies together, some of which had been dead for so long that they were little more than piles of bones at the end, and using bolts of lightning to set them aflame.

      “So they don’t think about coming back,” Noral said, nodding at me as I approached. “Of course, I haven’t read any kind of actual study on the undead about whether burning their remains prevents their bodies from being used again, and if there was, I wonder why people don’t just burn their dead to begin with. A lack of fear of them being brought back, probably stemming from necromancy not having been used for such a long time.”

      “I think they’ll change their minds about that after what happened in the Imperial City.” I looked around us before starting to help. “The stories have to be spreading, and magi across the Empire have to be reaching for old tomes that tell of what to do in case the dead rise again.”

      Noral smirked at me, sending another bolt of lightning into the pile that I’d started to gather. “I suppose so, although I’m sure that there will be those who consider the stories of what happened last week as fables and exaggerated. And I can’t say I blame them. Those who are there now are having a difficult time trying to adapt to all the changes. Elves coming back, necromancy, golems.”

      “I’m sure that the Emperor’s return from his meditation should change all that,” I replied as I used my blade to spark another flame, one of the last piles that needed it. Noral studied me, like she was checking on my form as well as ensuring that the fire didn’t spread to the surrounding trees. There was more than enough kindling on the ground to make the whole place go up in a moment of inattention.

      I did the same, watching the flames burn down as the bodies turned to little more than ash, giving a clear view of the gorgeous sunset in the west. The sun turned bright red and orange as it dropped between the mountains, a view that was mostly hidden by the trees around us.

      I drew a deep breath as strength started to return to my limbs, bit by bit. “When is the Emperor returning? It’s been a week now, and not a word beyond the first message.”

      Noral looked like the same question had crossed her mind as she looked back to me. “No news thus far. A full week and no word since the original declaration. It should take the Emperor’s convoy longer than a week to get to the Imperial City, but there should be at least some kind of word. Notices from where they’ve stopped to camp. Scouts coming to make sure that the Palace has been prepared for his arrival. Anything. But so far, nothing has arrived. I’m starting to wonder if the initial message of his arrival was true at all.”

      I nodded. She would know better than me, since she’d been tapped into the court. “Have you met him? The Emperor, I mean?”

      “Never in person,” Noral replied with a gentle shake of her head. “No, he’s always ruled from beyond the eyes of his subjects, even the noble class, dictating orders to his Officials who carry out his will without question.”

      “What do you know about him?” I asked, genuinely curious. The fact that I had been raised under the Empire had always left me wondering about who the Emperor was. Who was this man who ruled over so many lives and yet never seemed to be present for any of them?

      “He is a powerful mage, from all descriptions,” Noral said with a small smile as we finished with the bodies and made our way out to where Aliana and Braire had set up a camp. “One of the most powerful human mages of all time, as a matter of fact. He chose to live in isolation decades ago. The reasons are all speculative. The loss of a loved one, guilt, a prophecy that foretold his death or something. I’ve never been able to acquire a decidedly true response. Either way, it doesn’t matter. He hasn’t been seen anywhere but the coastal towns for decades, and then only by the coastal towns who’ve seen his personal ship from a distance. I couldn’t tell you why. All I really know is that he is descended from a line of powerful magi, survivors from the war with the elves and elected in place by the council to provide the Empire with peace and stability to allow it to rebuild.”

      I nodded. “Knowing little seems to be our largest problem since the battle. Abarat is gone, and no signs of him have been seen since. The Emperor announces his return, and he hasn’t been seen since, either. I don’t suppose you’d think that there’s a connection between the two, would you?”

      Noral shrugged. “I couldn’t say. I would say that if the Emperor is as powerful as claimed, even Abarat would think twice about attacking him while he’s surrounded by his personal guard. Suicide doesn’t seem like Abarat’s style, so if there were a connection…”

      I didn’t like where her thoughts were leading us, and apparently, neither did she. We moved downhill toward a small fire already built.

      I couldn’t help a small smile, and pushed the dark thoughts of what Noral had said out of my mind as we got closer. Aliana didn’t need a fire to keep warm since her skin was warm enough to live beyond the waning fall temperatures. I was sure that Braire would find a way to survive as well, meaning the fire indicated that they wanted us to spend some time together, all together.

      Besides, the thought of hot food on what promised to be a chilly night was something to lift my mortal, human spirits.
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      “That’s what you’re making for us?” Braire asked and raised an eyebrow as she looked over at me. “Stew? I was looking forward to something a bit more…well, elegant.”

      I scowled at her over the cast iron pot that hung over the open fire. “You’ve just gotten a little too used to the food prepared for you back at the palace, forgotten what it’s like to have to conserve your resources, making as much food with as few ingredients as possible.”

      Braire grumbled something under her breath, which told me that she knew I was right but didn’t want to admit it. I grinned in triumph before I turned my attention back to the water that had just started boiling.

      “You know, back when I trained to be a familiar, I had a lot of time to read about the various military tactics,” I said, just to make conversation. I was sure that the three women with me, with their collective battle experience, knew a great deal more than I did about the logistics of running an army. All I had was book learning. “Of course, Mas… Vis didn’t like my mind wandering from the subjects that he wanted me to read, but I got some done anyway, and more during our time back at the palace. Most of the armies, human armies, anyway, preferred having oats in their stores instead of wheat or barley, mostly because it is a food that can be shared between the humans and their horses, since most of the warhorses prefer to be grain-fed instead of pasture.”

      To emphasize my point, I poured about two handfuls of oats into the boiling water and stirred it as I added some salt. When I looked up, the three sisters were staring at me oddly.

      “What?” I asked, quickly defensive. “It’s just what I’ve read.”

      “I wouldn’t know, really,” Aliana said, looking at the other two. “Elves don’t usually use horses, so our caravans were usually supplied with other provisions. That said, I guess it does make sense.”

      “And I do remember most of the supply trains we intercepted carried oats in them,” Noral pointed out as she laid out a couple of sleeping mats. “We always wondered why. I guess you’ve just answered that question, though. It’s because the humans decided to have the same meal as their horses.”

      I narrowed my eyes at the suspiciously judgmental tone of her words. “I thought you lot respected all manner of wild beasts as though they were your own kind.”

      “Sure,” Braire interjected with a shrug. “That doesn’t mean I’ll drop down on all fours and eat grass with them, though.”

      “No,” I said, “you’ll drop on all fours for another reason entirely.” I grinned as Braire tossed me a dirty look, then turned my attention back to the food I was preparing and added some spices to the quickly-thickening broth as well as the chunks of dried and salted meat that remained from the stores that we brought from the palace.

      The smell of the cooking food quickly silenced all sorts of complaints about my choice of words, although I could tell that Braire’s mind was already turned toward the subject of why she would be on all fours. I filled four bowls with the thick, savory stew that hadn’t taken more than a half hour to prepare. When paired with the dark bread we still had, it was a simple yet filling meal, and I found myself leaning against a tree behind me once we were finished, smiling.

      “Well, I’m not ashamed to admit when I’m wrong,” Braire said with a smile as she sat next to me, pulled my arm over her shoulder and tucked herself in, laying her head on my chest. “Simple as that meal was, it is refreshing.”

      “I’ll take the compliment,” I admitted with a smile, gently playing with her hair as Aliana and Noral joined us, although not quite as close as I would have liked. They settled against a tree just three or four feet away, cuddled as close together as Braire and I were.

      “What else can you tell me about what happened back in the old days?” I asked, still playing with Braire’s hair. “I mean, aside from the war itself, there isn’t much record left, especially on what the elves were like. Those that I’ve spoken to seem rather reluctant to broach the topic.”

      “And with good reason, I suppose,” Aliana said softly. “It wasn’t exactly a pleasant time for our people. And yet, I suppose, there were good times, pressed in there occasionally.”

      “What about the three of you?” I asked as I looked around at them. “You keep saying that you three aren’t sisters, and yet you seem to have known each other for so long that you might as well be bound by blood. How did the three of you meet?”

      “That’s fairly simple,” Noral said with a smile as she ran her fingers over Aliana’s wings. “Elves were divided into factions, groups that were selected from birth by our elders to fill roles that were required for us to thrive. Assassins, soldiers, farmers, mages. The three of us were selected from our generation, chosen to be trained in the mystical arts, magic in general. The three of us were all that remained of our group in the end. During that training, hellish as it was, a bond formed that was thicker than blood.”

      Aliana chuckled. “I remember Mistress Pawyel. Crazy bitch who thought she could make the three of us the next Trinity Sighting.”

      I wanted to ask what that was, precisely, but as they seemed caught up in remembering, I didn’t want to interrupt. I knew the three well enough to know that the times when they were willing to share from their past like this were rare. They were talking, and I didn’t want to say anything that might change their minds.

      “Right!” Braire said with a chuckle. “Mistress Pawyel. I’d forgotten about her. We used to put snakes in her bedding to make sure that she was too tired to train us the next day, so she would send in one of the younger instructors.”

      “It wasn’t always successful, though,” Aliana pointed out with a chuckle, running a finger over Noral’s cheek.

      “The times that it was, though… Ah, those were the best days,” Braire replied as she grinned and pressed her cheek into my chest.

      “Anyway,” Noral said, trying to regain control of the narrative from the two. “Once we were finished, we decided that we would always stand together. Through thick or thin, through the best and the worst, we would always be with each other.”

      “Hasn’t been without its bumps,” Braire said with a small smile. “I needed a break from the two of you after about a century and a half.”

      “You wanted to try and bond us with your snake!” Noral sounded annoyed.

      “It was a joke!” Braire laughed. “I couldn’t have made that more clear. Everyone knows that the magical bonding between elves and other animals aren’t going to be the same as an elf’s bond with each other. Or humans, as we’ve found.”

      I couldn’t help a soft laugh.

      Braire looked up at me. “What’s funny about that?”

      “Nothing,” I said. “Well, a great deal, but that’s not what I was laughing at. I guess I’m a bit jealous, is all. The three of you have so much history together, so much time between you. So many stories to tell. Whereas all of my stories… Well, at least one of you were present for the ones of worth.”

      Braire tilted her head as she leaned up to look at me, a small smile on her lips. I already knew what was on her mind as she pressed her body to mine, her hands open wide, fingers splayed open on my chest.

      “What?” I asked, although I already knew the answer and leaned forward into her with anticipation.

      “Well, I’m sure that among the four of us, we could always start making new stories,” she whispered, although I was sure that Aliana and Noral could hear what she said, not only from the bonded connection.

      I nodded. Warm tingling rushed down my spine as her right hand moved lightly down my torso, her left slid up my side then curled under my shoulder and found the back of my head, where she played with my hair. The combination of feelings was suddenly all that I could focus on, and left me wordless for a few seconds as her hand moved lower and lower.

      “What… What kind of stories did you have in mind?” I asked, having to speak around the catch that suddenly appeared in my throat.

      “The kind that should probably be kept between us,” Braire said with a soft chuckle, her hot breath on my ear as her fingers slipped underneath my clothes. She pushed my trousers down a little to allow her hand a bit more room as her fingers explored underneath. Her nails gently dragged over my bare skin as she pressed her lips to my neck. One hand played with and lightly tugged my hair as her other hand found me slowly growing harder.

      Her fingers boldly wrapped around my cock and her fingertips toyed with the sensitive skin, her thumb lightly rubbing the head. I felt her smile, her lips pressed to my neck as they were. Through the bond, I felt her growing more and more aroused, as evidenced by the way her breathing quickened and her chest pressed harder into my side.

      A long way away from the experimental pleasure that she’d shared with me when we were first together, I thought with a smile as I turned my head to place a light, tender kiss on the crown of her head, then pulled her closer as my right hand slipped between us. She brought her left leg up, allowing my hand to glide underneath her skirt. Her pussy was already drenched as my fingers played between the lips, finding that delicious nub of pleasure. She gasped and shuddered against me as I heard what sounded like a very uncharacteristic giggle escape her lips onto my skin.

      I couldn’t focus very well either, of course. My cock quickly hardened in her hands as she slowly stroked it, timing it to match my fingers between her thighs.

      The sound of crumpling fabric caught my attention. I looked up to see Noral standing over me. The sound that had caught my attention was her long, flowing robes dropping from her body to the ground, thankfully distant from the fire, giving me a clear, privileged view of her fully-naked body over me.

      I drew a deep breath. My heart started to pound harder and faster against my ribcage as she stood there, seeming to enjoy how entranced I was with the image she presented.

      It wouldn’t remain an image for long, I thought as I licked my suddenly dry lips, but I could enjoy it as such all the same.

      “Kneel,” I growled, my voice a good deal thicker than it had been when I last spoke. A spike of sensation rushed up my body as she smiled and slowly acquiesced. She dropped to her knees, already knowing what was on my mind so that I didn’t even have to say it as I watched her kneel between my thighs, her firm breasts pressing lightly against them as her hands moved to the ties of my trousers and quickly undid them.

      Her fingers trembled slightly as she did, her anticipation easily visible as she pulled my trousers down to reveal my fully-erect shaft in Braire’s hand.

      Noral smiled and licked her lips before placing an almost reverent kiss to the tip, her tongue lavishing attention on it as Braire refused to give up her control of it. I drew a shaky breath as my head dropped back to the rough surface of the tree behind me. At any other time, the irregular bark would have been enough to distract and annoy me. Not tonight.

      I moaned softly, unable to keep quiet as Noral took my cock deeper into her mouth, sucking enthusiastically as Braire’s hand fell away, her focus drawn more to my hand as my fingers slipped inside her. I could tell that she noticed my left hand running down her back and casting spells on her body that made it more sensitive, more pliable, drawing out her arousal until she gasped, her body tensing. Her nails dug into my chest and neck.

      “Oh… Grant,” she gasped, her lips still pressed to my skin. Her body convulsed with a powerful, delicious orgasm. I felt it, and the fact that it was shared between the four of us made it that much more intense. Wave after wave of pleasure cascaded through her body until words were beyond her, leaving her without any choice but to fall back against me to recover.

      I smiled and took a moment to bask in her pleasure before withdrawing my drenched hand from her pussy.

      My left hand dropped away from her as well, and came down to gently stroke Noral’s hair as she bobbed her head on my shaft, taking more of it in each time she went down.

      I turned my attention to Aliana, who hadn’t come over to join us, although from what I saw, she wasn’t holding back from enjoying what she was watching. She was still dressed, but her right breast was out of her clothes and the fingers of her right hand toyed with and squeezed the nipple, pain perfectly contrasted by the pleasure stemming from her fingers between her thighs, toying with her sex as she watched us.

      With my right hand, I wordlessly indicated for her to come over. At this point, words weren’t needed, and in fairness, I wasn’t sure if I was in a position to say anything of worth, anyway. Soft moans of pleasure were all I could manage as my left hand started to play tricks with Noral’s mind as well. She stiffened, her lips still wrapped firmly around my cock, but the pleasure that rushed through her body made it difficult for her to focus, and her rhythm faltered.

      Just as well, I thought. My fingers curled around the back of her head and drew her back down to take me in again. Her moans grew louder as I muffled them again and again, the head pressed lightly against the back of her throat. She pushed down harder and took me deeper until her chin gently nuzzled against my balls, her nose pressed to my hip.

      She held herself there as long as she could before drawing back with a gasp. I gave her a second to breathe before I pulled her down again, roughly fucking her mouth as the pleasure in her body started to crest.

      My attention turned back to Aliana, who had dropped down opposite Braire, her eyes on my still-glistening fingers. As she leaned in for a taste, I pulled my hand back and shook my head.

      “Off,” I gasped, pointing at her clothes. She smiled coyly and bit her bottom lip as she gestured with her fingers and, as if on command, her already immodest attire dropped away.

      “How industrious,” I commented and let my eyes wander very boldly over her body as she leaned in to take the fingers that had been inside Braire into her mouth and firmly sucked on them, toying at the digits with her tongue while she eyed me.

      Whether the sight alone was too much for Noral to bear or she was already on the edge, I wasn’t sure, but her screams of pleasure vibrated around my cock as she came with it still buried deep in her throat. My left hand gripped her, holding her in place as she shuddered, not giving her a moment of rest from the pleasure until she could take no more.

      She pulled away, her eyelids fluttering as she tried to pull herself together and finally let herself drop at my side, panting for breath.

      “My turn,” Aliana whispered seductively. I gave her an incentivizing slap on the ass as she pulled herself on top of me and straddled my hips, one hand on my shoulder as the other reached down between us, took hold of my cock and pulled it between her thighs. She moaned softly as the drenched head pressed against her pussy and she slowly dropped onto it.

      Already stimulated by not one, but two orgasms shared from Braire and Noral, I was already on the brink. Aliana slowly started to ride me. Her hips pushed forward and then back, then picked up the pace once she was more comfortably settled. Braire, already somewhat recovered, reached up and grabbed one of Aliana’s heavy breasts as she picked up her pace.

      “Grant… Oh yes… Grant, please…” Aliana whispered, her eyes closing. The heat emanating from her body pushed against mine. Apparently, I wasn’t the only stimulated one, and I only realized that she was just as on the edge as I was when she finally collapsed and dragged me down with her.

      It hit me with a shock as my hands gripped her tighter and pulled her closer as my hips bucked into her, filling her with my cock and cum as I leaned in and pressed my lips against her breasts, not in a kiss but just breathing as I pulled her closer still, trying to make the moment last while I panted against her.

      Finally, I dropped back, head hitting the tree behind me. This time it was distracting. I reached up to stroke the sore spot, only to find that Aliana had beat me to it, kissing my cheek tenderly as I laughed.

      “I’ve said this before, and will say it again,” Aliana grumbled softly, her lips dropping to my neck as she remained where she was, perched atop me. “I absolutely adore this form of replenishing our magic.”

      “Agreed,” I said, still struggling to catch my breath. My power was brimming again, but my body was in dire need of rest. I leaned back, a bit more gingerly this time as Aliana laid her head on my chest. Noral had already fallen sleep, with Braire not far behind. A massive yawn tugged at my jaw as I found a comfortable spot against the tree.

      My last thought as sleep overcame me was that we should probably set up a watch, someone to make sure we weren’t interrupted. Although I had to assume that the vision of four people, two of them naked and the other two partially so, would be enough of a shock for any unwanted visitors that they’d wake us up.
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      This…wasn’t like any other dream I’d had.

      That was the first thought that entered my mind when I found myself looking over our campfire, watching Aliana, Noral, and Braire fast asleep around me, almost in a protective circle. I inhaled, and realized that the cool evening air wasn’t touching me as much as I thought it would have. Everything was comfortably warm, just the way that I would be if I were lying down next to three gorgeous women.

      I looked around, watching the world as if through thick glass or a fogged mirror, something that required me to focus if I wanted to see clearly.

      And somehow, all of this felt familiar. More and more so. I gently drifted upward as my eyes moved there, drawing me slowly out from under the tree cover, up into the sky, high enough to see over the trees and into the countryside below. The forest covered most of the land around me, as far as the eye could see, but there were pocket openings here and there. Larger around farms, where I saw fields that were already being harvested this early in the fall. Stacks of smoke rose from campfires, larger if there were small towns, burning fires to ward off the chill.

      A chill that I still thought I should feel. I looked down at myself. My body hung aimlessly above our little camp, so far up that all I could really make out was our campfire, which was burning low.

      My eyes roamed. I always thought of myself as having trouble with heights, but there was no sign of it here except the exhilaration, a sort of freedom that I felt as my body seemed to fly in any direction I looked.

      Right, I realized, as I remembered the last time I’d felt something like this. Of course, at the time there had been more of a sense of urgency as I was in the middle of a losing battle and was looking for a solution. At this moment, there was nothing but weightless freedom, and I enjoyed the dream, fully aware of what I was doing, and why.

      Almost fully aware, anyway. Something tugged at my attention, drawing me closer and closer to the mountains in the west. Even as I struggled against it, my mind drawing me to a variety of interesting places along the way, I was inexorably pulled toward that spot in the world.

      I wasn’t sure where it was, but as it felt like hours had passed in this little slice of heaven for me, and the sun still wasn’t showing, I decided that I had time.

      I descended when I found a ruin that was almost completely overrun by the forest. Rocks jutting out from the undergrowth were what attracted my attention as I dropped and looked over the buildings. Old, ancient, all reminiscent of the ruins outside the Imperial City. I wandered over to them and placed my hand on one of the rocks, not entirely surprised when my fingers slipped right through.

      I smiled, feeling a little sad. The other ruins, and even the cave I’d visited the last time had felt vibrant somehow, like they were full of mysteries that wanted and indeed needed to be discovered, but nothing like that struck me in this place.

      To my mind, there was nothing here but emptiness, the way a house felt when its occupants were gone for good. Nothing there but memories that would not mean anything to me.

      I shook my head and pushed off the ground as I looked west, toward the mountains that drew me. There were a handful of cities lying between me and them.

      As dreams went, this had to be one of the oddest I had ever experienced. Then again, I didn’t remember too many of my dreams, so I couldn’t be utterly sure. An oddity in a world of oddities, but this was something I could enjoy. There were other enjoyable things about my life, of course, and like those, I fully intended to make the most of this opportunity.

      My body seemed to follow my eyes, which gave me the impression that what I saw was real, but my body had to be some kind of projection, like it had been during the battle when I’d found the elves trapped in the cave. Something my mind did to come to terms with what it saw.

      Were all dreams like this? I couldn’t really remember. I did remember some rather intense dreams back in my teenage years, where I was very aware of my body, but aside from that, I wasn’t fully sure.

      I was pulled toward the west until I stopped in a small town nestled between two peaks. It looked like a trading post that had grown out of proportion as more and more people saw the likelihood of making a living in supporting the caravans that passed through this point. I looked around and realized that there was a very vital night life. Dozens of people were out in the street, talking and dancing to loud music.

      As I dropped to the ground among them, I realized that they were moving a lot slower than I would have thought they could. I wasn’t sure why. From up in the sky, I hadn’t been able to make it out, but now it was noticeable. They couldn’t see me, and at one point I found myself actually stepping through them as they circled around a fighting match between two half-naked men who were already bloodied and bruised.

      I narrowed my eyes and made out a handful of elves mixed in and joining in the revelries. I had wondered just how many of them had returned from where they’d been isolated for centuries. The fact that they had helped to hold the Imperial City from assault seemed to have spread, since the usual distaste for elf-kind wasn’t present in the faces of the humans they mingled with.

      That was an interesting point, I mused, as the tug from the west became a bit more insistent. I growled, irritated, but finally decided to follow the sensation which drew me away from the festivities, and pushed myself away from the ground.

      I hadn’t expected there to be any reaction to finally just following the draw to the west, but as I gave in and decided to see what was so enticing in that direction, I picked up speed. Now that I wasn’t aimlessly drifting through the sky like a leaf on the wind, it appeared that I could travel a good deal faster than any bird in this state.

      As dreams went, this one became more fascinating by the moment as I realized that I actually had a good deal to discover in this world where everything was hard to see unless I focused my mind on it.

      I finally dropped to the ground. My mind had been wandering and as it realized that I was falling, my stomach flipped, leaving me breathless, somehow, as I landed as lightly as a feather.

      The spot itself was beautiful. There was a tall waterfall a little way to the left, dropping into a large pool right in the center. The cliff had to be at least thirty feet high, and at first, I wanted to see what the view was from the top. Hell, I might even choose to jump, considering the apparent lack of consequence in this dream of mine.

      And yet, that wasn’t what had drawn me here. Now that I was closer, I felt something pulsing, vibrating into my consciousness, wanting to be found.

      No, that wasn’t quite the sensation. I made a face as I tried to comprehend, focused on doing so since I apparently had little else to do until I woke up. A sudden movement in my peripheral vision distracted me.

      Combat instincts kicked in before I realized it. My left foot quickly slid a little behind the right as I turned to face the possible threat while reaching for a sword that wasn’t hanging at my waist.

      A hint of panic made me taste bile as I realized that, unlike the rest of the people I’d seen in this dream, whatever moved did so at a natural speed, or one that was comparable to mine. The fluid way it moved through the shadows cast by the almost-full moon through the trees drew chills from me. Goosebumps rose all the way up my back and over my arms. It looked dangerous.

      I wasn’t sure what made the movement dangerous, but that was my initial instinct. I reached for my sword again and cursed softly when I reminded myself that it hadn’t followed me into the dream.

      The noise impossibly caught the attention of the shadowy figure. It froze, and I made out a pair of pale blue eyes that refleced the moonlight before the figure stepped out from under the trees and into the small clearing where I stood.

      A woman. An elf, too, if the pointed ears and long, turquoise locks were any kind of indication. She was tall, lean, and had an elegantly crafted recurve bow in her right hand, an arrow in the left.

      But the most noticeable fact, aside from the way that she moved at regular speed, was that she looked right at me.

      I turned around to make sure that there wasn’t some beast behind me that she might be looking at, but with nothing but the waterfall there, I realized that she actually was looking at me.

      She nocked the arrow and raised her weapon as she took another tentative step forward, saying something in a language that I recognized as elvish. Time spent with three elves who sometimes forgot that I didn’t speak their tongue allowed to make out a couple of words. She was saying ‘who’ with the inquisitive intonation, and there was a threat involved along with a curse that I’d heard from Braire, which meant that she wasn’t playing around. When I failed to answer, she pulled the arrow back and let fly.

      I blinked, and only thought to duck once the arrow was already in the air. A surge of pain rushed through my body as the arrow cut into me.

      And then, it shot right through.

      I touched my chest as I looked down to make sure my body wasn’t damaged. The arrow hadn’t even cut my clothes, I realized, as I turned to watch the arrow sail off and bury itself in one of the trees behind me.

      “Impossible,” she said, which drew my attention back to her. She’d already drawn another arrow from a quiver at her hip. I stepped back and instinctively raised my hands, suddenly at a loss for words. What the hell could you tell someone who had just tried to turn your chest into a pincushion?

      Wait, had she just said something in my language? Something that I could understand?

      I looked at her as she walked over to me. She wasn’t going to shoot me again, not immediately, but she did seem curious about whether or not I was real. Her left hand was extended, and her right held onto the bow and arrow. I stood my ground, not sure why I didn’t back away until I realized something that should have been obvious from the moment I saw her.

      She was the one I had been drawn to.

      I opened my mouth to say something. I fully expected her hand to pass right through me, but something touched my shoulder. I blinked. It didn’t go through. I looked down at her hand as I realized she’d touched me. I wasn’t the only one who felt it. Her fingers dug into the admittedly sore muscle and pushed me back a step.

      “What the fuck?” I asked. She seemed equally shocked.

      Before either of us could say anything else, though, something tore me from the place. I still felt her draw, but something dragged me at an impossible speed back over the mountains to our campsite, and back into my body.

      As with most dreams that I dropped out of with a shock, I jumped, annoyed by the sudden weight that my body took on, but acclimating back to my natural state almost instantly as I settled back against the tree I’d been leaning on and gently rubbed my neck.

      Aliana groaned and looked up from her spot on top of me, opening an eye to make sure that everything was all right before she resettled her head on my chest. “You okay?” she grumbled, still half asleep.

      “Yeah,” I replied, and stroked her hair. “Just a bad dream, is all.”

      She nodded, and within seconds she was asleep again, grumbling softly.

      Sleep wasn’t going to come as easily for me, but I remained in place and watched as the sun started to rise. Unlike most other dreams, I remembered every second of the night before in every vivid detail. The freedom I felt. The emptiness of the ruins. The beauty of the little glade that I’d been in. The shocking feel of an arrow cutting through my chest, and the even more shocking sensation of someone touching me in a dream where I didn’t think that was possible.

      That, and the very annoying thought that what I’d been in wasn’t a dream at all. Or maybe if it was a dream, it wasn’t only a dream. The state of my somewhat-drained pool of power told me that magical energy had been used, but not as much as during the battle.

      I drew a deep breath and tried to shift into a more comfortable position, craning my neck a bit until I had a proper view of the sunrise.
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      “So, what happened last night?” Aliana asked, looking at me as I helped pack up the camp. As it turned out, we hadn’t actually used most of the bedrolls we’d brought for the occasion. We really needed to account for the fact that the four of us would generally sleep close together and probably wouldn’t need four sleeping mats. I faced Aliana, still not sure what I was going to tell her.

      “I… had a bad dream, is all,” I said, not lying, but covering up the truth. I’d started to realize that it hadn’t been a simple dream, and in fact was something magical. Not something that I could understand. The last time I’d been in a situation like that, I’d needed to take three of the most powerful mages as familiars to pull it off.

      And now I could do it in my sleep? How did that add up?

      “Well, you said that,” Aliana replied with a small smile.

      “I wasn’t sure you’d remember that,” I grumbled. “You looked like you were more than half asleep.”

      “Of course?” Aliana asked as she tilted her head.

      I shook my head. “Anyway, are you saying that you don’t believe me when I say it was a bad dream?”

      “Well, everyone has bad dreams,” Noral said as she joined the conversation. “But you forget that the four of us are bonded together in more ways than one. Something is bothering you, and your mind is turning toward this dream of yours to the point of distraction.”

      “What makes you think I’m distracted?” I asked, as I narrowed my eyes at her.

      “The fact that you’ve been packing the pots without washing them might have something to do with it,” Braire muttered, loud enough for us to hear.

      I looked down and realized that she was right.

      “Fuck,” I snapped. I shook my head, pulled the pot back out and poured some water into it.

      “You can talk to us, Grant,” Aliana said softly. “Just tell us what happened. It’s not unusual for mages to have bad dreams. If it was something prophetic, it might help us find wherever Abarat hid himself.”

      “Nothing like that.” I shook my head. “There were… I don’t understand how it happened, but I think it had to do with the sex last night. Something happened that... “ My voice trailed off as I looked up from washing the pot.

      I wasn’t sure why I heard it first, but the three sisters quickly reacted as well. I didn’t think that I was more attuned to my senses, so I assumed that they were distracted by what I’d said.

      The sound of hooves pounding the ground was enough to drag anyone’s attention away from any conversation. I put the pot down and picked up the sheathed sword from where I’d placed it on the ground. Aliana drew her blades from thin air, as did Braire, and Noral drew magical power. We didn’t expect any kind of trouble from two horsemen—that was the number I guessed, based on their hoofbeats—but the sound could draw other things from the wilderness which would require a good deal more fighting prowess.

      The horseman came into view. The horse itself was enough evidence to show that the rider had come a great distance and hadn’t paused for rest all the way there. It was a beautiful beast, but it was lathered in sweat. The previously pristine saddle and bridle were stained from previous exertions. I’d heard the term ‘don’t spare the horses’ before, but I’d never actually seen the effects of it until now. The man had two horses, which indicated that he’d alternated between them to allow some rest while still travelling at a hectic pace.

      Both horses looked like they were ready to drop, as did the man, who swayed in his saddle. From the way he was dressed and the sigil on his chest, I realized that he’d come from the Imperial City, which was three days’ ride away. Since finding us would have required some tracking, I assumed that he’d stopped by the villages around us to gather information on our whereabouts, which would make it closer to four days since he had left the Imperial City.

      From the look of the man and how he’d put his horses through their paces to reach us, I assumed that he would have caught up with us well in advance of our arrival here if we hadn’t used one of Aliana’s portals.

      The question of whether he came looking for us or not was quickly answered as he dropped from the saddle, struggling to keep his feet as he walked the rest of the way. His horses remained in place, lowering their heads and browsing at the grass for nourishment that I assumed hadn’t been freely supplied.

      “My lord… ladies…” The man looked little more than twenty years old as he came closer. Not much older than me, I thought with a small smile.

      “Take a moment, lad,” Braire said as she narrowed her eyes. I realized that while I’d lowered my weapon, and so had Aliana, and Noral retracted her magic, Braire still had a knife in one hand, ready to attack if it was needed. “You look like you haven’t had a minute’s rest in days.”

      “True enough,” the young man said with a small smile. “I have a message from the Imperial City, and was told to find you four in all haste. The origin of the message left no room for debate. My instructions are to find you and bring you back to the Imperial City at once, with no delay in returning.”

      I looked at Aliana, who shrugged. She could get us back to the city in an eyeblink. Well, maybe more, if we were going to pull the boy and the two horses along. Definitely more than an eyeblink, though certainly less time than the days it would take us to get there on foot.

      It wasn’t my decision to make, not really. I wasn’t fully all right with being summoned back when we were still cleansing the local area of the beasts and monsters that tore through their towns. We had taken care of most of them, but the few that remained were too much trouble for these people to handle on their own. The Lancers that remained from the battle were doing their best, but were focusing more on the areas around the city proper, with smaller, outlying regions left to fend for themselves. I didn’t want to leave them just because one of the lords back in the city wanted help dealing with problems that the local mages could handle.

      But then again, I hadn’t been a ‘my lord’ for too long, and I still wasn’t sure how such a summons should be treated. Did we say no and send the poor boy packing with the message that we were too busy to help, or did we send something a bit more civil?

      Noral was the expert, since she’d dealt with these pompous lords and ladies for decades. I finished up with the pot instead, as Noral stepped forward. Through the bond, I felt her annoyance. She was still a little tired, and trying not to snap at the boy. There was something to be said for not killing the messenger, and certainly not taking our frustrations out on him for following orders.

      Noral wanted to, I knew, but she appreciated that I wouldn’t take that sort of abuse well. A bond worked both ways, I realized, and it was her way of telling me that she was keeping control of herself.

      I packed everything away as she turned her attention to the boy, who didn’t seem to mind the quiet pause as he tried to catch his breath.

      “We are conducting important and dangerous business on behalf of the citizens of the Empire,” Noral said. She kept her tone calm and still a little sly, I thought with a smile as I belted the sword to my hip once more. “It is a task that we will not abandon easily. Who summons us so, and why should we abandon our task with such haste?”

      The messenger pulled himself back up from leaning on his knees and sucked in deep breaths while trying to recover enough to deliver the message properly. I walked over to him and placed a light hand on his shoulder.

      “You may not think it, but we’re not quite like the rest of the lords and ladies back in the Imperial City,” I said with a small smile as he turned to look at me. “Well, I think you could have guessed in my case, but the three of them aren’t quite what you would expect, either. Just deliver your message. I assure you, we don’t care about any of the pomp and circumstance.”

      The boy looked at me, and I saw something like terror in his eyes. I wasn’t sure I liked that look, but his fear of us was well and truly gone. Or at least, set aside.

      “There has been news of the Emperor,” he said, and drew deep breath. “He is on the road back to the Imperial City, but not by a direct route, as he plans to oversee the Empire that he has left behind for so many years. He has, however, sent his word and his hand to see what damage was caused to his beloved city.”

      “His word and his hand?” Aliana asked, as she looked around. “What does that mean?”

      I wanted to ask the same question. There was a hint of surprise with a little bit of fear in the pit of Noral’s stomach, something that I hadn’t felt in her since the battle ended. In fairness, there had been a little bit in all of us since Abarat escaped, which imperilled all our lives and ensured that none of us had a good night’s sleep. We knew there was a powerful and dangerous being out there who was more than willing to wait until the time was absolutely right to strike.

      “The Emperor’s word and hand are his Officials,” Noral explained and lowered her head.

      “Oh,” I said. Even Aliana knew enough about the Officials to not need any further explanation. I hoped that our shared dread would be enough to stave off the question that I knew was eating away at Braire’s mind, but she always was a stubborn one.

      “Who is the Official?” Braire asked.

      “A member of the Emperor’s court,” Noral explained. I didn’t add anything to her statement. She knew more about what could be told than I did, anyway. “They’re selected from the most powerful mages in the Empire to lead his personal guard, the Lancers. They wear runed armor and carry spelled weapons made to enhance their power and render them all but unbeatable. They served as official envoys from the Emperor himself during his time spent in meditation.”

      “The word ‘envoys’ didn’t have the weight required,” I added as Noral’s voice faded away. “They’re called the Officials, and everyone does what they say, treating every word that comes from their lips as though from the Emperor himself.”

      “Oh,” Braire said, looking around. “And that’s bad, is it?”

      “Not bad, technically, but not someone to be trifled with,” Noral said. “And definitely not ignored.”

      “I do have a question, though.” I said, as I glanced between Noral and the messenger. “We returned after Cyron took over the City. There was an Official in the Imperial City when we left. Is that the same one who’s calling us back now?”

      “No,” Noral explained as she faced me. “Any Official would be under orders to hold the city against attack no matter the cost, and to their last breath.”

      “With Cyron and Abarat both at the height of their powers and with an army of golems behind them, I don’t think whoever it is stood much of a chance,” Braire pointed out.

      Aliana nodded. “So, what should we tell our messenger, here?”

      “Nothing,” Noral said. She turned back to the young man, who looked like he had recovered from the ride just enough to pull himself together. He still looked exhausted, as one would after riding all day and night for three or four days straight, but damned if that was going to get in the way of delivering his message.

      "What?" I looked at her, trying to gauge what she was thinking based on her previous words and the fact that all I felt from her end of the bond was a steely sort of resolve. "What do you mean?"

      "I mean that no response will be necessary," she replied with a tilt of her head. "We will head back to the capital with you."

      The young rider looked around. Questions seemed to swirl in his eyes. "With me? I was told that you used magic to travel here. And I only have the two horses, both exhausted from the journey. I don't think they could carry five of us."

      "Nor I," Noral replied. She looked like she was up to something, but it didn't seem like she was going to share any details. "You should ride back to one of those villages I see in the distance. Distad should be the closest, only a few hours’ ride if you take your time. You should find an inn and rest yourself and your mounts for the return journey. As I said, we have an important task that requires completion in this area of the Empire, and we cannot leave it unattended. We will complete that task and find you when we are ready to return. Maybe tomorrow? Yes, tomorrow morning."

      He opened his mouth, clearly intending to disagree and tell us that we needed to head back to the City with all haste, considering who had issued the summons, but he was in no position to insist, and didn't look like he had the energy to deny himself a good night's rest and a hot meal.

      All at once, I understood what Noral was doing. She didn't want to deny the Official's request or seem like she was bucking the Emperor's word. However, there was something to be said for taking our time while making it seem like what we were doing was in the Empire's best interests. Meaning, if we took our time returning, we’d obey the orders but maintain the image of people capable of acting on their own—that we chose to head back, and treated the summons like a request.

      The messenger finally nodded. "Of course, my lady. As you wish."

      Noral smiled, then pulled a small pouch from her belt and placed it in the boy's hands. He inspected the contents and realized that she had just gifted him with a small fortune, more than enough for a night's stay for himself and the horses at a good inn with good food.

      "We shall find you in the morning, and return to the capital in all haste," Noral said, and dismissed him with a flick of her hand.

      I could never do that. Well, I supposed that it could be learned with practice, but dismissing someone like that was something I couldn’t imagine doing. I was still just playing the part of someone who was a member of the gentry.

      The boy went to his horses and quickly mounted one, then moved away at a far less hurried pace than when he'd arrived.

      "Are you sure that was wise?" Aliana asked as we resumed packing up our camp. "If the Official is that powerful, wouldn't it be best to at least find out what he wants, if only to keep ourselves in the Emperor's good graces?"

      "Yes," Noral replied. "But you forget that I've been playing this game for longer than I'd like to admit. We shouldn't be seen as rushing back like a dog on a leash. Dogs on a leash, in this case."

      I shrugged. I honestly didn't care, and if she said this way was better, who was I to tell her otherwise?

      I picked up my pack and shouldered it in one smooth move as I looked at the others. "Well, what are we supposed to do while we're out here pretending that the Official and the Emperor don't tell us what to do?"

      "Like she said," Braire moved in beside me, a keen smile playing across her face as she nudged my ribs with her elbow, "we have a job to do out here. We probably can't carry it out in a single day, but damned if we can't try, right?"

      "Correct," Aliana replied before I could.

      I shook my head and softly chuckled. Odd how one's priorities shifted. Even though I knew they were still curious about what had happened the night before in my dream that wasn't a dream, the explanation could be put off until we had dealt with the Official problem.

      I wasn't sure how I’d thank him for saving me a difficult explanation. How did you explain to three women you'd just had sex with, that you then had a dream involving another woman entirely right after? And an elf, on top of that?

      "We should get moving," Aliana said. "I’d say we have until midday before we should head back to find our messenger, if we actually plan to start back come tomorrow morning."

      "Let's just hope that the undead are anxious to die," I said, trying to keep my spirits high. "You know, again. I don’t think they'll want to comply with our schedule out here."

      "We'll just have to teach them some manners," Aliana said with the smile which I associated with the darker side of her Djinn nature. As arousing as it was, it was something we needed to keep a lid on, except in the heat of battle.

      And now we had two reasons to find some undead to kill, I thought with a small smile, and followed Noral's lead as she found her bearing and walked uphill, toward the west.
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      We should have been hurrying. There was probably an excellent reason for us to make every effort to return to the Imperial City as quickly as we could. The messenger boy, who introduced himself as Cal Miller—presumably a miller's son who had managed a job as a messenger for the Emperor's court—had done everything he could to make sure that we reached the city as quickly as possible.

      Which explained his frustration with us and with Noral especially, as she maintained that we had no reason to hurry and kept us at a walking pace through the roads picked out by Cal as the quickest routes back.

      As amusing as it was to think about how his frustration would be mirrored in the lords and ladies who waited for us back at the city, and the Official himself, I thought there might be some kind of punishment in store for him if he was tardy in delivering us.

      I voiced my concerns to Noral on the third night of our trip back. She smiled and reached over to stroke my cheek. As if she realized that I might think of the move as condescending on her part, she shook her head.

      "I'll make sure that he doesn't see any punishment for our actions," she said as she lay next to me and idly played with my hair. "Most of the ire will be directed toward us, of course, but I understand that some will fall on him, and that he doesn't deserve it. I'll make sure it's known that he did his best to speed our return, and how the delay was due to our defending the Empire's citizens from threats brought on by the traitor Cyron. Through that, I'll ensure he avoids any backlash, and might be considered something of a hero for being able to drag us away from our duties at all."

      I smiled and leaned in to press my lips to hers. "As long as we're able to shield him from the consequences of our actions, I'll be happy."

      "And the fact that you remember to protect him at all is one of the reasons why I..." she stopped mid-sentence. I knew the word she was trying to avoid, and yet came closer and closer to saying each time we were together like this. Speaking one's mind while wrapped up together after a delicious session of lovemaking came naturally. Especially under our very unique circumstances.

      Our return to the Capital after five days of travel showed a welcome view of the city quickly being rebuilt. The people had taken cooperation with the new elf citizens very seriously, and their combined efforts were already visible from beyond the city's limits.

      Where Cyron's golems had torn through most of the city, leveling and destroying almost every building that they encountered with destructive enthusiasm, there was little that could be rebuilt from the ruins. Most of the outermost edges of the city were still in pieces, but the closer we came, the more we saw that the ruined buildings—the ones beyond repair, that is—were being torn down, with the stones and bricks used to build new buildings with stronger foundations. Homes and businesses filled the empty spaces. Stalls were opened in the busier areas of the new city. There was life in the midst of all the destruction. Despite everything, people seemed to thrive, surpassing anything that might tear them down.

      But as we drew closer and passed through the barriers that were erected in the absence of the walls that would be built later, there was a hint of tension in the air. There were new Lancers patrolling the streets. Where those who had fought in the battle had made do with rougher inferior armor for lack of anything else, thanks to Cyron's actions, these looked like their weapons hadn't been blunted on the hard clay and stone of golems and unyielding skulls of undead monsters.

      Where the ones that we'd rescued from imprisonment in their dungeons felt more like the rest of the people, these seemed to have the same attitude that I remembered the man in black and red armor wore like a cloak. They were arrogant, as though whatever they did was more important than anything or anyone else who crossed their path, and people had better make sure that they made way for them as they marched through the streets.

      More importantly, I noted, where the veterans of the battle stood alongside the elves who had arrived in the nick of time, these newcomers were less grateful. Their eyes held the kind of judgment that I assumed was found in those who started the fighting all those years ago. As Aliana, Noral, Braire and I made our way toward the Emperor's Palace, I noted the disgust in their eyes as they watched the four of us walk together.

      "Damned pointy-ears," one of them growled in passing. "Wish they’d done the world a favor and just stayed extinct.

      I reached out and grabbed Braire's arm as I watched a pair of blades materialize in her hands, ready to dive into a fight that would teach the asshole a lesson. The three Lancers noted her reaction and quickly drew their weapons in response.

      Things went bad faster than anticipated as Aliana jumped to her sister's defense. The Lancers hadn't noticed her wings and horns until she stepped in front of them, knives in her hands and a gleam in her eyes, ready to slash throats open with the beautiful grace of a dancer. Noral quickly drew on her power to strike as well. The Lancers sensed this and raised their weapons to start a fight. This was a common occurrence, I realized. They had intentionally insulted the three women in hopes that they’d react poorly, and give the Lancers the excuse of self-defense.

      Fuck that.

      I drew my sword and stepped between them, hoping the fact that I didn't have pointed ears would give the Lancers pause in their efforts to start a fight. While I held a hand back to keep Aliana and Braire from starting something we’d all regret, the fact that my blade with its glowing runes pointed at the Lancers, ready to attack, showed whose side I was on if the situation deteriorated further.

      "Walk away," I snarled, as I placed the glowing blade inches away from the closest Lancer's neck. I doubted he could tell, but a moment of inattention on my part would end with a blast that would cut his head off without too much effort. It might be enough power to kill the man behind him, too.

      The three armored men stopped and looked around, trying to find some way they could peel away from this fight with their dignity intact. I wasn't going to give them that option. They had insulted my friends. While I intended to let them walk away with their lives, I wasn't in a forgiving mood at the moment.

      "Sheathe your weapons and continue your rounds," I said as they hesitated, once I saw their intention of staying their violent course return to their eyes. "Or you will regret it."

      I wasn't talking to the three of them, but rather focused the full extent of my rage, currently corralled under an iron grip, on the one who was an eye-blink away from a violent death. Addressing the group would bond them together, but singling the one man out, reminding him that if he didn't do as he was told it would end with him dying first, would cause him to think of his safety above honor and dignity.

      He was the first to step away. He visibly gulped as he sheathed his sword and walked off, his need to survive overcoming his dislike of elves for the moment. I didn't doubt that he would continue his ill-advised ways, but at least he couldn't claim that he hadn't been warned if he tried this shit again and got himself killed for his efforts.

      The other two quickly followed their apparent leader's example as they jogged away to try and catch up with him.

      I kept my sword ready until they were out of sight. Once they were gone, it dropped to my side. My muscles trembled with the need to engage in violence. I drew a deep breath and tried to sheathe my sword. I missed the first two times but finally succeeded on the third.

      "That was well handled, Grant," Noral said. I saw the need to strike at something—anything, really—in her eyes as well. So much time living with the need to defend ourselves had made restraint one of the skills that we had little practice in. Well, for them, anyway. Thankfully for us, and the three Lancers who were still alive, I had spent most of my time since the battle training to control my quickly-growing power. It had paid off today.

      I wondered if it was worth it, though. It wasn't as though reminding these men that the elves had teeth as well would do anything to stop them from acting on their hate again. In fact, it might make it worse as they tried to restore their tainted honor by picking a fight with someone who was less eager to fight back. However, it wouldn't do for us to cut down the first Lancer patrol we came across within minutes of our return to the Imperial City.

      "We should keep moving," Cal said, and I turned around. I had almost forgotten that he was there. His eyes were wide and his face was pale. He seemed rather terrified by what he had just seen, and more so by what he hadn't. Imagination always trumped reality when it came to the horrors of violence.

      "Agreed," I said. I kept my voice firm and steady as I placed a hand on Aliana's shoulder and pulled her away from thoughts of pursuing the trio as they beat a hasty retreat. I inhaled to calm myself down, and felt the same sense of control wash through my bond to the other three.

      Braire smiled when she noticed my attempt to keep the peace, and punched me gently in the shoulder as we moved through the streets. The tension seemed restricted to the new Lancer patrols, I mused, the ones whose lives weren’t saved by the elves.

      As we made our way through the streets, more and more of the men in shiny armor made themselves apparent. There were a few who seemed annoyed by the presence of the three sisters. Others looked indifferent. As we drew closer to the center of the city, more of them eyed us with a different look—half angry, half afraid—which made me realize that word had spread about the three elves, not only from the Lancers we’d sent on their way, but due to the fact that we had been summoned. I assumed that word had spread saying that we were not to be harassed since we were here to speak to the Official, who was the one to bring all these new Lancers.

      I didn’t know that for certain, of course, but it was an informed assumption. I shook my head. I had hoped that this sort of thing was in the past, that humans and elves living together, having fought and died with each other, would form a sort of peace. But no, here we were, same old problems, same old solutions.

      We heard an uproar as we reached the square in front of the Emperor’s Palace. At first, I thought it was some sort of riot, but as we got closer it became clear that it was actually just a bunch of people in the same place, all talking at once. None of the usual signs of rioting, or none that I saw, anyway. There were stalls where vendors sold a variety of different foods, with many of them making a killing, it seemed. Others rushed to set up their stalls to get some of the business.

      I remembered some of them with a hint of distaste, the men and women who profited from the panic that struck the city with Cyron’s first attack by selling useless relics that were supposed to keep people safe. You could always count on greed to survive above all things, I mused. There didn’t seem to be much fear profiteering in this instance, though, so I kept my feelings to myself rather than share them over the bond. Aliana took my hand and gently squeezed it, having caught just a glimpse of my annoyance. I turned and smiled at her.

      The hundreds of people were so tightly crammed together that in order to get to the palace, we needed to push through them. As we passed, a handful of Lancers, apparently aware of the fact that the Official was waiting for us, cleared a path for us to move through the crowd.

      And, just as it had before, trouble erupted, escalating almost beyond the point of no return before any of us saw or could stop it.

      One of the men opening a path for us encountered one of the elves. One of the warriors. I recognized the tattoos on his face, even though he was out of armor. He resisted the forceful shove and stood his ground, apparently the end of his rope with these newcomers. The Lancer reacted by swinging a punch at his face.

      The elf ducked to avoid the strike and pushed back, which caused the rest of the dozen or so Lancers to draw their weapons and converge on the elf like they had been waiting for something to lash out at. Just like the three we’d run into before.

      “There’s too much tension for a city that’s supposed to be at peace,” I said under my breath and reached for my weapon. We needed to step in and make sure that violence didn’t break out. With this many people in such a confined space, there was bound to be a stampede, and if not that, a massacre. While there wasn’t a hint of violence in the crowd, I’d read about how so many people together reacted in odd ways to the wrong kinds of stimulation.

      Aliana, Noral, and Braire were ready to step in as well. I wasn’t sure if I could keep them out of the fight, either. These were their people, so recently returned to them, and while they were the three smartest people I knew, I couldn’t deny them some irrational need to support their own. Even if it was problematic, I understood it.

      I flooded a bit of my power into the sword before I drew it. I kept my left hand and its runes free in case I was in a place where I needed to be able to put as much magic into the air around me as possible.

      But, even more surprising, I found that it wouldn’t be necessary. I wouldn’t need to stop the Lancers, nor the crowd around me, or even the three sisters.

      I opened my mouth as a young woman stepped in front of the elf who had been pushed to the ground. She stood between the elf and the Lancers who seemed anxious to attack him. They stopped as she stood there, her hands in tightly-clenched fists. From her dress and relative cleanliness, she looked like a merchant.

      And she was standing her ground in front of a dozen men dressed in armor with weapons at the ready.

      “They stood with us!” she shouted at them as she offered the elf a hand to help him up. “They fought the evil back with us, saved all our lives.”

      “Aye!” a man dressed like a blacksmith roared, his thick arms and bushy black beard a good deal more intimidating than the young woman. Together, though, they seemed to pull a reaction from the rest of the crowd.

      “They were here, fighting with us!” someone else shouted. “While they dying with us, where the fuck were you lot? Hiding out and hoping everything would pass you by? The least you cowards can do is show a little respect, eh?”

      The rest of the crowd joined in with varying shows of support. Some praised the elves, others shouted threats at the Lancers, who looked around, likely thinking about how poor their chances were if the crowd decided to turn on them.

      I walked over to the apparent leader and placed a hand on his shoulder. He turned, gripping the sword at his hip, thinking that I was attacking him.

      “Oi, relax,” I said. I kept my voice calm while I tried to project it over the roaring crowd around us. “I think we need to move out. Take this as a lesson. The problems between humans and elves are a thing of the past, now. The only way forward is together, right? Now, we need to keep moving and get to the Palace. Think you can help us with that?”

      The man looked at me oddly. I assumed he had second thoughts about listening to me, but he came to the realization that it was either me and the three elves, or a crowd of angry people.

      “Yes, sir,” the Lancer captain finally said, and saluted by pressing his fist to his breastplate. “Move out, the lot of you!” He directed that order to the rest of the men, who quickly formed up, just as eager to get away from the crowd as the captain was. We moved away from the people, who cheered at their retreat.

      “Well handled, once again,” Aliana said. “I think you have a knack for this.”

      “I should add it to my growing list of skills,” I replied with a chuckle as we drew closer to the gates of the palace. “Being able to keep people on the same side from killing each other. There has to be a use for that, right?”

      “Well, you’ve just shown its usefulness,” Braire noted. “Twice.”

      “Yes, well,” I said, and tried not to let them know how pleased I was about their compliments. “I think we need to have a chat with the Official, maybe see if he’ll tell his men to stop antagonizing the war heroes.”

      “That sounds like a plan, yes,” Noral said with a grin, and stepped onto the palace grounds as the gates closed behind us.
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      Our initial intention was to head straight to the Emperor’s courtroom, where the Official waited for us, and yet, when the Palace steward looked at the four of us, I knew what he thought. I didn’t want to bother with it. Looking clean and presentable was rather low on the list of priorities at the moment, and yet the tall, lean, delicate man decided that we weren’t going to stand in front of the Official until we had been properly bathed and readied for someone as important as the hand and will of the Emperor.

      Almost an hour was spent bathing and the finding the right clothes to be presented fit and in form for the Official. Once again we found ourselves in front of the steward, who looked like he’d been shouted at a bit. Unlike most people in the palace, the steward wasn’t the kind of person who got shouted at and didn’t shout back. I assumed that the man would give the Emperor himself a proper reaming if he had the mind to.

      The thought made me smile as we were guided through the various hallways and waiting rooms in the Palace before we were led into the Emperor’s throne room.

      Despite the time that we had lived in this magnificent building, I had never actually set foot in the throne room before. Considering the lack of someone to sit on the throne in question, I had assumed there was no need. The Emperor had been in meditation in the Southern Isles for most of, if not all my life, and until now, there had been no real reason for him to leave it.

      I grew a bit anxious. Noral felt it, too. She was still dressed in the long, flowing robes that she always wore, her hair done up to proudly display her elven features. Even Braire was dressed in something presentable over her usual rough-looking armor. Aliana was the one who remained the same. I doubted anyone could make her dress in anything that she didn’t care to. When I remembered how hot her skin was to the touch, I imagined that too much clothing would be uncomfortable and restricting for her. ‘Revealing’ was the way she dressed, with no attempt to hide her horns or wings as we made our way into the throne room.

      It was a massive place, large enough to fit most of the buildings I’d seen. Vis’ mansion in its entirety would fit inside here with room to spare. I had read a while back that the original palace architects intended to hold military parades in here in honor of the first Emperor’s coronation after the war, and as such, the place had to be large enough to fit an army. Everything looked like it was gilded in silver or gold, and with the massive painted windows to the right and left of the hall, the place was fully illuminated by the light of day.

      If there was any need to use the room by night, there were long trenches with pitch inside them meant to be lit and constantly fed to provide a long-lasting source of light. From the lack of scorch marks on the sides of the trenches, however, it appeared that they hadn’t been used in quite some time. Decades, I presumed.

      As we reached the end of the room, the throne itself came into view. It was elevated by about a man’s height. The steps that led up to it were pure black marble. The seat was made from the same type of stone, but there were gold veins cutting through the black which gave it an imposing appearance. There were many red velvet pillows atop it, intended for the Emperor’s comfort when he was seated. The top of the backrest was a large lion’s head made of pure gold. A thick mane spread out and down behind the throne, with the teeth carved out of ivory. The beast stared down at anyone standing in front with an eternal snarl.

      A lot of work went into building this place, I thought, and even more work over the years in maintaining it in pristine condition. Which begged the question of why anyone even bothered if the Emperor hadn’t set foot in this place for decades. Why not simply prepare it when he returned?

      Well, for one thing, I assumed that the sheer amount of dust that would collect in the room would be enough to bury someone in.

      Under the throne and a little to the left, all the way down the steps, was a second seat. It was decidedly less imposing, carved out of wood and gilded with bronze. The Official’s seat, I thought, since they were supposed to rule the city in the Emperor’s stead, and had to do so with a hint of the man’s authority.

      A tall woman was currently seated in the Official’s seat. Long blonde hair dropped all the way down her back in a tightly-bound braid, which gave her good looks a severe appearance. There were a handful of Lancers around her, all fully decked out in armor and weapons, but she wore none. There was no sign of the runed and spelled stuff that people in her position were famous for wearing. There was a longsword like mine leaning against the side of the chair. I assumed it was magical, too.

      She was dressed all in purple and gold, the Emperor’s own colors, and wore thigh-high riding boots. Her clothes looked richly made, and were perfectly designed to both inspire respect for her position as well as accentuate her feminine aspects.

      Odd, how I’d assumed that the Official was a man. The four of us had, in fact. The last Official was a man, and the one before that too, as I recalled. Most of the Officials mentioned in the archives that I’d read were men as well. There was nothing that said a woman couldn’t hold the office, but… Well, whatever the reasons for our assumption, they were quickly put aside. The Official was a woman, by all appearances, and questioning her about that superfluous fact wouldn’t get us anywhere.

      We remained in silence for a few minutes as a stack of papers was put on a desk in front of her. She signed them quickly. Hopefully, she’d read them beforehand and was only just getting the business of running a city out of the way before she turned her attention to us.

      Which she did in short order, with a young aide quickly wheeling the desk away.

      “Ah, the four that fought so bravely to save the Imperial City,” the Official said with a forced smile as she pushed herself up from her seat. She was a couple of inches taller than Braire, and taller than me too, I realized as she looked down at the four of us.

      Or that was the appearance, anyway. She had heels on her boots to give her those inches, which made her about my height, I mused as I refused to turn away from her steely gaze.

      “I expected the four of you to arrive a good deal sooner,” she said as she paced in front of us, her eyes keenly observing. “I was told that among your many abilities is one associated with the djinn of legends—to open portals to distant places, which allows you to travel in mere minutes what would take any other person days. That knowledge tells me that one of two assumptions must be true: either the messenger who was sent to find you took his time and needs both punishment and schooling in how to conduct his business, or the three of you were tardy to the command, and took your time when the Empire’s needs were at stake.”

      “With all due respect, Madame Official,” Noral said, addressing her by her formal title, but the woman raised her hand.

      “Call me Faye, please,” she interrupted as she shook her head and rolled her eyes. “I hate it when people call me by my title.”

      “Faye, then,” Noral replied as she forced a smile of her own. “The Emperor has the power to suggest actions, but never to demand them from the gentry unless he declares a war himself. As that did not happen, we were forced to continue our mission in cleansing the armies amassed by the traitor Cyron. Since there is no word of when or where Abarat might strike again, we decided that leaving the deserters for him to collect was a foolish move. We had engaged a large group of the undead monsters, led, it appeared, by a group of golems, when your messenger found us. We needed time to finish with them before we could return to answer your summons.”

      Faye smiled, and it seemed a good deal more genuine this time. “Ah, well, yes, I’d forgotten that you masqueraded as a human for enough years to understand the intricacies of the nobility of the Empire.”

      “It required a few years at most,” Noral sneered. “Human politics is infantile and simple compared to that of elves.”

      “Thanks,” I grumped.

      “Sorry,” Noral said, sounding like she’d been caught up in the heat of the moment.

      Faye tilted her head. “Right, then. That brings me to my next issue with the three of you.”

      “Four,” I reminded her.

      She ignored my interjection—her entire focus was on the three elves, or rather, two elves and a djinn, in front of her—and talked right over me like she hadn’t even noticed that I was part of the conversation. “You three have carried out the reconstruction of the city with the help of the rest of the elves that returned from… wherever it was they’d gone.”

      Being ignored by her wasn’t something that I minded too much, except for the obvious. It wasn’t comfortable, but there was something about her that didn’t add up in my mind. I wasn’t sure what it was that ticked me off about her but it was an instinct I’d learned to trust. Aliana would say that it had something to do with my Rogue Mage abilities, while Noral would probably sit me down and try to walk me through a meditation to dig deeper into the feeling.

      Braire, on the other hand, would tell me to trust my gut. The woman was refreshingly simple in her view of the world. Complex in so many other ways, but simple in that regard.

      Faye returned to her seat and crossed her legs as she placed her arms on the rests, treating it very much like the throne that was less than ten feet away. “This city is in need of leadership now more than ever, and you chose this time to head off into the outer reaches of the Empire to hunt down monsters?”

      “Is that what you’d call what you’ve been doing, then?” I asked as I stepped forward, unwilling to be ignored any longer. “Leadership?”

      Faye almost reluctantly turned her eyes to me, and tilted her head like she was talking to a child. “Your question has an accusatory tone that I don’t think I understand. Would you care to explain it?”

      I resisted the urge to gulp as her eyes narrowed and the sudden chill in her voice brought to mind the types of tortures the Emperor’s Officials were said to be proficient at.

      I stood my ground and clenched my jaw as I spoke. “As we entered the city, we were accosted by three of your Lancers in a way that would have been unacceptable to any other member of the gentry. I let them off with a warning, although I know that my companions, and indeed I myself, would have preferred to leave them with a good deal more. Once again, as we came here, a Lancer attempted to assault one of the elves who fought to defend this city, and once again, the four of us were needed to call on cooler heads and calmer minds to keep your men from being lynched by an angry mob of people that remembered how much is owed to the elves. If that is the leadership that you wish on this city, I think you will find that the Emperor’s citizens are in sharp disagreement.”

      I noticed a shift in Faye’s face as she studied me. Like she’d underestimated me and expected me to be little more than a passing fancy to the other three of my party, then realized that while I was not an equal, I was definitely worthy of her attention.

      “I see,” she said, playing for time. “Do you have any proof to substantiate your accusations?”

      “Is my word not enough?” I rebutted.

      Before Faye could answer, Noral stepped in. “If the word of the Emperor’s Varion is not enough, perhaps mine? Or that of my sisters?”

      Faye’s eyes flitted from one sister to the other until they finally came to rest on me. “Very well, then, rest assured that I will address the issue with the Lancers myself. To overcome their prejudices, I will enforce it on the grounds of keeping the peace, to avoid any bloodshed that comes from confrontations between them and the rest of the people. Will that satisfy you?”

      “It’ll suffice,” I said. I’d actually almost forgotten that I had been given a proper title to hold. So much had happened since then. Went to the underworld, came back, fought a large battle, killed Cyron. It was understandable that it had slipped my mind.

      Faye’s nostrils flared at being addressed like an underling, but she held her tongue for the moment and turned her attention back to the three sisters. “Now, with the lesser matters taken care of, or soon to be, anyway, we can move on to more pertinent problems. Your hunting expeditions, for instance?”

      Noral tilted her head but kept her civil appearance. Aliana was unreadable, even though I felt her a cold fury build. Briare had no intention of hiding her annoyance at being interrogated over something we’d done for the common good of the Empire. I placed a hand on her arm, trying to pull her attention away from the woman in front of her.

      She turned to face me and sighed, then came close and bumped her forehead affectionately against my shoulder before she turned back, visibly calmer.

      Faye studied the interaction closely, I noted, but made no comment on it.

      “If the tales of Abarat are to be believed, it is a wise assumption that he will gather his forces and attempt another strike at the heart of the Empire,” Faye said. Her voice took on a more official tone, and grabbed my attention. “He will have little interest in the scraps left behind by Cyron, especially considering that the after-battle reports led me to believe that he was fighting for the traitor against his will. As such, I would like any investigations into Abarat’s location to be sent through me.”

      “And what would you suggest we do, Madame Official?” Noral asked.

      “Numbers of undead and golems have been seen amassing at our western borders, near the mountains,” Faye said with a sigh. “If there was ever a place to try and find a master mage elf, that would be it. We will be heading to investigate, and I would like the th… four of you to join me. I can’t command it, but I think I won’t have to, will I?”

      I looked at the other three.

      “We’ll go,” Aliana said softly. “Not because you’re ordering. Because it’s what’s needed to defend the people of this Empire of yours.”

      “Perfect,” Faye said with a smirk. “I look forward to working with you. You are dismissed.”

      With those words, the aide rushed back into the room, pushing the desk back in. Whether we liked it or not, we weren’t wanted around here anymore. While she couldn’t order us around, I really didn’t feel like we would do much good just standing there.

      With that, we all turned away. A thought came to mind which made me wonder. If she’d dismissed us hunting down the monsters that Abarat would never want for his army in the first place, why was she now saying that we would be hunting Abarat by going after those same monsters?

      I didn’t say anything about it, but it was a question I stored away alongside the bad feeling I had about our good Madame Official.
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      The word came a few hours after our meeting with the Official, Faye. It wouldn’t be just the five of us. No, she was bringing a whole platoon of Lancers with us, most of the ones that she’d brought in. Taking such a large force out into the wilderness that was the western borders of the Empire meant collecting provisions, finding horses, assigning weapons, all sorts of things that apparently took more than a day to prepare.

      As such, while I hadn’t expected to leave right away, I was surprised to realize that it was going to take us a few days at least to be ready to move out.

      “I don’t like it,” I growled under my breath as we returned to our quarters with the sun starting to set. “There’s something about Faye that just…”

      “I know,” Braire said. “Well, not because I feel it myself, but because you were so uncomfortable in her presence.”

      “I wasn’t uncomfortable,” I said and shook my head. “It’s just… There’s something about her I can’t put my finger on. Something that just irks me every time I look at her. I can’t help it, and I’ve learned to trust that feeling around people. Something about my rogue mage-ness that—”

      “What?” Aliana asked, as she laid on the bed and grinned up at me. “Suddenly you have the power to read into others’ minds, see into their thoughts, and know what their intentions are?”

      “No, nothing like that,” I said, twisting my mouth. “I don’t know how to explain it. But there’s something off about her, that much I know.”

      “Well, I won’t argue on that particular topic,” Braire replied as she poured herself a drink from the nearest carafe. “The woman was an absolute bitch. Official or no, she needs to be knocked down a peg.”

      “Just remember to take her on without her armor,” Noral pointed out, then picked up the bronze pitcher, sniffed it, and made a face. “What the fuck are you drinking?”

      “Apple juice,” Braire responded with a shrug. “Not too many apples in the underworld, and it wasn’t a fruit that grew naturally in any of the places where we grew up. As we’ve spent time here, I’ve acquired a taste for it. The tart with the sweet makes for a delightful flavor.”

      “I just assumed that you would drink something that had a bit of alcohol in it,” Noral said, and moved over to the corner of the room that had mead in a small pitcher. She poured herself a goblet.

      “Why would I drink?” Braire asked. “We’ll ride out into battle at any moment, and we need to keep our wits about us.”

      “We won’t leave tonight, that much is certain,” Noral said, and sighed as she took her first sip of the mead. Just the thought of it made my teeth ache, but it was her drink of choice, and I wasn’t going to judge her for it. “We’ll leave tomorrow morning at the earliest, and probably not even then. After that, it will be at least a week’s march to the western border, longer depending on how we choose to travel.”

      Braire shrugged. “I like the apple juice. I could add something alcoholic to it if I were in the mood to drink. Not now, though.”

      I looked around. All this talk of drinks made me a little thirsty, and a little hungry as well. Most of the day had been spent rushing about the palace, trying to make sure that everything was going according to plan for the departure. At no point did I see Faye address the Lancers about the elves, but with most of them leaving the capital city anyway, we would have time to address that later.

      I looked around the room as I slowly paced. There was a lot on my mind. The dream hadn’t come again, and the details had started to slip away. The woman I’d met remained fixed, however. And now this feeling that I couldn’t explain about Faye. Something was off, in me as well as her, and the more I tried to dive into it, the fewer answers I had.

      I needed a drink now, I realized. I poured some red wine for myself and sipped.

      Aliana had moved away from the bed. She came to me and wrapped her arms around my waist, then pulled me back into her and lightly kissed my neck.

      “What troubles you, Grant?”

      “I don’t know,” I answered truthfully. “Everything and nothing at the same time.” That was about as good an explanation as I could manage.

      I felt her smile with her lips still pressed against the bare skin of my back, as her fingers lightly traced over the exposed muscles of my stomach, hips, and chest. Her thoughts wandered away from what troubled me.

      In all honesty, my thoughts started to wander as well.

      I turned to face her as she pressed her lips to my neck, my shoulders and down my chest.

      “Is there anything I can do to make you feel better?” the djinn asked with a coy grin on her face as her hands slid down my arms to my hands. She enjoyed the feel of the muscles in my arms under her fingertips before she drew my hands to her breasts and slipped them under her immodest clothes to toy with her nipples. She was aroused, I knew, and it was contagious, spreading over to me as her fingers slipped down my hips again. This time, she didn’t stop at my waist but gently cupped my cock as it grew and pushed against her fingers.

      She undid the strings of my trousers and slowly pushed them down as she leaned closer to me. Her breasts lay heavy against my bare skin as her kisses trailed from my chest over my stomach.

      “You want a taste, don’t you?” I asked as I watched her drop to her knees and remove her clothes with a light flick of her wrist.

      “You’re asking a question to which you already know the answer,” Aliana purred as she settled on her knees, her wings languidly stretching out behind her as she pushed her heavy breasts around my cock with her hands and gently worked them up and down, letting me watch as she fucked me with the heavy orbs. She rose and fell until even they weren’t enough to contain me, and then smiled as she leaned down to lavish the head peeking out from between her breasts with attention from her tongue.

      I softly groaned. My eyes closed as she continued to ply with me both her breasts and mouth, smoothly and easily drawing my mind away from our troubles for the moment as it focused on more immediate concerns.

      I ran my hands through her hair, stroking and caressing her locks, even toyed with her horns as they glowed a gentle, pulsing red before my left hand curled around the back of her head and flushed her with sensation from the burning runes. She knew what I wanted from her and didn’t need a connection to tell.

      It certainly helped, though.

      I let out a shuddering breath as my hand gripped the back of her head firmly and pulled her to take my cock into her mouth. Her hand dropped between her spread thighs and her fingers eagerly found her already-dripping pussy, stroking and toying with it as I pulled her to take me deeper into her mouth, pressing the head into her right cheek and then her left before I filled her mouth. I didn’t stop as I found the back of her throat and filled that, too, with a firm thrust of my hips.

      Her approving moan was muffled by the shaft between her lips. Her fingers thrust inside herself in time with my cock in her mouth. My hips drove forward as her head bobbed to take it in, every thrust met by her in kind. I breathed in, then let out a low, growled moan as I felt one of her hands come away from her sex to grip my ass and pull me closer, willing me to fuck her harder, take her harder.

      “My lord?” came a voice from the doorway of our rooms. “My ladies? I apologize if I interrupt… Oh!”

      My eyes shot open to see Cal standing in the doorway. A look of shock crossed his face as he quickly turned away, but didn’t exit the room, interestingly enough. Aliana tried to pull away from the cock filling her mouth and throat, but I held her in place, unwilling to give her up just yet as I looked at Cal, feeling annoyed and unwilling to deal with his distractions.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked, my voice throaty and thick. “Speak quickly.”

      “Apologies, my lord, if it were any other message, it… I would have waited until a more opportune hour,” Cal said, still looking away. My grip on Aliana slackened and she dropped back, gasping in a deep breath but not pulling too far away, leaning in to run her tongue over the shaft. I got the sensation from her that she didn’t much mind being taken with someone else watching.

      Even so, she pulled herself up to her feet, collected her clothes and put them on quickly, then licked and cleaned her lips.

      “What’s the message that you just couldn’t wait to interrupt us with?” Noral asked. She’d taken a seat to watch and looked just as annoyed by the interruption as I was.

      “The Official, my lord,” Cal squeaked softly, not daring to look back to see if everyone in the room was decent. As it turned out, everyone but me was, and I quickly reached down to pull my trousers back up to cover myself. “She sends word that the Lancers will be ready to leave the city come morning. Moreover, my lord, she wishes to share her last evening meal in the city with you before departing.”

      “With me?” I asked, and narrowed my eyes. I moved over to the bed where I’d left my white shirt and pulled it on.

      “With you alone, my lord,” Cal said, and finally summoned the courage to turn around and face us, looking relieved that everyone in the room was dressed and not engaged in something that he had absolutely nothing to do with. “She made that explicitly clear. She wishes for you to join her in her quarters for the evening meal. She said that I was to escort you there personally.”

      “Is that so?” Noral asked. “At any other time, I would say that this was the highest of honors.”

      “In that case,” I growled, shaking my head, “I accept her invitation.”

      I quickly found my boots then turned back to Aliana and gave her a heated, lustful kiss. “I’ll return to finish what we started.”

      “You’d fucking better,” she snarled through clenched teeth and smacked my ass as I made my way to the door.
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      There was more than a little heat inside me as I followed Cal through the palace, heading deeper into the chambers than I’d ever been before. Busy as we were with hunting Abarat down, there hadn’t been much time to explore. I’d told myself when we were offered apartments in the Imperial Palace that I would take some time to look through the place, find out more about the history of when it had been built and who lived in it, when all this was over.

      I wasn’t hopeful that such a time would come, now. With the Emperor returning from his meditation, I rather doubted that he would give us the kind of free rein needed for me to explore. Sure, if the three sisters acted as familiars for me again, I could use that to slip the rules that would bind me and might actually be allowed to explore the palace at my leisure.

      Of course, using my time and theirs, and our magic, for a task that was mostly born of curiosity on my part might be considered wasteful. Which was why it needed to be done when all this was over.

      If nothing else, it was something to look forward to.

      My eyes trailed across the palace grounds, and finally to Cal, who patiently guided me.

      “I hope you weren’t badly affected by our actions,” I said softly as we stepped out into the gardens. The cool evening air washed against my skin. “I honestly don’t know a thing about all these politics. It was never my world, and I was sort of dragged into it. Never really had time to consider what I was doing until I was right in the middle of it. What I mean is… Well, I tend to look to the other three for guidance when it comes to handling all this political horse shit, and they generally don’t think of the needs and lives of the people who are affected by their actions.”

      Cal turned to face me. There was a small smile on his face. “I think I know what you mean, sir. Either way, you needn’t worry. I wasn’t punished for the tardiness of our return, and I think most of the men and women involved knew and understood the reason for the ladies’ delay in returning, anyway.”

      I nodded. “If anyone gives you trouble for it, be sure to send them to me for answers. I don’t know much about the political intricacies of this place, but I’ve been told that I’m rather skilled in the art of intimidation.”

      Cal chuckled in response. “Well, I don’t think it will be necessary, but if it is, I might just take you up on that, sir.”

      Unable to think of any good response to that, all I could manage was a smile. I watched as a group of servants rushed in the same direction we were headed.

      “When you said that she wanted to share the evening meal with me, you weren’t joking, were you?” I asked, talking more to myself than Cal, but he turned to face me and shook his head.

      “Those were her words, sir,” the messenger said with a nod, and indicated with an outstretched arm for me to enter the room. “I only relay them to you.”

      “Thank you.” I smiled and patted him on the shoulder. “I think I can find my way from here. I assume you have other tasks that you’d rather attend to.”

      He didn’t answer, simply bowed and beat a quick retreat. He had been pleasant enough, but there seemed to be a good deal of fear surrounding Faye the Official. While Cal seemed a bit more comfortable around me and appreciated my offer to absorb any foul responses to our delay, he likely thought I wouldn’t be a match for the fury of an Official, and my protection in that case would amount to very little.

      Time would tell if he had a point or not. I was rather curious about it myself, although I really hoped that there wouldn’t be any innocent bystanders injured by my actions, or those of Aliana, Norel, and Braire.

      I studied the dining hall that Cal had led me to. There was a small round table in front of a happily crackling fire. It was decked out with plates, silverware, and even a couple of candles to improve the lighting as night fell. There was a second, rectangular table which held the bulk of the food that was being served. A small feast had been prepared. Roast pheasant, sliced into thin strips, paired with what smelled like lamb stew, filled the room with a mouthwatering aroma. There were loaves of bread and cheeses presented as well, along with a tray of fruits and sweetmeats set out for us to serve ourselves.

      Standing in front of the fire was the tall woman we had met with earlier. She looked no less imposing than she had while seated in the Official’s chair. She’d changed her hairstyle—her long blonde locks were now in a loose bun atop her head. She still wore the Emperor’s colors, but her dress was a good deal more flattering than the outfit she’d been in before.

      Funny, I thought. She didn’t seem the type to array herself in evening dress when we first met.

      She turned around upon hearing my footsteps and smiled pleasantly as she walked over to greet me.

      “Grant, thank you so much for agreeing to break bread with me,” Faye said. Her eyes gleamed oddly in the firelight as she crossed the room. “I hope that I didn’t tear you away from anything overly important.”

      I considered telling her just what her invitation had interrupted. The thought of shocking her with as many explicit details as I could made me smirk, but Norel would frown on it. I sensed the three of them trying to obtain an impression of how I felt during my meeting with the Official. I steeled myself, not letting my nerves show.

      “Nothing that can’t be taken back up later,” I replied as honestly as I could. Norel would be proud of my diplomacy.

      Faye smiled in response and extended her hand to me. The term ‘kiss the ring’ was rather common, at least where I’d been raised, and describing bowing to authority. It was usually a metaphor, but in this case, I realized, I was supposed to very literally bow and kiss the ring on her finger.

      I did it as well as I could. Norel had tried to teach me the intricacies of palace etiquette. It had never been my favorite subject, and I wasn’t a quick study on that topic.

      Still, as I straightened, there was no look of horrified shock on Faye’s features. If any offense was offered by my actions, it seemed that none had been taken.

      “Can I offer you a drink, then?” Faye asked. She moved over to the table and poured herself a goblet from a carafe on the far left. “I’ve spent too much of my life in the Southern Isles, and forgot how cold it gets in these parts. I find that a bit of mulled wine in the evening helps offset the effects of the cold.”

      “I am a native of these parts, Madame Official,” I replied with a gentle nod. “I think that some water might be best for me. Or maybe some tea, sweetened with honey. You might want to try it as well. It works wonders for calming oneself down after a long day.”

      Small talk was the art extracting information from someone you didn’t care about by pretending otherwise, Norel had told me once. I wasn’t sure when, exactly, but I did remember that she’d been naked on that occasion, giving some context as to how she’d gotten to that topic.

      Faye smiled and poured a deep green liquid from another pitcher into a silver chalice and handed it to me. “I thought you might feel that way, and had some prepared. The servants here in the palace have taken note of your preferences during your stay.”

      A smile touched my lips as I bowed my head gently in thanks. While small talk had its uses in these sorts of situations, I was well aware that she hadn’t called me here to share a meal and talk about our drink preferences.

      “Tell me, Grant,” Faye said as we seated ourselves across from each other, and a couple of servants stepped in to serve the food. “How did a man like you end up in the company of three of the most powerful elven mages in history?”

      I should have known that people here weren’t actually expected to serve their own food. We had done so back on Norel’s estate, but then we had needed as much privacy as possible, even from the servants. I waited until some stew was ladled into a bowl to my left and a few strips of pheasant, bread, and cheese were laid out for me to eat. Next, they would tell me that all I had to do was open my mouth and the servants would feed me.

      No such luck, I realized as the servants beat a hasty retreat out of sight where they would wait until they were needed again.

      I weighed my words carefully as I toyed with my food.

      “Well, I suppose that depends on what kind of man you think I am, Madame Official,” I replied, and kept my tone as respectful as possible as I eyed her over the edge of my chalice.

      She smiled in response. “I suppose I always thought that three powerful elves might seek out the company of those who are of similar magical disposition. That isn’t to say that you don’t have a talent for it, of course, from what I have been told of your efforts during the battle to defend this city. Then again, I was told that most of your training came from their hands to start with.”

      I shrugged and used the excuse of chewing on some of the exquisitely roasted pheasant, dipped in something that tasted like mint jelly, to think about what I could say. I didn’t want to share any information that I didn’t need to, after all.

      “Well, I’m sure you are already aware of the history of how I met them,” I finally got out, at a loss for what to say.

      “Why don’t you give me your version of events?” Faye asked, calmly cutting her food and not taking a bite of it herself.

      “Is this an interrogation?” I asked, leaning forward.

      “Do you feel like you’re being interrogated, Grant?” she asked quickly, like she’d expected the question, even waited for it.

      “Not particularly,” I answered. “I just wonder why you want me to tell you about events that I’m sure someone as in touch with the facts as yourself already knows.”

      “Are you so concerned with giving me your version of events that you would rather I rely on the hearsay of people who weren’t there to see the events?” Faye asked. Her habit of answering everything I said with a question was starting to annoy me, but I needed to make sure that it didn’t touch me, or if it did, that I didn’t let it show.

      I finally shrugged while chewing on a chunk of juicy lamb, and swallowed before I answered. “I was used as a familiar by the traitor Vis to try and steal of a piece of parchment. At the time, I had no idea what it was, and ended up trying to read the runes on it, which, I have been told, guided me toward the ring which held Aliana, bound as she was to it. Therefore, I think our alliance was more a matter of convenience for her than choice. As time passed, we grew to like each other more and more, so when she was released from her bindings she chose to stay. She was able to track Norel down, hidden in the local gentry, and with their help, we were able to find Braire in the underworld. Does that answer your questions?”

      Faye smiled and finally took a bite of her food. She looked away from me for what felt like the first time since she’d first looked my way. “I find it interesting that she remained by your side even when no longer bound to do so. No offense, of course, your skills and magical abilities are impressive as such, but hardly something above the average.”

      “Some offense taken,” I chuckled. “But, I honestly couldn’t tell you. All I know is that I was given a path. Something to fight for, and I fought to the best of my ability.”

      Faye leaned forward in her seat. “Is it love, do you think?”

      “What is your definition of love?” I matched her question. It wasn’t something I had thought about. Love had always been something of an abstract to my mind. I couldn’t wrap my mind around the concept.

      “Dedication to someone that extends beyond one’s instinct for self-preservation,” Faye replied. Her quick answer told me that this was something that she had put some thought into before. I was curious, but not curious enough to actually ask.

      “By that definition… yes, I think it’s love,” I replied. “I would give my life to save any of theirs. I would give up anything to make them happier.”

      “Well, you love them. I feel no surprise with that revelation,” Faye said. She tasted the stew and softly grunted her appreciation before she looked at me. “My question was whether they love you?”

      “Honestly? I don’t care. They could use me for something and discard me as quickly as they found me, and I would continue to love them. I don’t expect beings that will outlive me to the tune of centuries to feel anything quite so mundane as what you call love. You can love a sunset, or the moon and stars, while never expecting any of them to return the feeling.”

      For the first time, the smile on Faye’s lips looked like it was more than simple politeness. “Well, I appreciate your candor, Grant. I’ve never heard it explained quite that way, but I imagine that it is quite accurate.”

      “Is that why you called me here?” I asked, toying with a piece of bread and cheese on my plate. “To discuss my relationship with them? Is this in some official capacity, or just to satisfy your personal curiosity?”

      “Would you believe me if I told you that it was a combination of the two?” Faye asked.

      “I don’t care for your propensity to never answer any of my questions directly,” I replied, leaning forward. “I’m honest and open, unlike most others you will find here in the palace. I don’t play games. If you want to know something, ask. Until then, I think I will return to our quarters.”

      Faye raised her hand. Something like thin ropes wrapped around my forearms and tied me to the table. “We aren’t finished with this conversation yet,” she said, and took another bite of pheasant.

      I looked down at the bindings that kept me glued to the table. I could see them, barely, like she’d just formed runes out of thin air and used them to keep me in place. Anyone else would be impressed by the sheer skill required to pull off something like that, quickly followed by the panic that came with wondering just how they’d get out of it.

      For me, things were different. Norel told me that there was something different about rogue mages. There were suggestions that it was in the blood. It was observed to pass from parents to children. I didn’t know how, since I knew that my parents weren’t rogue mages. Not that I could remember, anyway, which was a fairly interesting gap in my knowledge. Even so, if it was in my blood, there was something about me that would have made me special to begin with, though special wasn’t quite the word I would have used. It came with just as many troubles as benefits but at the moment, one far outweighed the other.

      Her expression of calm control faltered as she watched me slip away from her grip like I’d shrugged off poorly-tied ropes. It was one of the more satisfying feelings I had felt all night.

      “How?” the Official asked as she scanned me, trying to find some sort of reason behind it. I assumed that her incompetence would be rather low on the list of her considerations.

      But I wouldn’t give her the time to study me and find out my secrets. I extended my left hand. The runes there started to singe the skin around them as I launched a blast of air back at her. Nothing too powerful, but a warning shot after she’d tried to tie me down without my consent.

      She raised a quick shield just in time and sent the blast up into the rafters, knocking a few tiles loose as she extended her hand. I saw the runes in her fingers glow and closed my extended left hand to form a shield as she launched a similarly weak, testing shot at me. My deflection sent me stumbling a step back. The blast itself landed on the table instead, knocking most everything off of it and leaving a dent in the wood.

      Silence fell as the both of us studied the other, cautiously making sure that no more probing attacks would be sent before we lowered our guards a tad. She smiled and tilted her head as I straightened and brushed off some of the bread crumbs that had landed on my clothes.

      “You are a good deal more than you appear to be, aren’t you, Grant?” Faye asked rhetorically as she gestured with her right hand, calling the servants to clean up the mess.

      I drew a deep breath and forced a smile. “Aren’t we all?”

      “Indeed,” she replied smoothly. “This has been a most interesting evening. I look forward to travelling with the four of you.”

      I bowed since I felt like I’d just been dismissed. While I didn’t want to do something that she’d told me to do, it was something that I wanted as well.

      I turned and headed back the way I’d come. I could find my way back to our rooms without any help, I thought. I had some unfinished business to attend to.
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      More time had passed since I had left than I realized. My return to the garden revealed that the sun had already set. I paused to take in the cool, fresh air, and closed my eyes. Braire had taught me some calming techniques, using breathing as a method to release any tensions that built in my body. At the moment, I needed them. I’d worked on my control, but it took everything I had to keep from attacking the Official outright in the middle of dinner.

      No matter where anyone came from, doing that would make me a poor guest. I didn’t need that to be how people saw me.

      A smile came over my lips as I realized that I was already calmer. Breathing in and out and trying to find some humor in any situation that caused tension was the way that Braire thought was most effective to keep myself from exploding. My eyes opened and I started walking, heading through the halls to our quarters.

      I knew the three sisters weren’t sleeping. That much, I could tell through our bond, but there were a lot of conflicting sensations being shared, which made it difficult for me to tell me what each one was. All three were concerned for me, though. At one point, Braire was on the tipping point of charging through the palace in a fury of angry animals and razor-sharp blades to attack the Official. The other two had some difficulty restraining her.

      She had tried to bind me with some runes that she’d conjured out of thin air. She’d been very curious about the three of them and wondered about me. The latter, of course, hadn’t been helped by our little game of cat-and-mouse.

      More importantly, I was still hungry. There wasn’t much eating during the dinner. I was famished before, and the tension only made it worse, now.

      I slipped through the cracked-open door and closed it quietly behind me, then slipped through the curtains that were supposed to isolate the door from the room itself. Norel said that it had something to do with servants, but I hadn’t listened. She’d been naked then, too.

      The moment I stepped through the curtains, Aliana hit me full-body, then wrapped her arms around me and pulled me closer as she passionately kissed my lips.

      After a few, long, delicious seconds, she pulled away.

      “If you greet me like that every time, I will make a point to leave more often,” I joked with a small, whimsical grin as my eyes drifted open. They snapped open a lot quicker when her hand slapped my cheek.

      “What the fuck were you thinking?” she snapped, loudly. “Getting into a fight with the Official? In the middle of the damned palace? Why would you do that? Are you trying to get yourself killed?”

      “It wasn’t like I had much choice,” I growled, and rubbed the red handprint she’d left on my face. “She bound my arms to the table with some runes she called out of thin air. She tried to test my abilities, I think, and she was surprised when I slipped out of them so easily. After that… I just followed my instincts. No killing blows were launched. Just a quick test of each other’s power, is all.”

      Aliana sighed and shook her head. “I still think you were stupid.”

      “Well, you’d probably think that of me, anyway,” I said with a scowl.

      She smiled and leaned in to lightly kiss my lips. “True enough. But you still should have shown some caution. She is one of the most powerful humans I’ve ever seen. Not even Cyron could have created runes out of thin air the way you describe. Well, I guess he could have when he was bound to Abarat, but he didn’t know how.”

      “Does it really matter? They didn’t even bind me that well,” I growled.

      “I’m sure she knows about rogue mages,” Aliana said, as she ran her fingers through my hair. “She will have figured it out by now. Binding rogue mages is difficult, but not impossible.”

      I nodded. “And is there a reason you’d want me bound and unable to move?”

      “It would keep you out of trouble, for starters,” Aliana said, then leaned in and kissed my cheek. “I can’t think of a nobler reason.”

      A hint of sensation spread from her to me through our connection. As distracted as I was, my thoughts drifted back to what we’d started before the dinner until she leaned in and pressed her lips to mine, moaning softly.

      The feeling that spread from her to me sent a shiver of pleasure climbing my spine and created chills that were only exacerbated by the soft touches of her lips trailing down from my mouth to my neck, where she gently nibbled at my collarbone until my arousal lapped back at hers through the bond.

      My eyes turned to where Braire and Norel watched us from the bed, their arousal touching me as well. I sucked in a deep breath as Aliana tugged my shirt up. I raised my arms and let her pull it away.

      I stepped out of my boots and roughly pushed my trousers away as she pulled me closer, kissing and nibbling at my chest as her fingers ran down my hips and grabbed my ass. She gave it a firm squeeze as I reached for her, then pushed her own clothes away as I ran my fingers through her hair and toyed with her horns.

      She smiled up at me and licked her lips as her kisses moved down my body. I felt her desire to drop to her knees and pick up where we’d left off. I moaned softly, and shivered as her pleasure started to tangle with mine.

      “Oh fuck,” I gasped, my lips suddenly dry as I reached down to stop her from kneeling in front of me. The feeling of her lips wrapped around my suddenly-growing cock was amazing, yes, but there was another part of her that I wanted to be inside.

      She growled at my resistance to her movements, but as she realized what I wanted, a hint of approval spread from her to me. A second passed, and I felt the need in her as I pushed the rest of her clothes away, not bothering to let her do it herself. Yes, she could have done it with a simple flick of her fingers, but I wanted to do it.

      I reached down and gripped her hips and, with a gentle hop from her, I pulled her off the ground. Her thighs wrapped around my hips and pulled me closer as she kissed me again. Her nails raked up my back as I walked us over to the bed, where Norel and Braire had left some room for us. I dropped her onto the bed, keeping her close to me.

      She smiled and used her heels to pull me closer to her as my cock pressed against her pussy. I gripped the shaft and guided it up between her lips once, gently stroking her clit with it before I guided it down to find her warm, wet hole.

      I heard Braire sigh softly. She was enjoying herself, I realized, and looked up just as my hips thrust forward, filling Aliana. She cried out in need, her nails digging into my back as she pulled me closer, her wingtips fluttering gently beside her.

      My eyes found Braire and Norel as I wondered for a moment whether they wanted to join us. A quick look answered that question, though—they had already undressed each other. Norel climbed over Braire and wrapped her lips around the elf’s nipple as her fingers dipped between her thighs, then stroked her clit in slow, circular motions. I knew they’d intentionally left me with a good view of what they were doing, but at the same time their shared fun was something for each of them.

      I drew a deep breath and grinned as Aliana’s fingers moved up my neck then gripped the back of my head and dragged my attention back to her as I started pumping my cock in and out between her thighs. The need in my body built slowly. My heart thudded in my chest as she held me closer to her, the hot touch of her skin pressing into mine as my hands found her breasts, feeling them bounce each time I filled her to the hilt.

      “Fuck me,” Aliana whispered, eyes closed and biting her bottom lip as her fingers ran over my chest and torso before hooking around my hips to find my ass and pull me closer. “Fuck me harder, Grant, please… ple… gods!”

      The last word came out as a scream as her pussy tightened around me. I gasped for breath as her pleasure washed over me like a wave, quickly joined by that of her sisters as she pulled me closer. She didn’t want me to stop, I knew, so I kept working, filling her over and over, rolling my thrusts. The exertion burned in my core, but I couldn’t bring myself to stop.

      I didn’t want to, either. I pushed myself harder and brought her along for the ride.

      My eyes went to Braire and Norel again. The beastmistress was laying over Norel, her head between Norel’s thighs, her lips and tongue plying her pussy as she straddled Norel’s face, having the same done to her.

      A delicious view, and more than distracting enough that my hips started bucking hard into Aliana, rocking the bed roughly as I came deep inside her.

      “Oh… fuck, Aliana,” I gasped, trying to breathe normally, but nothing about my body seemed willing to cooperate without every inch of me focusing on the task. I came down from my climax, and laid on top of her as her hands lightly trailed up and down my sides, which sent tingles rushing up and down my body. The aftershocks of our climaxes made me shiver softly.

      “Well,” Aliana murmured in my ear as she stroked my cheek with her fingertips. “That felt like you had a beast inside you that needed to get out.”

      “Well, I have a good deal of control over myself now,” I replied, my voice lower since the other two were already drifting off to sleep in each other’s arms. “But sometimes that control needs to… break free, I suppose.”

      “I don’t mind,” Aliana whispered, still playing with my hair as she lightly kissed my cheek and let me feel her smile. “I don’t mind you manhandling me like that one bit.”

      I gently disengaged and dropped onto the bed beside her. She turned onto her side. Her wings stretched once they were out from under her as she reached over to pull me closer, then laid her head on my chest.

      I enjoyed it when she played with my hair. It was nice when she laid her head on my chest too, and let me play with her hair and a bit with her horns. Such odd things in abstract, but it was a part of her that I adored, now. I kissed the crown of her head before I settled back and drifted off to sleep.
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      Morning came a bit earlier than I would have liked. The sun was hidden under a heavy cloud cover with light drizzles of rain coming down every hour or so. Only for a few minutes at a time, but that was all that was needed to make the day drearier than it already was.

      The troop of Lancers readied themselves to ride out. Norel, Aliana, and Braire helped them with the horses and the packs. I mostly just followed their lead, and helped the Lancers carry the sacks of supplies that they’d need out of the palace.

      A few hours after daybreak they were finally finished with the details. The whole group of two dozen or so men waited out in the terrible weather once we were done. When the Official finally decided to come out of the palace, decked out in the full grandeur of her office, I couldn’t help a little bit of annoyance to see her nice and dry and well-rested for the trip.

      “Kind of you to join us,” I growled under my breath. Norel quickly and subtly shook her head at me, trying to stop me from doing what she thought I was probably about to. Sure, I had the impulse to knock her off her horse with a blast, hopefully into some puddles, for the stunt she’d pulled the night before. It was a nice impulse, something to fire up my belly.

      Not that I would have done it. I drew a deep breath. She appeared to have heard what I said, and turned to look at me. I couldn’t make out any discernible expression on her face as one of the servants brought her horse from the stable; a tall, powerful-looking speckled gelding that she smoothly mounted.

      “Daylight is being spent as we stand and grow ever more infirm, gentlemen,” Faye snapped at the Lancers, who quickly mounted their horses. I eyed the one that had been brought for me. Sure, I’d ridden before. Two, maybe three times in my life. As a familiar, I’d been expected to walk pretty much everywhere. A few occasions required me to travel quicker. After that, during the time spent with Aliana and Norel, any travelling done had been on foot or through portals, which left me staring at the warhorse that had been brought for me with a bit of trepidation.

      “Mount up, Varion, or you will be left behind,” Faye snapped, drawing her horse closer to me for the comment before heeling the beast forward into a short gallop. I scowled at her and flipped her a middle finger before I placed my foot in the stirrup and mounted.

      The horse, thankfully, wasn’t easily agitated or hard to control. I settled into the saddle, quickly remembering the lessons taken what felt like a lifetime ago as I gripped the reins, slipped my other foot into the opposite stirrup, and made sure that I wouldn’t fall off backward if the horse suddenly took off.

      It didn’t. If anything, it seemed like it didn’t even notice that I was on his back.

      “You wouldn’t want to forget this, Varion,” Aliana said, coming up on my left. She attached my sword to the saddle, strapping it in place before she placed a hand on my thigh.

      “Thank you, my lady,” I replied with a smile and a deferential nod as I nudged the horse forward a step, clicking my tongue softly.

      This had been Aliana’s work, of course, getting me a calmer horse to ride, making it easier for someone with my lack of experience. I gripped the beast with my thighs and balanced myself as the horse picked up its walk, following the rest of the Lancers. The three elves quickly mounted up on horses of their own, smaller than the creatures that the Lancers, the Official, or I were using, but they looked sleeker, faster.

      I remembered Braire saying that elves never used horses in battle, but the way they all mounted showed their comfort in the saddle, meaning that at some point they would have had to ride.

      Then again, as old as they were, I assumed that they would have tried pretty much anything that the world threw at them. Faye’s words to me from the night before still rang in my memory as I glanced back, waiting for the three of them to catch up.

      “Have you ever ridden before, Grant?” Braire asked, as she grinned and reached out to punch me in the shoulder. I shuddered in place as even the light tap made me struggle to keep my balance. “Wow, never before, eh?”

      “Not never,” I snarled back at her as I righted myself and drew a deep breath, then straightened my back. “Just… a long time ago.”

      Braire grinned. “Well, you just have to remember to grip with your thighs, don’t tug the reins too roughly, and try to get in rhythm with the horse. Kind of like… well, I don’t think you’ve ever… but sort of like how I… when we…”

      Braire wasn’t usually one to be tongue-tied about our relationship, but as I looked around, I saw Faye watching us out of the corner of her eye. She’d fallen back in the ranks of Lancers riding toward the edge of the city. Like she was hanging back to watch us.

      Braire noticed it, too, and broke away from talking to me to heel her horse forward. She galloped a little way toward where Faye suddenly straightened her eyeline to watch the rest of the troop.

      A little smirk came to my face as I heard Braire berate the woman. I couldn’t make out exactly what she said, since she kept her voice down and all anyone could hear was the cacophony of horse hooves pounding the cobbles, but from the offended and slightly intimidated look on her face, I inferred that Braire was taking no prisoners with her commentary on the Official. By the end of it, Faye had no answer, which resulted in her kicking her horse to a greater speed to overtake the rest of her men, possibly feeling that there was safety in numbers.

      Faye didn’t seem like she was easy to intimidate. Then again, I’d been on the receiving end of Braire’s foul moods and they were hard to handle. Even so, having an Official back away from a confrontation like that in front of all of her soldiers did feel odd, especially the way that she didn’t even offer any kind of resistance. Like she was afraid to actually engage with Braire.

      I narrowed my eyes at Braire, who came around to ride at us with a bit of a grin.

      “I’ve been wanting to do that to her since last night,” Braire chuckled at me as she brought her horse alongside mine. She looked like she was the only one who was having fun with all of this, and I had to admit, her enjoyment was a little infectious. The Official did have it coming. The only downside was that I hadn’t gotten to do it myself.

      Braire reached out to punch me in the shoulder again but I managed to evade it, feeling a little more comfortable in my saddle than before.

      “We should probably try to keep up with them,” Norel said softly, although the hint of a smirk on her lips indicated that she’d enjoyed watching Braire take the Official on as well.

      I had to think that there would be some consequences to antagonizing Faye the way that we were. Sure, she had been antagonistic at first, but she was a representative of the Emperor, and was expected to put his needs above that of the regular, common folk. And while the Lancers that had fought alongside us and the rest of the elves had been much more accepting of us, I would have to be blind not to notice that all the men selected for this mission were the ones who had come with her from the south.

      I assumed that if Faye was going to make any move against us, she would at least wait until we were out of the city. It was a worrying thought, but the way that she seemed terrified of the three told me that if she tried something, it wouldn’t be as outright as stabbing us in the back.

      Most of the first day was spent riding through the cleared and cut roads closer to the Imperial City on the way to the western border. Small towns and villages greeted us with mixed emotions. Those that encountered us paused and watched, studying the group of armed and armored men passing by them on horseback.

      A small walled city came into view as night fell. Spending the whole day in the saddle had been torturous, and left me feeling bruised and aching all over my body as I struggled to stay on. I wasn’t used to this. I didn’t like it. I doubted I would have felt like this if we had walked. I tried not to share my situation through the bond, though, since I was embarrassed by it. I couldn’t sense any such thing spreading over from their end, which meant that I was the only one.

      We could have taken a portal to the western border, just the four of us, forcing Faye and her Lancers to ride all the way themselves. We could hunt down something to do, I was sure.

      “Alert!” came the cry from behind us. “To arms! Enemies! Alert!”

      I looked at the other three as I turned my horse, then gritted my teeth as the ache grew worse with the movement. I tried to see what had our rearguard rushing toward us. He was one of the Lancers, decked out in full weapons and armor, and while his sword was drawn, it looked like he’d picked discretion as the better part of valor.

      I reached over to my left side and pulled my sword clear of its sheath with the ring of steel gliding over leather. There was movement down the road. A group of villagers was rushing toward the city, and from the terror I heard in their screams, their hurry wasn’t just to beat the gates closing.

      More movement. A group of figures quickly moving after the civilians made me heel my horse into a quicker trot. I winced with each impact on the ground and tried to lift myself off the saddle, both to find some reprieve from the beating that I was taking, and to see what it was.

      The heavy, lumbering movements of golems that I’d begun to find familiar made me curse softly as I pushed the horse into a gallop and tried to cut between the monsters and the innocent travelers.

      They quickly parted and let me through just in time as I rushed in quicker than the rest of the troop. I kept my drawn blade in hand as I looked over the numbers that pursued the villagers.

      It wasn’t a particularly large group, but out in the open like this, their superior numbers would be difficult to deal with. Flat and open areas tended to favor the larger numbers. Every book I’d ever read said that.

      I considered charging into the thick of it on horseback, as was usually expected in battle situations like this, but I quickly reconsidered. I had trouble staying on at a gallop in the first place. Plus, there was added danger if I fell, since even if I didn’t break anything, I’d no doubt be trampled by angry undead and golems. It wasn’t my best choice.

      Besides. Despite my discomfort, I’d grown a little attached to the large beast during the day we’d spent together.

      I jumped down from the saddle and gave the horse, whose name I still didn’t know, a light pat on the neck as I walked out bow-legged into the middle of the road and watched the monsters approach. They were less than fifty paces away, and I saw something different about them. They looked bulkier, somehow.

      “Well, this isn’t dignified,” I growled and looked down as I tried to get my legs to work properly. A whole day spent in the saddle had me walking a little awkwardly. I shook my head and brought my mind back into focus. I looked around to confirm that the elves and the Lancers were putting together an organized attack, which told me that I might have moved a bit too impulsively when I put myself out in the front like this, especially since the monsters charged a lot faster. Sure, I’d done this to save the civilians behind me, but I wasn’t going to do them much good if the monsters just trampled over me.

      I inhaled and tried to stay calm, then reached into that dark pool inside myself as I turned to see that the horse I’d just dismounted had calmly strolled over to where I stood.

      “Well, me saving your life doesn’t work if you just put yourself in harm’s way again, dummy,” I growled. The horse showed no indication that it understood what I was saying. It never did. And yet, it was the only beast stupid enough to stand at my side at the moment. All it did was dip its head and browse through some of the grass that grew on the side of the road.

      I wondered if that was a commentary on the horse’s bravery or my idiocy. I would have to figure that out later. Assuming I survived.

      As the beasts drew closer, I saw what made them look bulkier. The undead looked pretty much the same, but the golems looked like they wore some kind of armor. The common brown and red of their skins was covered by something steely and grey. Some of them used tree trunks as breastplates. The one closest to me looked like it had fashioned a crude sort of helmet.

      It was only a matter of time before these monsters started to use weapons, and that would make getting rid of them that much more difficult.

      “Fuck you all,” I growled and pooled my power into my sword as they came into striking distance. “Just…fuck you.”

      With those elegant parting words, I stepped forward. The runes on the sword turned into a bright white light that washed over the whole of the blade. The runes in my hand burned painfully, but I had started to get used to that sensation by now. I sucked in a deep breath and let loose.

      The white light that pulsed on the blade suddenly released and lashed out in a wide arc as I swung the sword forward. The helmeted golem seemed to recognize the danger it was in, and quickly backed away. Not quickly enough, though, as the light cut smoothly through its neck and sent it stumbling back. The undead around it struggled to get out of the way to avoid being crushed.

      Just enough power, I thought with a grim smile, and watched the undead monsters rush at me. Their glowing green eyes gave me a sick sensation in the pit of my stomach. I jumped forward, the runes in the steel still gleaming a bright white. I kept my balance and swung the blade around to chop at the exposed necks of the monsters. Two of them fell away. I thought that I’d struggle to keep my balance after being on horseback for that long, but in the heat of the fight, the pains and aches faded. They didn’t disappear, but moved to the back of my mind to be dealt with later.

      I stepped back to avoid an ax swung for my chest and offered a quick riposte which sent the creature stumbling back. Black smoke came from the wound on its neck. That was new, I thought, and backpedaled as another golem charged forward. The undead rushed out of its way as quickly as they could. Again, it seemed like the undead followed the golems around without any real leadership from the massive, hulking creatures.

      I hurried back and flooded my blade with power. Just as I was about to strike at the monster, the horse came forward and neighed powerfully as it rose on its hind legs. Its forelegs bashed three powerful strikes into the golem’s face and knocked it to the ground. I stepped in to finish the job and quickly removed the head as the horse spun around and kicked out with its hind legs to keep the undead at bay as I moved around to the front. I used the power that I’d stored in the blade to sweep at the rest of the beasts around us, fighting together with the horse to keep it from being injured or killed as it fought to protect me, too.

      “You’re welcome!” Braire’s voice shouted over the din. I realized that the Lancers had all dismounted and joined the fight. I glanced toward her voice. Braire stood a few feet away from me and grinned as she tossed her pebble forward to summon her beasts into the fight. A huge wolf dove into the fray, crushing one group of monsters as it drove another group back.

      “Welcome for what?” I shifted to face Braire now that we had a bit of reprieve, although I kept an eye on the fight as well.

      “Controlling an animal in the middle of a fight is rather difficult to do,” she replied and grinned cheekily. “But I couldn’t leave you in the middle of it without at least some help. Even if it was a horse’s help.”

      “Ah,” I grunted, as I realized that my horse stepping into the fight had been at her request, although the sight of a huge wolf and a snake had spooked the poor animal badly enough that it galloped back the way we’d come.

      “Do you have something you want to say to me?” Braire asked, still smirking at me.

      “Many thanks, my lady,” I said with a flourish and a bow that was quickly interrupted as one of the few remaining golems charged at me with a soundless roar. Once again, as I raised my blade to defend myself, someone interceded, but this time a good deal more directly as a powerful bolt of red and yellow struck it in the chest. After a moment of pause that gave the creature a second to look down at where the bolt landed, a rumble was all the warning that came as the creature exploded into a thousand pieces and sent chunks of itself into the monsters surrounding it.

      Well, that was one way to kill it, I suppose. I looked around for the origin of the blast. The Official was still mounted on her horse, and her sword smoked.

      That was impressive, I thought. I wasn’t sure what kind of spell she’d used, but I couldn’t help wanting to try it out for myself.

      “You’re supposed to save your power, parcel it out so that it lasts for the duration of the battle,” I growled at her, annoyed by the seemingly common perception that I needed to be protected on the field of battle. This was the second time, after all.

      “I am,” Faye replied. She kept her face impassive as she said so then pulled her horse around and shouted orders for the Lancers to circle around the undead. They were retreating back into the woods as their unwitting leadership fell, one by one.

      It wouldn’t be enough. Too many of the monsters had been raised and our numbers were too few to prevent their retreat.

      My blade came up as I watched the last of the golems fall to a collaborative effort between Braire’s snake and the Lancers as the rest of the undead started to flee the battle en masse. Eventually, the Lancers, still on foot, were called off the pursuit. The sun was setting, which made a monster hunt in the growing darkness a dangerous prospect. Too dangerous, I assumed, even for us.

      Faye rode over to where Braire, Aliana, Norel, and I had assembled just beyond where the fight had started.

      “You’ll have to teach me that spell you used on that golem,” I told her as I joined the efforts to gather the bodies of the dead and bring them in for burning. Faye made no such attempt. She remained on her horse and looked down at the rest of us.

      Even so, she smiled as she nudged her horse forward a few steps to keep pace with me. “Well, you’ll have to show me how you flood the power into your sword and keep it there, ready for an attack.”

      I nodded. “Fair enough.”

      Then again, I still wasn’t sure how I did it. After the basic training that Aliana had put me through, almost everything I’d done seemed to come about naturally. Small tricks and mental exercises did help, I supposed.

      She smiled, pulled her horse around, and headed back toward the city, where the gates were already being closed.

      Aliana scowled at her back and shook her head. “Didn’t even offer to help, that bitch.”

      “Maybe she’s headed off to make sure that they have some accommodations for all of us,” Norel said. I couldn’t tell whether she was being sarcastic or not. “Maybe she’ll ensure that they don’t close the gate until we’re all safely inside the walls.”

      “Are you joking?” Aliana asked.

      “Yes and no,” Norel replied, smirking. “I don’t doubt that she will do those things, although whether or not she does them to escape helping with the bodies is up for debate.”

      “It will be a short debate,” I countered. All the aches and pains from riding all day had returned and didn’t help my mood. I felt even less forgiving than usual. With that said, though, I couldn’t help but let my mind drift back to my previous thoughts about the possibility of Faye turning against us. With the kind of power she could summon, that thought just became a lot more worrying.
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      It didn’t take too long to deal with the remnants from the skirmish since there were a lot of able men ready to help us burn them. Once that was finished, the Lancers remounted and headed toward the city. My horse, which had run away during the fight, had stopped with the rest that were left behind to keep them safe.

      It didn’t seem particularly happy to see me but it also didn’t bite or try to buck me off. I’d take what I could get in this circumstance.

      Our entrance into the city showed that Faye’s actions had been about what Norel had predicted. She’d used her position as Official of the Emperor to demand that they keep the gates open until she and her troop were safely inside the city walls. From the icy reception we received on entry, I assumed that it wasn’t a popular call despite the fact that we’d kept a group of civilians safe from attack.

      Then again, you couldn’t blame them for being cold and distant to an Official in a city that looked like it hadn’t seen any Imperial attention of this kind for a while. The men who manned the walls weren’t dressed in Lancer garb. Instead, they looked like they were a watch organized by the locals of the city. Since I hadn’t spent much time beyond the Imperial City, I wasn’t sure if that was by design or if it was a matter of not having enough trained soldiers to guard every city.

      Either way, it was a flaw in the Empire’s defenses.

      Finding a place for even this many people to board in a city this small was a complicated business. The Lancers set up camp in the city guard’s house, which gave them all plenty of room to stay for the night. It was better than camping out in the woods, I mused, but not by much.

      Which was why I felt rather guilty about having a nice, warm room in the city’s inn.

      We’d settled into our rooms. None of the ones available had a bed large enough for the four of us to comfortably share, which forced us to choose two separate rooms. Just as we headed down to the main room where food was served to all guests and patrons of the inn, Faye intercepted us. She placed a hand on Norel's shoulder, that politically pleasant smile on her face when she did.

      "I'm afraid that I have been invited to share a meal with the mayor of this little town," she said and looked around at the four of us. "The city's people feel a bit left out of the Imperial functions over the past few years. Since they feel less and less safe here with attacks from Cyron's monsters coming a bit more often than they'd like, I feel like I shouldn't go to this function alone."

      "Take one of your Lancers with you," I grumbled back at her. "Show this mayor the true colors of an Official."

      Faye smiled back at me, but it didn't reach her eyes, which looked a great deal more ominous in the flickering light of a nearby torch. "Engaging though that may be, I would feel a good deal more comfortable if a well-known member of the gentry were to come with me and show the support of the nobility for the Emperor. As such, I officially request that Norel and Aliana join me for the meal."

      "I'm not a member of the gentry," Aliana complained. "Why the hell should I go?"

      "Despite not being a noble as such, you are well-known as part of Norel's entourage," Faye replied, which gave me the feeling that she had already mapped this entire conversation out and had a good answer to pretty much any protest we might have. "Grant is as well, but considering certain situations, I feel that we have exhausted whatever civility we might have between us."

      I nodded. That statement was true enough, anyway.

      "Can I count on your support this evening, Lady Norel, Lady Aliana?" Faye asked as the silence continued.

      Norel sighed. From the frustration that bridged between us through the bond, I knew that she had run out of polite excuses to use to decline. I understood her hesitation, of course, but considering the interest that the Official had shown regarding the three sisters, I imagined that they’d learn more about her intentions if they went instead of me. Besides, it was like she said; there wasn't much in the way of civility between us anymore. Not that there had been any to begin with.

      "Very well," Norel finally said and forced a smile that I thought was a good deal more menacing than Faye's. "We would be honored to accompany you."

      "Excellent," Faye replied and bowed. "I shall await your arrival outside."

      With that, she moved down the stairs in front of of us and headed toward the front door.

      "Good luck," I mumbled to Norel and Aliana and lightly kissed them both. Braire offered each of them a kiss as well. Neither looked particularly happy about spending what few hours we had to rest during our journey with the woman, but they realized that there was little choice in the matter.

      Braire and I shared in a quick meal of beef stew and black bread, with ale or mead offered as a refreshment. I wasn't in the mood for alcohol and asked for water instead. Braire felt otherwise. We returned to our rooms less than an hour later, with her a little inebriated. Not quite to the point of struggling to stand, but a warm buzz spread from her to me. Like most things that involved Braire, it was infectious.

      "How come you didn't drink any of the ale or mead, Grant?" she asked as we stepped into one of the rooms that had been set aside for us. It had a decently-sized bed and a small bath that hadn't been filled yet. I remembered my room back in Vis' mansion. It was a lot smaller and a lot less luxurious, but the people who were used to the luxuries of living in mansions and the like would probably consider it a step down.

      Braire moved over to the bed and patted the spot next to her. I smiled and lay close to her as she pulled my arms around her and laid her head on my chest.

      "What's the matter?" she asked, and I realized that she felt how tense I was as she ran her fingers over my chest.

      "You mean besides the fact that half of our group is currently with someone that we don't trust not to stab us in the back?" I asked.

      "No," Braire started, but then paused. "Well, yes, that too, but you seem a bit sore and... more tired than usual."

      "Well, I discovered today that I'm not that great a horse rider," I replied as I ran my fingers through her hair. "The horse was perfect, I just need to get used to it."

      Braire grinned up at me then moved from her spot against my chest to stare down at me. "I'm sure there's something I can do to help with that."

      I narrowed my eyes at her. "What did you have in mind, precisely?"

      "Well, it involves you taking your pants off, for starters," she replied and licked her lips as she ran her fingers down my chest, glided them over my stomach, and leaned closer. As she moved, I caught sight of a small gleaming object that had apparently fallen from one of her pockets while we laid there.

      "What's this?" I asked I didn’t want to move away from her touches, but was curious enough to reach over and pick it up from the sheets. It was a small gold nugget, untouched by the heat of a forge, but it also had a handful of runes cut into it.

      "Oh... that," Braire said softly as her hands tragically stopped their descent. "Well, it's a long story. I don't think you'd be interested in it." She made no attempt to snatch the piece back as I studied it closely.

      "I don't know much about runes," I admitted, “but if I had to guess, these look a lot like the runes on the pebble that you summon your creatures with. The wolf, the snake, even a hawk, now."

      "Vester, Kal, and Niar, yes," Braire said with a small smile. "You have a good eye. It might be time for me to teach you about how to use runes. I mean, you already use the ones on your hands, but you obtained those by accident, Aliana told me."

      "Something like that, yes," I agreed with a chuckle. "But I've never seen you use this one. I've actually never even seen it before."

      Braire straightened and sat on her heels next to me as she pulled the piece from my fingers and looked down at it. The bond told me that there were a lot of mixed feelings rushing through her at the moment, and not all of them were good. I reached out and lightly stroked her arm. I didn’t want to press her for answers.

      She drew a deep breath and looked up at me with an apologetic smile. "It's just... You need to have a personal connection between you and what you want to summon. I always connected best with animals. When I called, they came, as a rule. There's an emotional connection when you carve the rune as well, which means that... It's hard to explain, but you need to be in similar state of mind when you summon them as when you first carved the rune, or something like that. I usually go for a moment when I'm calm, which is a state that I can call on for myself, but at the time that I carved this one..."

      I leaned in and stroked her cheek. "You don't have to talk about it if you don't want to," I murmured softly. Curious as I was, I didn't want her to delve into a painful memory.

      She shook her head. "No, I want to tell you. The situation when I carved this rune... well, we were in the middle of a battle. During the war. You know which one, of course. We were pushed back, and I was isolated from the rest of my group, pushed into a series of tunnels. I guess they used to be some kind of gold mine at the time. Well, I was trapped with no way out other than through the men who were tracking me down. I was afraid, wounded, in pain and desperate, and had reached a dead end."

      She paused and exhaled a deep shaky sigh as I reached over, pulled her into my arms, and guided her head to rest on my chest as she continued. I still had no idea how much emotional pain was involved in such a large-scale war as the one they had fought before me, but I wanted to at least try to understand.

      "In that moment, I realized that I had a friend I'd never called before," she continued as she idly traced her fingers over my neck and torso. "A big black bear. The tunnels were large enough to accommodate him, but I didn't have the resources on me to carve something new on pure rock, so I found a small nugget of pliable gold and carved it in with my knife. I poured all the pain I was in at that moment into it, and I called him."

      I nodded. I remembered that Aliana or Norel had mentioned that she'd had a bear at one point. It had slipped my mind until this moment.

      "Anyway, he came, and thrashed the people that tried to trap me," Aliana said. "There were other moments in that war when I was able to call on him again, in the most desperate of situations, of course. One-bear army, that beast was... well, is, I suppose. He's still out there, but I haven't been able to...feel the way I need to in order to call him back again."

      "I think that's a good thing," I mused as I tried to offer what little insight I could. "You know, between you and me. The bear helped you in some rough times, true enough, and you miss him. But you shouldn't feel guilty about being in a happy place in your life, I think. You are in, well, if not a happy place, then at least not one as bad as the one when you summoned him before, right?"

      She nodded. “I still miss him, though.”

      “And you’ll find a way to him again,” I said and smiled as I ran my fingers through her hair. “I can’t say I know much about runes or the magic that they bind, but I do know there isn’t anything in the universe that would keep me away from the three of you for too long. I imagine that the sentiment extends to bears too. What is his name?”

      “Caster,” she said with a chuckle. “I don’t think he ever took to the name. Bears aren’t like other animals, and he’s not like other bears. It’s like he understands that I tried to give him a name, and he thinks it’s cute and funny.”

      A smile touched my face as I thought about that. Bears thinking that humans and elves were cute and funny. That had to be interesting. I’d always thought that animals considered humans to be a nuisance at best.

      As Braire moved closer to me, my hands wrapped around her waist and I pulled her in, up onto my lap and pressed a kiss right to her lips. “How could anyone stay away from you for too long, anyway?”

      She grinned back at me and tilted her head as her fingers moved up, climbed the sides of my neck, and pulled me closer to her as she returned the kiss, softly sighing as she pressed her body into mine.

      “Hell if I know,” she finally replied as she broke the kiss. “I’m rather delicious, I’ve been told. Addictive too, so that just one taste could leave someone forever wanting more.”

      “Well, I can testify to that,” I replied and leaned in to lightly nip her neck. “Although I really hope that the… bear…”

      “Don’t be gross,” she chided then kissed my neck and nibbled the exposed skin. “I’m trying to get you in the mood for something, over here.”

      “Well, you’ve put me in the mood for a taste of what has me so desperately in need of more,” I growled and leaned closer, pressing my body to hers as my hands cupped her breasts.

      “And that would be delightful,” she moaned in my ear, then arched her back and pushed her breasts into my hands before she gently bit my earlobe. “But if you think that your addiction to my taste isn’t mutual, I’ll want to prove you wrong. So very, very wrong.”

      I pulled away. My eyes narrowed as I studied her. “Whatever do you mean?”

      “Why tell when I can show?” she asked and ran her fingers down my chest, raising goosebumps as she leaned closer. She undid the buttons on my shirt and pulled it open to place light kisses all the way down. I couldn’t help a couple of moans as her kisses moved down my stomach, sending bolts of pleasure up my spine and causing a very visible reaction by the time that she reached the spot still covered by my trousers.

      “I’ve wanted to try something,” she said as her hands played with the bindings that kept them in place. She looked up at me, almost waiting for me to tell her continue. I couldn’t wait to see what she had in mind. I licked my lips.

      “Try away,” I finally managed to say, my voice thick with need.

      She grinned and left the lightest of teeth marks on my hip as her hands continued to undo my pants, fully aware that her touches were felt by the growing shaft underneath. I let out a shuddering breath of anticipation as she pushed the piece of clothing down, looked up at me and bit her bottom lip as my cock came free.

      It was an intoxicating sight, I thought as she leaned in, eyes locked on my quickly-growing member. Her head dipped underneath, and I felt her hot breath on the sensitive skin on the underside. I narrowed my eyes as I wondered what she was doing. I wasn’t left wondering for long. Her lips pressed against the underside of the almost fully-erect shaft… as her fingers wrapped around its girth. Her right hand stroked up and down as her left caressed the throbbing head with her fingertips.

      Her lips continued down until she reached my balls. She sucked on them, the rough, wet skin of her tongue toying with the pair as she moved from one to the other. I couldn’t help a shudder of need. One hand gripped at the smooth sheets beneath us as the other moved down to gently run through her hair as I enjoyed the sensation of her mouth and hands working in tandem.

      “Oh fuck…” I whispered as my head dropped back.

      She softly chuckled as she released me with a soft pop and pulled away. She was enjoying herself, I could tell that much, and for the life of me, I couldn’t understand why she’d stopped.

      One hand pulled my trousers the rest of the way down and tossed them aside as she settled between my thighs, both hands on my cock and stroking it in smooth, languid motions. She watched my reactions while staring deeply into my eyes, and smiled each time I shuddered, moaned, or gasped in response to her teasingly slow pace.

      She rolled her shoulders as she lowered her head and pressed a light, tender kiss to the tip. Her movements sent the shoulders of her top down and release both of her breasts as her tongue flickered out to play with the head. Another wave of need rushed through me and dragged a growl from my throat as I watched her. I wanted more. She knew that. It seemed like she was egging me on.

      She sucked the head into her mouth and softly moaned as her eyes closed, her tongue tasting and toying with it before she pulled away, earning another growl from me.

      It was quickly abated however as she pushed her top aside the rest of the way, as well as the rest of her clothes, until we were both completely naked. She eyed me with a smirk as she dropped back down and wrapped her breasts around my shaft, moaning and toying with her nipples as she fucked me with her breasts.

      It was a wonderful, delectable sight. I reached down to stroke her hair and felt a light burn in my left hand as I pushed the same pleasure that I felt back into her. Sure, she felt it through the bond, but sharing the full sensation was enough to draw a long moan from her as her head dipped to let her tongue lather the head that poked out from between her breasts with attention.

      “Fuck me,” I gasped and shuddered as she moved faster and faster while tasting the precum that appeared on the tip.

      She didn’t respond. Not verbally, anyway, but the way that she moved closer, not holding her breasts around me anymore but taking the responsibility with her mouth instead told me that she had every intention of acquiescing to my request.

      Her right hand wrapped around the base of the shaft as her lips wrapped around the head. She sucked me into her mouth as she pulled me closer and moaned around it as her head bobbed. Her left hand massaged my balls and toyed with them as she sucked me deeper and deeper into her mouth. I felt her smile around my cock, then pull away to inhale before she dove down to suck me in again. I followed my instincts and let the magic flow into her at a quicker, rougher rate.

      She moaned louder and I realized that her hand had dropped away from my balls and slipped between her own thighs, enjoying herself as much as I was.

      I shuddered as the rush of pleasure reached me as well. I watched her grind into her hand, her head still bobbing vigorously on my cock, and felt the warm, wetness of her lips pick up speed. She pulled me closer. Her free hand fell away and grabbed my ass and pulled me closer, which sent me deeper into her mouth until her throat wrapped tight around the shaft. She pulled back, sucked in a deep breath, and then dropped again just as the bed underneath us rocked forward.

      Her hips bucked into her hand as I felt her orgasm wash through our bond. Her mouth sucked me in deeper and her eyes closed as she focused on the pleasure rushing through her. I gripped the back of her head as my pleasure started to crest.

      She moaned and kept on moaning until my cock twitched inside her.

      “Fuck… Braire,” I gasped. She pulled back and sucked on the head as I filled her with my cum. Her hand wrapped around the base and stroked more and more cum from me until I dropped back on the bed, gasping for breath.

      “Oh gods…” was all I could manage to say as she kept on sucking until there was nothing left to draw out. Once she finished, her head came up and she licked and then smacked her lips at me.

      “I’ve always wanted to try that,” she whispered and grinned at me as I struggled to recover.

      “Was it everything you thought it would be?”

      “I think it needs to be said that I’m rather addicted now as well,” she replied and crawled back over me to place a light kiss on my lips. I smiled, still tasting a bit of myself there.

      “You’re welcome for that,” I replied and quickly licked my lips. She draped herself on top of me and laid her head on my chest, which heaved as I struggled to catch my breath. These moments were enjoyable, I had to admit. Sure, the fun during sex was to die for, but lying next to each other and basking in the afterglow was just as important.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” I heard a familiar voice from the doorway. Braire scrambled off me in surprise and I jumped up, trying not to fall off the bed as I turned to the door, which had been silently opened by Aliana and Norel.

      They both looked rather furious, I thought.

      “What?” I asked, as I looked at them and wondered what I’d done this time.

      “Doing that right as we’re in the middle of a meal with the fucking Official?” Norel snapped and stepped further into the room. “And the mayor of this little city on top of that. Do you know how hard it is to focus on anything when two members of our bond are cumming?”

      My mouth opened, fairly sure that I knew the answer, but neither seemed to be in the mood to hear any excuses.

      “I’m… sorry?” I said and finished with a questioning tilt of the head, wondering if that was what they wanted to hear. I didn’t mean it, of course, but I needed to make some sort of effort to look and sound apologetic.

      “Yes,” Braire said. “Absolutely sorry. Both of us. Won’t happen again.”

      “I don’t believe you,” Aliana said. She still looked annoyed, but also more than a little amused. Although she’d had to hide her own arousal while in company, I could tell that it hadn’t been a terrible experience. Norel felt the same.

      “Me neither,” Norel snapped, then shook her head and chuckled. “I’m fucking exhausted. We should rest, but we’re talking about this tomorrow morning.”

      Unable to keep a smirk from my face, I nodded, and agreed that we’d discuss it the next day. We’d all had a long one, and after sleep, tempers would be cooler and reason would prevail. Although whether it would do so in my and Braire’s favor remained to be seen.

      “Good night,” I called after them as they closed the door.
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      We did talk about it the next morning. And the morning after that. Sometimes in the afternoons, too, as our travels brought us closer to the mountains that made up a natural western border to the Empire. Most of the conversations didn’t end with much of a resolution, as we tended to get distracted, which succeeded in distracting the other two, which resulted in more conversations needed. It wasn’t an efficient system, but it seemed to work for all parties involved.

      I had read a few stories about previous Emperors who had tried to expand the area, but the fact that it was mostly wilderness, peppered here and there with smaller city-states that lacked in natural resources but not in people willing to fight tooth-and-nail to defend their independence, made it difficult. They had their own mages locked into place. Some of them took the place of the lord and even king of their respective city-states. It made those places a lot more work to take over than they were worth. As such, the Empire stopped expansion to the west and focused on consolidating in the South where raiders were known to attack.

      I didn’t know any of this from experience, of course, and even the books I’d gotten my hands on were ridiculously out of date.

      With that said, I had an odd feeling that I’d seen some of these landscapes before. The sweeping hills, the forests, and even the areas that had been cleared for farmland all felt eerily familiar. I couldn’t place it, but it was something that nagged at the back of my head for most of the ride.

      That dream, I realized as we reached the pass between a pair of the mountain range’s taller peaks. The world started to slope upward. What looked like miles above, snow fell and capped the peaks with white that cut sleekly into the green forests that grew up into it. It was a majestic sight from the ground, and a good deal more impressive from the air. I hadn’t done much sight-seeing during that dream—which probably wasn’t a dream, I thought.

      The pass started to narrow. It looked like it had been cut from the stone by the hands of men or elves. Or hell, what did I know? There were hundreds of other stories of creatures and monsters that would have been able to do it. Sure, there were stories, but none addressed this pass in particular. It seemed, to my mind anyway, that if something that wasn’t the Empire, wasn’t human, had cut this path through the stones, that it would have been recorded somewhere.

      Then again, go back far enough in history, and things became fuzzy. Legends melded with fact, and even as recently—relatively speaking—as the war between humans and elves, history was difficult to discern from fantasy.

      As we reached the end of the pass, I saw a small town. There weren’t too many buildings inside the palisades. Most looked as though they had been put in place as defensive positions, although a few of them looked residential, and even commercial.

      “The town of Huron,” Norel said softly as she came up next to me.

      I looked over at her as I shifted in the saddle. Over the past five days that I’d spent on horseback from dawn until dusk, I had grown more accustomed to something bumping and jostling between my thighs. I was still sore and aching, but it had gotten better. That, or I’d grown used to the abuse.

      “I’ve never heard of it,” I replied and shifted around in the saddle again, which prompted a soft snort from my horse, whose name I still wasn’t sure of. I’d taken to calling him ‘Horse,’ which he took a liking to. He didn’t like ‘Horsie,’ though.

      “It’s officially part of the Empire,” Norel told me with that smile she usually wore when she imparted wisdom. “But very few efforts have been made to integrate it. They have their own armed forces, their own mayor, selected by the people of the town, and they even built the walls. It started out as a small trading post before the war. Once it was over, the town was claimed as part of the Empire, and nobody really cared to dispute it. As long as they pay taxes on the trading parties which pass through, they’re left to their own devices.”

      “Until now,” I murmured. I recognized the town. The accuracy of the details told me definitively that whatever I’d experienced, it wasn’t a dream. The only question I had now was the identity of the woman I’d met. She’d made no appearance so far, and I actually felt a little disappointed, if only because I wanted to know who she was and how she’d intruded on my travels.

      “Night is still a few hours away,” Faye shouted from the head of the column. The pass was now so narrow that we had to ride two by two, which slowed us down as the horses struggled to negotiate the rocks underfoot. “Should we wait in the town for the night?”

      “Well, if we’re going to hunt down golems and the undead, I’d say that the town ahead of us would be a fantastic base from which to push our expeditions out,” I yelled back to her.

      “A good call,” Faye said with a nod and heeled her horse back into a walk. “We should meet in the morning and discuss it further.”

      “In the morning?” I heard Aliana whisper behind Norel and me. We’d become used to bringing up the rear of the group since Faye stayed in the vanguard with the rest of the Lancers. The men themselves didn’t seem to mind one way or another, although I caught them tossing a couple of dirty glances at the elves. It had been quick enough that there was no time to address it with them. It seemed that the story of what happened before when they tried to give elves a hard time had spread.

      I looked at the mountain towering above us. If there was any place to stab us in the back, this was it. Or maybe in the town ahead.

      The sun was starting to set as we headed into the town. It was as good a place as any to spend the night, and talk about how to conduct the rest of our mission.

      “Open the gates in the name of the Emperor!” Faye shouted at the men in the guardhouse above the gate, who looked down at us with annoyance and suspicion. I saw that the Imperial seal hung from the gates themselves, but they were old, and looked like they hadn’t been replaced or repaired in decades.

      “Who goes there?” one of the guards shouted down.

      “Who… I just fucking told you!” Faye snapped back and indicated the seal emblazoned on her chest. The men looked down, trying to make it out.

      “How do we know that you are who you say you are?” one of the others asked. It seemed that they didn’t want to let us in, and looked for any way out of it.

      “I assure you, if I have to break in and show it to you up close, you will fucking regret it!” Faye roared back at them, not used to this amount of banter with the local guards.

      The men in the guardhouse took a moment to confer with each other before a couple of them quickly descended out of sight. A few seconds later, the heavy wooden gates were pulled open by one of the men. The second ran off into the town and disappeared into one of the larger buildings.

      Faye pushed her way inside the gates and gave the guards that she passed a venomous glare as she heeled her mount deeper into the small town, assuming that the man that had run ahead of us had done so with the intent of letting some figure of authority know that Imperial representatives had just threatened to tear the gates down.

      She had assumed correctly, I saw as the whole cavalcade rode into town. A few minutes after our arrival, a heavy, corpulent man rushed out. He was dressed in some very expensive silks and looked like we had just interrupted him during his evening meal, judging by the red splotches on his multiple chins and a thin stream of grease that ran from his mouth.

      “It has been a long time since we’ve had any Imperial representatives here in our glorious town of Huron,” the man said with a broad smile. “Allow me to extend our most gracious welcomes and happy returns, yes. I am Mayor Falasva. The townsfolk call me Va, and you may as well. Or mayor. Whichever you prefer.”

      “You allow your people to call you by a shortened version of your name,” Faye growled, and dismounted. “Of course, you do. I am Madame Official Faye. You may call me that, and nothing else.”

      “Madame Official Faye, of course,” Va said and offered another sweeping bow. “What brings you to our humble, yet glorious town? You must forgive the zealousness of our guards, of course. We have had a great many troubles with monsters and demons of the night over the past few weeks. You can’t blame us for being a little cautious in our dealings with newcomers.”

      “You bet I can blame you,” Faye said and took a step closer to the man, showing that she was almost a solid foot taller than he was. “Fortunately for you, your troubles with monsters touch upon the very topic of our visit. We have come to rid you of those creatures and would like your permission to base ourselves in your town as we do so.”

      “Of course, of course,” Va replied, smiling and chuckling. “Your help is most appreciated, yes, and you may feel welcome in basing yourselves here. I should warn you that our inn does not have enough rooms for all of your men. I offer what few rooms I have in my personal lodgings, but even then, you will be lacking.”

      “I will take your generous offer and stay in your lodgings, of course,” Faye said with a smile, forced though it was. “Her Ladyship Norel and her companions, including a Varion to the Emperor, will find themselves accommodations in the inn. The rest of my men will either set up accommodations in your local guards’ quarters or set up camp nearby.”

      “Of course, as the Madame Official wishes,” Va said and bowed again. Faye turned around to the captain of her little troop, nodding that the orders had been given even if she hadn’t directed them to him. He bowed in response and called for the rest of the men to move out.

      ”I guess we’ll head to the inn, then.” I looked around. Everyone else appeared to have something to do or a place to go, except us. I didn’t have a preference. With most of the day spent riding, I felt both anxious for something to do and tired. The four of us headed to the inn where a couple of stable boys were eager to help, although I suspected that their intentions were based on the gratuity they expected.

      I hated the fact that they expected one, since it was supposed to be a reward for a job well done, but the fact that they helped us and that Norel would pay the boys off anyway, made me a little more amenable to it.

      As we entered the inn, the whole of the town started to look a lot more familiar. Even at this time of the evening, barely past late afternoon, really, the place was already in an uproar of merrymaking and all kinds of festivities. It didn’t look like this many people could live inside the walls of Huron, which led me to believe that many of them lived beyond, either as traders, hunters, trappers, or farmers, all living on the borders of civilization with monsters on the prowl.

      And they looked so happy, the lot of them. All my life I’d lived in relative safety, well, right up until all the danger started. I’d always felt like life would change again. Sure, things were dangerous now, but once everything was done, I’d always assumed that things would go back to the safety and comfort of before. With the end of Abarat, I could get back to just training, reading and being with the three sisters.

      All these people, though. They seemed to revel in the danger they lived in. Enjoying themselves. I couldn’t understand it. I envied them their freedom, and their happiness.

      Aliana, Norel, and Braire, on the other hand, seemed uplifted and especially touched when they saw a group of elves at the center of the room. There were dozens of them mixed in with the humans, drinking, and a handful of them took out instruments I’d never seen before. They filled the room with such music that my spirits lifted again.

      The happiness of elves was infectious, it seemed.

      “You’re enjoying yourself,” Norel said as she sidled up next to me and ran her fingers through my hair.

      “What can I say?” I replied as I leaned into her touches. “These people seem happy. Having fun, despite their conditions so far from what we consider to be civilization. Who knows, maybe that is the reason why they’re so happy.”

      Norel grinned, then leaned in and lightly kissed my cheek. “Who knew that inside that hard, muscular chest of yours, beat the heart of a poet?”

      “What are you talking about?” I asked, looking at her. “That didn’t even rhyme.”

      “I said the heart of a poet, not the tongue,” she replied with a chuckle. “Although I’m sure we’d be able to loosen your tongue with a bit of alcohol. I know you don’t like mead or ale, but there’s probably some beer or wine around here, with the amount of traders who pass through.”

      I nodded. “For the first time since we set off from the palace, I think I could use a drink. Or two.”

      “Good man,” Norel replied, smiling. “Come on then, we’ll get ourselves a drink.”

      As we made our way to where the drinks were being served and carried out by the local barmaids, I realized that there were people out there who recognized us. I noted a couple of them, too. Well, I wasn’t sure. Most elves were a little difficult to tell apart, all things considered, but they still looked like the larger, heavier-set men who had joined us in the battle. They greeted Norel and me by name and cheered us for our efforts in the fight. I couldn’t help but cheer along with them. Whatever they thought, we’d only played a small part in the overall battle. They actually came in and saved the day for us.

      I sucked in a deep breath as we reached the bar and watched as a couple of younger, stronger men poured ale directly from barrels, only occasionally using the taps.

      “So, beer or wine?” Norel asked.

      I opened my mouth to answer, but before I could, someone stepped in behind Norel and nudged her aside as the newcomer moved closer to the two of us.

      “I don’t see why we can’t just have both!” the woman said, grinning broadly as she patted both of us on the back and nudged us toward the bar.

      “Well, I don’t see why not,” I answered. I turned to her, expecting to see someone I recognized from the battle. Instead, I saw someone who I instantly recognized, but definitely not from the battle. Tall, lean, with a hunter’s build and long, elven ears, and turquoise hair that hung down below her shoulders.

      “Well, the heroes of the battle of the Imperial City ought not to pay for their drinks, between you and me,” the woman said with a smile. “Varion Grant and Lady Norel, great mages, warriors and champions of the innocent.”

      “Right,” I replied with a nod.

      “You can call me Lyth,” she said with a grin. “I was in the battle, at the edges, picking off the monsters with my bow. Was rather good with it, back in the day. Still am, as a matter of fact. Well, I don’t think these boys will go for giving you lot free drinks, so I think you’ll have to claim your own. Off you pop, then!”

      I narrowed my eyes. She talked very quickly, snappily, like she expected her orders to be followed without too much effort on her part. Norel seemed to go for it as well, and moved toward the bar without so much as a question.

      The turquoise-haired elf kept smiling until Norel was out of earshot, but her expression changed drastically when she had me alone. Well, not quite alone. The whole place was packed, after all, but there was privacy in the sheer numbers and the amount of noise generated by the people around us.

      “You lot need to be more careful,” she whispered and leaned close enough that her hair hung over my shoulder. “You’ve put yourselves in a very isolated position by allowing yourselves to be brought out here into the wilderness,. You four are either very stupid or very confident in your abilities.”

      I turned to face her and opened my mouth once, twice, and then shook my head. “I’m sorry, do we know you? What are you talking about?”

      “Oh, you don’t see it yet, do you?” she asked, pouting delicately. “Aw, bless, I almost feel sorry for you four. Anyway, you need to be prepared for what’s to come. I don’t know what kind of information will help you at this point.”

      “Information?” I asked as I scowled at her.

      “And here I was, thinking that they kept you around for your wit,” Lyth growled. “Oh well, I do have something for you. Something you should heed, although seeing what I see now, you won’t heed me anyway. Don’t trust the Official. Never trust the office. In fact, if you can help it, you four really shouldn’t trust anyone from this point forward, until further notice.”

      “Does that include you?” I asked and leaned forward.

      “Ah, wit, dim though it may be,” she replied with a smile. “Remember my words, Grant. You’ll need them.”

      I nodded and turned back to face Norel as she returned with drinks for the both of us. She looked around, a confused expression on her face.

      “Where did the elf go?” she asked.

      I peered back at where Lyth was standing. She wasn’t there anymore, I realized, and I couldn’t see her anywhere.

      “She must have left,” I said. “She told me something. She seemed to know us, and what we were doing. She told us not to trust the Official. I mean, we didn’t already, but there’s something she knew that she didn’t tell us. Something that she wanted to tell us but couldn’t, for some reason.”

      “Why would she tell us not to trust the Official?” Norel wondered as she looked around. There was a hint of annoyance in her voice, but the noise of the crowd started to rise, which made it almost impossible to hold a conversation. The music had stopped.

      I looked around and saw that most of the people were trying to escape. They weren’t happy anymore and they weren’t having fun. There was fear in their eyes. I wasn’t sure where it came from, but I suddenly realized that I had made a mistake by leaving my sword back on Horse’s saddle.

      Aliana and Braire made their way toward us. They didn’t have the same problem as I did, of course. Both already had their weapons in their hands, and both looked like they at least shared some of the concern that the rest of the crowd had.

      “Lancers!” Aliana shouted over the din of the people around us. “Lancers are here!”
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      “Well, of course there are Lancers here,” I answered her. “We came with them ourselves. That doesn’t explain why they’re all so terrified of them in here. They saw us enter Huron with them.”

      “No, not the ones we came with,” Aliana growled and shook her head. “New ones, and there are more of them. I’m not sure where they came from, but they’re out there. Killing guards. Taking people prisoner. And they’re coming into the inn. Looking for us, I think.”

      “Now, why would they be looking for us, I wonder?” I asked and looked around. I saw a couple of them now, forcing themselves in. They were aggressive, but mostly ignored the rest of the people that passed them, confirming the supposition that they were looking for us.

      It was further reinforced when they saw us inside the inn. The leaders shouted orders, commanding the Lancers to take up offensive positions. Aliana reacted to that with a predatory grin and licked her lips as she twirled the blades around in her hands. There was that darkness in her again. The stuff of nightmares and wet dreams, all wrapped up in one.

      I balanced myself and drew a deep breath as I reached into myself for some power. Sure, most of my fighting experience involved having a magical, runed sword, but then, most of my training was fighting without any weapons. I felt my left hand burn painfully as I watched the Lancers circle around us, isolating us from any kind of escape.

      “Not yet,” Norel said softly. “Too many innocent people. Don’t want them caught in the middle of the fight.”

      Well, I supposed that one of us had to be the voice of reason. Aliana, Braire, and I were all raring to start the fight. We weren’t the ones stuck in the inn’s common room with all these Lancers.

      All these Lancers were stuck here, with us.

      “Which way to the stables?” I asked and looked around the room as the rest of the civilians cleared away, leaving us alone with the men as they looked at us, weapons raised and ready for a fight. They didn’t offer any terms for surrender. No sign that they wanted to take us alive. Their weapons were bared and ready for combat.

      “West side of the building,” Aliana said and inhaled. “I think.”

      “You think?” I asked.

      “Why is it important?” she inquired without taking her eyes off of the men who intended to kill us.

      “I left my sword back on Horse’s saddle,” I replied.

      “Why haven’t you named your horse yet, by the way?” Braire asked. She looked a lot more comfortable with our situation than anyone had a right to be.

      “I did name him,” I answered, and made a face. “I call him Horse. Not Horsie, though. He doesn’t like that.”

      “You can’t call a horse, ‘Horse’,” Braire protested. “It’s not right. Would you want me to just call you Human? Or Ape?”

      “Do you think that now is really the time to talk about that?” Norel asked. Her power built in her hands.

      “Well, considering that we’re about to be murdered by two—three dozen Lancers with magically protected armor, I consider our chances of having this conversation later as slim. Just me, though.”

      I nodded. It was a good point.

      “So, west side of the building, then?” I asked as I looked around and tried to orient myself, remembering where the west side was. The door that we’d entered from faced the sun, which meant that the stable was on the opposite side. Made sense. West side.

      I had a plan. I only hoped that the rest of them would join. They hadn’t left their weapons on a horse’s saddle, after all.

      I pushed as much power as I could into the runes in my hands, making it as painful as I could stand. I gasped for breath as all three of them looked over at me.

      “Grant, are you alright?” Aliana asked.

      “Just… want to try something,” I hissed through clenched teeth and focused all the pain and anger rushing through my body. Once I reached my limit, I stepped forward and raised my hand. I couldn’t see it personally, but from the way that the Lancers reacted to it, the light reflecting in their eyes, I could tell that they probably hadn’t seen something quite like this very often.

      I screamed as the power released and pulsed out of my hand in a brilliant blast of white light. It launched toward one of the Lancers in the back who faced away from the west side of the building.

      The power blasted into him and forced him to step back, but I saw the runes in his armor glow, and all the power disappeared.

      “Well, if that wasn’t a waste of time,” Braire growled.

      I nodded and waited for something. Hoped, really. This was the first time I’d ever tried something this advanced. I’d never even had it taught to me. I’d just seen someone do it. Once. And it wasn’t even against a Lancer.

      The man looked down a moment before his armor exploded in a concussive blast that knocked all the men around him forward and away, and more importantly, blasted a bit of a hole in the west wall of the building.

      Braire turned to look at me, scowling. I wasn’t sure what that was for, but all I could manage was a shrug as the rest of the Lancers charged in. Half of them were either downed or still recovering from the magical blast, but the rest would be more than enough trouble for us to deal with in close quarters.

      “Aliana, how quickly can you cast a portal for us?” I asked and looked around while pouring more power into my hand.

      “Quickly enough, I think,” she replied, her knives spinning as she stepped under a swinging sword, then used her wings to knock the man off-balance as she cut into his hamstrings through his armor and around his throat with an elegant flourish.

      “Get it ready, then,” I shouted as I sidestepped a vicious chop and placed my hand on the man’s face, under the helmet. Sure, the armor was protected from most magical attacks, but I didn’t need to hit him in the armor, right?

      The heat of the blast reverberated against my hand as the man fell, his head not much more than a mess of red and grey against the inside of his helmet. I dodged another strike, knocked the attacker off balance, and sprinted as an opening appeared that allowed me to rush at the hole to where the stable was.

      Less than ten feet away, one of the Lancers noted what I was doing and swung at my legs. I saw it just in time, leaping to land on my shoulder and roll, coming smoothly back up on my feet again. My roguishness extended beyond the realms of magic, after all—I was a cunning escape artist even before I’d worked with the three sisters.

      I reached the stables after avoiding a group of men as they tried to encircle me and keep me away from the other three. I didn’t mind. I didn’t doubt that I could handle them once I had my sword.

      A quick run through the stables revealed Horse. The beast looked as placid as always—he never really bothered with much when he had a bag of oats to eat. Of course, he wasn’t saddled. It hung on his stall door.

      And there was the sword.

      “Hello, my beauty!” I whispered and unhooked the weapon from the saddle as Horse snorted. “I’m not talking to you. I mean, you are beautiful, objectively, but I would never call you that. Never mind. I’ll come back for you when I can, all right?”

      No response. I didn’t expect one. I drew the blade from its sheath. The familiar feeling of having something to pool my power into made me smile as I faced down the three that came to trap me. They paused when they saw the glowing runes on the blade.

      “Basically,” I growled then drew a deep breath, “run.”

      They didn’t take my advice. I swept the blade at them as they stepped forward, unleashing a blast that was carefully timed to hit them and them alone. There was a hint of disappointment as I watched their armor absorb most of the blast. The little that wasn’t caught, however, was enough to send them sprawling to the ground.

      I’d take what I could get. I jumped over them before they recovered and quickly retraced my path back to the inn’s common room, where the fighting was still heated. The Lancers had apparently decided against being the first ones to charge in, but as Norel blasted them from afar, they reconsidered and charged forward to engage Aliana and Braire, who held defensive positions around Norel.

      There were a couple more men on the ground who looked dazed but unhurt since their armor protected them from the brunt of Norel’s blasts.

      We weren’t going to last long, here. We didn’t have the time or the energy to take them all on.

      I flooded as much power as I could into the blade then swung it in a heavy arc in the Lancers’ direction, away from the three sisters, as I charged in. The power drain from my body, Sure, Braire had told me to contain and save my energy, but at this point, it was all I could think of that would buy us enough time to get a portal open.

      The air filled with acrid smoke as the blast showered the room with a bright white light. The first three or four men in front of me were cleanly cut in half, their wounds cauterized by the heat from it. A handful more were killed as well, and a few more wounded. Not enough. I sucked in deep breaths as every muscle in my body suddenly drained of energy.

      “Aliana!” I roared as the woman in question looked around, almost confused by what she just witnessed. “Portal! Now, if you fucking please!”

      “Right,” she snapped and closed her eyes for a moment as Norel and Braire gathered close. I smelled that familiar smell and dreaded the familiar tug in my guts. The portal dragged the four of us in and dropped less than a second later.

      I looked around, still struggling to breathe, and narrowed my eyes.

      “Where are we?” I wondered aloud as I pushed myself to my feet, still gripping my sword.

      “Never mind that.” Aliana jumped up with more energy than I had. “How are you? Using that much energy can’t have been easy on your body.”

      “Never mind my body,” I said, irritably. “Well, you know I don’t mean that, but we should focus on getting all our bodies away from any kind of danger.”

      “They’re already following us.” Braire pointed to the approaching torchlight. We were in the woods just outside the city, I realized, and not that far in, either. Still, it should have taken them a lot longer than that to disengage from the inn and find us.

      Well, unless they had troops waiting outside the city to counter us doing something precisely like that.

      “What happened to the Official?” I asked. “Did any of you catch sight of her in the fighting?”

      Braire shook her head. “She would have been in the mayor’s home.”

      Right. That left us without someone to question about these new developments.

      I sucked in a deep breath and brought my sword up as I looked around, weighing our options. We were out on the west side of the mountains, meaning that if we went east, we would be heading up the slopes.

      Not ideal, but we’d sprung a trap of some sort and I didn’t want to see what would happen when it snapped shut.

      I took a couple of steps in that direction and then stopped cold. Something moved in the darkness.

      “You have got to be shitting me,” I snarled disgustedly. Just our fucking luck.

      “What?” Aliana asked and looked away from the incoming Lancer troops. She paused when she saw what I was talking about.

      “Fuck me,” Braire growled.

      With the meager moonlight, all I could see were shapes, really, but the sound of heavy, lumbering steps was all the indication I needed to tell me that there were golems waiting for us in the forest as well.

      Not us, specifically, I thought. Hoped.

      The smaller figures had glowing green eyes. Eyes that came closer as I turned to the other three in my party.

      “Well, what do you think?” I asked. “We can’t stay here. Do we attack the monsters, or the Lancers? Against which do you think we have a better chance?”

      The three shared a glance. It wasn’t an easy choice. Out in the dark, attacking the monsters had to be a poor move. Then again, there were too many Lancers for us to defeat alone.

      “Just let them fight each other,” Braire said as she experienced an epiphany. “They don’t appear to be fighting in tandem, which means that if we guide them all onto the same field of battle, they’ll fight each other just as eagerly as us. That should be enough of a distraction to stage an escape.”

      Another shared glance, but it wasn’t needed this time. We didn’t have any other options.

      “Mount a trap of our own,” I said. “Head back to the pass. We can double back around the walls and escape once they’ve started fighting each other.”

      We moved, but I still felt the aftereffects of my spent energy. There was an easy and enjoyable way of replenishing it, but I doubted we had time for something like that right now. Maybe later, assuming that we were still alive. I limped as quickly as possible, but I heard the Lancers’ horses closing on our right as well as the golems charging in from the left.

      Instinct made me raise my blade just as a pair of sickly green eyes appeared in front of me. A snarling undead creature suddenly came into view. It held a blackened sword in its hands as it charged at me. I swung for its neck, easily decapitating it, but the body kept moving and knocked me off my feet. I stumbled and fell to the ground.

      On the bright side, I thought, I hadn’t yet lost my sword. I pushed myself up and groaned at the pain in my ribs as I climbed to my feet.

      “Grant!” Braire shouted and ran back as the other two tried to keep our way of escape open.

      I couldn’t breathe. Something stopped me, like a heavy weight sitting on my chest, as I pushed myself forward another step. Pain rushed through my body as I forced another, and another. I had to keep moving. We needed to escape.

      I blinked, trying to bring my eyes into focus as I saw Braire throw something at me. No, not at me, above my head. The air around me crackled with energy as her wolf appeared out of thin air and howled menacingly as it bounded onto a tree and then down on the closest golem, tearing the head off with is massive fangs.

      “Good to see you again, Vester,” I gasped as I struggled to keep my feet. “Braire, look out!”

      My warning almost came too late. My eyes were adjusting to the darkness around us. That, or the moonlight had suddenly grown brighter. I saw one of the golems, which was about twenty paces away, pick up a boulder and throw it at her.

      She saw it just in time, and dove to the right to avoid it. Damn. Not quite soon enough, I thought as I watched it land a glancing blow on her side and knock her to the ground as the rock itself sailed through the air and crashed into a nearby tree.

      “No!” I screamed. My pain and exhaustion were still overwhelming, but they were pushed aside as I rushed to where she lay. There was blood, black in the moonlight, but not much. Her eyes were closed, but when I knelt next to her, she sucked in a breath and then gasped as she looked around.

      “What… happened?” she asked, a dazed expression on her face.

      “Nothing,” I whispered and ensured that nothing was broken before I pulled her up and into my arms. I was barely able to carry my own weight, so I struggled even more with hers added to it.

      I wouldn’t make it. But I had to try.

      I felt the ground shake under me and turned, expecting to see a golem, but saw a massive wolf instead. Its its brown fur was almost invisible in the darkness.

      “Here… you take her, yes,” I hissed and pushed her onto its back. It paused while I secured her, and then, seeming to lose patience, nipped me on the neck and dragged me onto its back as well. I was too tired to argue.

      Then again, I needed to keep Braire situated on its back. For all its size and prowess in battle, riding a wolf was a lot more difficult than I thought it would be.

      I owed Horse an apology, I thought as I watched Norel and Aliana quickly mount up behind me. I let them help keep Braire secure as I held on for dear life.
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      I could easily add riding a giant wolf to the things that were both painful and incomprehensible to me, I mused as I dropped to the ground when the beast came to a halt. There didn’t seem to be way for me to acclimatize myself to it. Riding a horse was something that I had gradually gotten used to. The ride was certainly smoother and easier to manage. A smaller build allowed me to straddle Horse a lot easier, I thought. The wolf had a good deal more muscle and movement in the same area that made it almost impossible for me to ride him.

      As such, by the end of it, I hurt in places that I’d never thought could hurt.

      I quickly realized that there was little time for me to wallow in my misery as I looked up to where Aliana and Norel both still pinned Braire to the creature. They looked a lot more comfortable atop the wolf, I thought as I carefully helped Braire down. She was still unconscious, which couldn’t be a good sign.

      “Where are we?” Norel asked as she looked around.

      Aliana jumped lightly to the ground, fluttering her wings to bring her into a lighter landing. “There’s a cave about fifteen paces that way. I think we can spend the night there.”

      I looked up at the wolf. I didn’t have the bond to him that Braire did, but I could tell how exhausted he was just by looking at him. As I came closer, I realized that some of his hide had been rubbed raw by my boots.

      “I’m so sorry, big guy,” I whispered and gently stroked the injured bit.

      He growled at me softly, a gentle warning.

      “Are you going to be all right?” I asked, looking around. “Chances are the woods are still full of Lancers and monsters, even if they are hopefully all too busy fighting each other to bother with us.”

      He didn’t respond, of course. All he did was gently nudge me toward where I’d set Braire down. His intent was clear. He could handle himself. Take care of Braire.

      “You stay safe, though,” I said, trying to incorporate the same menacing tone as his growl, and failing miserably. I patted his neck one more time before I walked back to Braire and gently pulled her up. My muscles screamed in protest, but Norel and Aliana were already moving toward the cave. I couldn’t actually see the cave proper in the darkness, but I could follow the bond toward them. We were still in the woods, but the presence of caves meant that the mountains had to be close. I was already climbing a small incline, which supported that line of thought.

      I pushed as far and fast as I could go while carrying Braire in my arms. As my muscles gave way, Aliana suddenly stepped in and helped both me and Braire make the last few steps into the relative shelter of the cave.

      “Are you all right?” Aliana asked as I dropped to the ground next to Braire.

      “Don’t worry about me,” I panted and wiped some sweat from my forehead. It seemed that the wolf and I had a similar set of priorities, I thought and leaned back against the wall of the cave. Norel raised her hand and a glowing orb came from her palm. It rose five feet or so until it bobbed against the roof. It was a very light blue, and it illuminated the room around us without glowing too brightly. Even so, I saw the back of the cave rather well. It would do for shelter for the night, but not much else.

      “I’ll secure the area,” Aliana said softly. “Make sure that none of our enemies followed us here.”

      Norel nodded, already working her healing energy across Braire’s body. I saw some of her wounds in the dim light. There was a cut across her forehead, with a great deal of swelling. That was where Norel started with her healing, as a white light spread from her hands into Braire’s head.

      I knew better than to question or distract her from what she was doing, so I kept silent as I studied the two of them. I still wasn’t fully sure how to heal using my magic, and I assumed that trying it without any kind of training was as likely to injure as to heal under the best of circumstances. It was too risky, especially now, as tired and drained as I was.

      “She’s still breathing,” Norel whispered. “The impact caused swelling in her head, but I’ve managed to curb its effects for the moment. Grant, would you come over here, please?”

      I nodded, pushed myself away from the wall with a groan, and crawled over to where Norel knelt next to her sister.

      “What do you need?” I asked, looking at Braire. She was still unconscious, but there was something decidedly more relaxed about her than there had been before. Norel was obviously very good at what she did. She didn’t look up from her work. A few droplets of sweat formed on her forehead, although I couldn’t be sure if that was from our narrow escape or from her current efforts.

      “Well, your presence has a bit of a calming effect on her,” Norel said, still not opening her eyes. “And on me as well, if I’m honest, although I wondered if I could use you as a familiar for the last legs of the healing process. I fear that I am a bit drained.”

      “Of course,” I said softly. I could have argued that I was similarly tapped out, but for Braire, I was sure that I could dig a little deeper. Besides, our bond showed me that Norel was similarly exhausted and really did need the help.

      I pressed my hand to Norel’s shoulder and closed my eyes as I reached out to her through the bond. I’d done this before, of course, although the last time it was the three of them bonding to me. Going through this path was a little unfamiliar, but Norel guided me, pulling me into herself and drawing from what little energy I had left.

      It was difficult to tell time through this connection of ours. I felt somehow a guest in my own body, outside looking in as Norel took possession of me. Being her familiar wasn’t an unpleasant experience but it certainly was unusual. I couldn’t help but revel in the experience of powerlessness—being able to relax and trust that Norel knew what she was doing, and that she would never push me or herself beyond the limits of our abilities.

      I couldn’t be sure of that, of course, but that was where the trust came in.

      When I finally fell back, sucking air into my lungs as though I hadn’t breathed the entire time, I looked around. I was curious to learn how long it took. Aliana still hadn’t returned, which meant that it couldn’t have been too long.

      Norel swayed as her power reached its limit. I wrapped my arms around her, pulled her closer to me and stroked her hair tenderly.

      “Thank you,” she whispered and kissed my cheek before she looked down at Braire. Most of the outer wounds looked like they were healed, even the bruising around the beastmistress’ face. Braire remained unconscious, though.

      “There’s nothing more I can do for her,” Norel whispered and leaned into me.

      “You don’t mean—” I started to ask, but her chuckle cut my worries off at the source.

      “No, I don’t. She’ll be all right. She just needs some rest, is all,” she said and then added, “I noticed your interest in the healing magic I used.”

      “Well, it’s always a useful talent to have,” I pointed out.

      “There is a bit of talent involved in healing magic, I suppose,” Norel said in a soft voice as she ran her fingers lightly over my shoulder and down my arm before tangling them with mine. “But the real source of it comes with care, I suppose. It’s hard to explain, but you push your mind into someone else’s body and take on their pain, then use it to find what needs healing.”

      I watched her hand start to glow a faint white, and felt what she meant. I wondered why I’d never seen it before, since she had healed me a few times already. It might’ve been because I was so lost in my misery during those times, and that the touch was so subtle that it passed almost unnoticed unless you knew what you were searching for.

      “Can you feel it?” Norel asked softly as she ran her fingers up and down my arm, sending shivers across my skin. I closed my eyes, enjoying the soft touches. She pulled me closer, and her lips lightly caressed my neck. I didn’t know if her lips glowed as well, but I found that those touches tingled in the same way.

      “Oh… Yes, yes I can,” I said softly and opened my eyes to look at her. Her lips weren’t glowing but they were still more than a little entrancing. I needed a closer look. I leaned in, kissing her lips softly and pulling her closer to me. She sighed with a soft moan, then sank into the kiss and pushed her body against mine as her fingers tangled in my hair. I had neglected to trim it over the past month or so but she seemed to like it.

      “Well,” Norel whispered when we broke the kiss, her fingers trailing down to stroke my jaw. “That’s one way to replenish our power for the evening, I suppose.”

      I smiled in agreement as my hands slid down her shoulders and pulled her closer. I tenderly pressed my lips to her neck and lightly nibbled the exposed skin, eliciting a soft gasp each time my teeth dug into her neck. She was right, it was a good way to replenish the energy we’d expended in the fight. The power had already begun to replenish my exhausted muscles.

      That wouldn’t be enough, though. It never was. I was a greedy bastard and always wanted more. Her hands slipped over my shoulders, caressing my hard muscles. I did the same to her. Her long, flowing white robes did little to hide what was underneath. My hands went to her still-concealed breasts, which drew me in and immediately distracted me as I cupped and then tenderly squeezed and stroked them while rubbing my thumbs over her hardened nipples, which were easily felt through the silky robes.

      “Oh gods, Grant,” Norel gasped, showing her need and a little frustration as I toyed with her breasts while still teasing her neck and shoulders with my lips and tongue. Her right hand fell away from my body but landed against my quickly-hardening member a moment later. She rubbed it through my trousers.

      I shuddered in pleasure against her, more than willing to follow her lead. One hand drifted down from her breasts to find its way under her robes and push her thighs open as my fingers slipped between them. As I stroked her clit, her hips pushed forward. Her gasp indicated that her movements weren’t quite intentional, but very welcome.

      “Please… please Grant,” she whispered and kissed my neck as my fingers slipped inside her.

      There were footsteps at the mouth of the cave. I twisted far enough to see Aliana step inside. The pale blue light from Norel’s globe, which was still hanging from the roof of the cave, revealed the small smirk on her lips. I realized that her clothes were already gone. I assumed that she had discarded them before she entered the cave, although I saw no trace of them at the entrance. Maybe she put them in the same magical pocket where she kept her knives.

      “How is the situation out there?” I asked, not giving Norel any pause as my fingers continued pumping in and out of her warm pussy.

      “Peaceful,” Aliana said as she dropped to her knees and kissed me. “How fares Braire?”

      “Norel healed her,” I answered, smiling as her fingers joined Norel’s in trying to rid me of my trousers. “She’s sleeping now. She needs rest.”

      Aliana nodded but pressed a forefinger to my lips, indicating the end of the conversation in favor of more pressing concerns. With Aliana and Norel working together, my trousers were quickly undone and pushed away, leaving my cock free to jump up and bob lightly as it grew harder. I growled softly in appreciation as both wrapped their hands around the shaft, drawing another moan of pleasure from me.

      Aliana leaned in, her free hand coming around to pull Norel’s head down, as the woman was too distracted to do so herself. As my fingers pumped in and out of her, Norel gasped, her eyes opening suddenly as Aliana pulled her down to where my cock was waiting. She moaned, wrapped her lips around the head and sank lower. Every nerve ending in me flared to life as she slowly started to bob her head as Aliana moved down with her, her lips and tongue playing with my balls.

      A shot of pleasure jerked my hips forward against Norel’s mouth. Both women giggled, although Norel complemented hers with a soft moan as I pushed her harder. My free hand moved over Aliana’s back. I smiled as her wings fluttered gently against my arm while my hand slid lower and caressed her ass. My thumb stroked between her cheeks. She was dripping wet by the time I slipped two fingers inside her, which drew a gasping moan from her.

      A flicker of movement drew my attention toward the other side of the cave. Braire was not only conscious and watching us but engaging in her own way. I watched as she toyed with her breasts, pulling one out from under her clothes for easier access as her other hand slid between her thighs. The pleasure was being drawn from all four of us now, I realized. It washed over me in an awesome wave, and dragged a low growl of pleasure from me as a prick of power started to flow from the runes in my hand. The first to feel it was Norel, of course, but it quickly moved over to Aliana and even Braire, whose eyes rolled back.

      “Don’t stop on my account,” she whispered while licking her lips. I felt her orgasm crest first, despite what I might have thought. Not that I thought much over the next few minutes.

      “Oh gods,” I whispered aloud as my head dropped back against the wall of the cave.
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      We’d been in heart-pounding, life-threatening danger before. What came after was just as heart-pounding, although a good deal less life-threatening. I couldn’t stay awake once we had all finished, and neither could the other three. Our shared exhaustion filtered through the bond.

      Braire, still recovering from her wounds, was the first to drop off. Norel drifted to sleep next to her after checking that she was well and didn’t need any help at the moment. Aliana sat next to her, with one of her wings draped over Norel’s shoulders. I found my pants, then laid down with my head on Aliana’s lap and stared up at the slowly-dimming blue orb.

      A sense of vertigo filled me and made me realize that I was just about to fall asleep. It was familiar—I had felt this before, somewhere. My consciousness slipped away from my body as I reached up and out of it, feeling in control of my actions in this odd realm beyond reality.

      I rose and looked around our small cave. The four of us were properly asleep. Braire looked like she was dreaming as she twitched and muttered something in her native tongue. It was a curse, one that I recognized. She was verbally berating someone, and the bond told me she didn’t feel good about doing it, but felt it was necessary. For all I knew, it could have been one of her animals. I still wasn’t sure just how close they were with each other, but I could feel a hint of a bond with each. It was probably thanks to the bond I shared with her. I had always meant to ask Norel how that was supposed to work, but never remembered to when she was around. My mind was always elsewhere.

      I looked up from where I stood over them, feeling that same tug from when I was in this dream state before. It wasn’t an unpleasant feeling then or now, but there was a sense of urgency to it this time. I sucked in a deep breath, wondering if I actually needed it, or if my body breathed normally and I was simply going through the motions in this realm.

      The pull came again. This time, I didn’t want to ignore it, considering where it led me the last time I followed it. I had ended up in a beautiful glade with an equally gorgeous elf woman who seemed able to see me despite the fact that nobody else in the world had been able to.

      I had a couple of questions I wanted to ask her, and if that was where I was going, I didn’t want to waste any more time sightseeing.

      Since I’d learned a few of the mechanics about what I was doing on my last trip, it was a little easier to glide out of the cave, although I wondered if I could just go through the mountain since I was incorporeal in this state. Either way, old habits died hard. I slipped through the trees at ever-increasing speed, and thought to ensure that our enemies were still too far away to pose any kind of threat. I saw fires and movement in the trees many, many miles away, in the town’s direction. It appeared that the Lancers had dealt with most of the monsters and were now caring for the bodies.

      The tugging wasn’t coming from there, though.

      I shot into the sky and paused for a moment to commit my location to memory before I followed the pull, soaring through the trees to reach the glade. I now had a more-or-less-solid grasp of where I was heading, and intentionally slowed my path through the forest to make sure I didn’t get lost.

      The minutes passed. It wasn’t long before I descended into the same little glade. I narrowed my eyes as I looked around. The place was exactly the same. Considering the number of monsters that were in the area, I had assumed that they would be here as well, but no. It looked as pristine as the first time I’d seen it.

      The waterfall bubbled cheerfully, and the trees parted just enough to give anyone walking through the area a spectacular view of the sky above, with the moon and stars gleaming in plain view.

      I looked around, unsure of what I was searching for. Would the elf be the same one from my dream, and our encounter at the inn?

      Something moved in my peripheral vision. This time, I was prepared. I wasn’t sure how, since this seemed impossible the last time, but as I reached down, I felt the weight of my sword suddenly appear around my waist. I quickly drew it and pointed it at the movement.

      And sure enough, there she was. Tall, lean, and dressed like a woodsman. The bow in her hands was unstrung, though, and she didn’t bother to reach for the arrows in the quiver on her back. Her hair was that odd shade of turquoise I remembered, and hung loose over her shoulders as she made her way toward me, a small smile on her lips.

      “I wondered how long it would take you to find your way back here,” she said with a smile as she moved around me and walked toward the waterfall-fed pool. She placed her bow and quiver on the ground and then sat on a rock.

      “I wondered, too,” I quipped as I strolled over to where she sat. “I hate to be the one to ask this. I’m not sure how else to start this conversation, but I feel that it’s one which needs to happen. Who are you?”

      “That is what you’re the most curious about?” she queried, quirking an eyebrow.

      “Well, I needed to start somewhere, and that seemed as good a place as any,” I grumbled while shaking my head.

      “Well, you already know that my name is Lyth.” She leaned over to pat a rock that was within arm’s reach of hers. “I’m an elf, which should be rather clear to you, I think. Was there anything else you wanted to know?”

      I sheathed my imaginary sword and then walked over to the indicated rock that she’d patted and sat. I didn’t need the rest, of course, but it felt like a more natural way of conducting this conversation.

      “What is this place?” I asked once situated.

      “Well, technically, this is still the world you live and breathe in.” It sounded like she’d expected question and had chosen her words very carefully. “The only thing that has changed is your perception of it. You’ve allowed your mind to float free of your body to experience the world in a better fashion.”

      “And how is it that you came to be in this… I want to think of a better word than dream?” I asked as I crossed my arms over my chest. “It seems to be that whenever I slip into this, I’m pulled to you.”

      “Well, I can’t account for why or how you’re drawn to me,” she replied with a shrug. “This could be explained as I dream, I suppose. It’s an old trick used by mages to communicate over long distances. It wasn’t as widespread as other techniques, even if it is the most interesting and enjoyable form of communication. It was also used for reconnaissance on the field of battle. However, during the war, most of those capable of using it died, and the secrets of it were lost to time. Or so I thought.”

      “In all honesty, the secrets are still lost,” I said and shook my head. “I have no idea how I actually got here. I fell asleep and then somehow slipped out of my body.”

      “Well, it does come more naturally to certain types of magicians,” Lyth explained. “But that’s not important right now. The point is, you were able to do it on your own, without any kind of training.”

      “Well, actually those elves you saw are training me,” I said.

      “I mean specialized training, in this,” Lyth murmured. “It usually took months, sometimes years to train someone in this form of astral projection. The fact that you did it on your own shows that you have great promise. I think you and I have very similar magical traits and talents.”

      “Next, you’ll tell me that you’re a rogue mage, too.” I rolled my eyes.

      “Well, if that is what humans call it. Elves have a name for it that is too long and complex for your ears to comprehend, and honestly, longer than I think we have time for. The mages in charge of naming things back in the day were overfond of the sound of their own voices.”

      “Well, that hasn’t changed.” I looked down at my hip in a moment of panic since the sword was gone. Then again, I realized that summoning it the last time was as simple as calling it to my hand. Besides, I still wasn’t sure how much good a sword would do in this particular situation.

      She smiled, tilting her head. “Yes, I suppose some things never change. The nature of sentience is a curse that we all must bear.”

      “Why did you warn me about the Official?” I asked, abruptly changing the subject.

      Her smile disappeared almost as quickly as it had appeared. “You can’t trust her, that’s why. I knew that by warning you I’d put you in danger, but I also know there’s something special about a human who can project his mind. When I saw who your companions were, I knew that I was right.”

      “You know the sisters?” I asked, leaning forward.

      “Of course,” she replied. “Even if we hadn’t fought together in the war, it would be difficult not to know about three of the most powerful mages in our history.”

      “You fought with them?” I couldn’t help inquiring. Of course, I was interested in the history of the three people I cared about most in the world.

      “Yes, but that isn’t the point,” Lyth growled. “I know another of the most powerful mages in history as well. In fact, some might argue that he is the most powerful elf mage who ever lived. I’m not one of them since I’ve met a few more powerful than he, but I would be foolish to ignore the power he commands.”

      “Abarat,” I said softly.

      “Yes.” She nodded and leaned over to place her hand on mine. It wasn’t quite the sensation I’d expected, but I felt something. The same way that her arrow had felt as it went through me the last time.

      “Who are you?” I asked. “Why can’t we trust the Official?”

      “I can’t tell you,” she whispered as she leaned closer. “Not here. It’s not safe. You need to find me in the flesh. I’ll explain everything, I promise. But not here.”

      There was an implication in her words that I didn’t quite understand. If no other mages besides the two of us could be here, why wasn’t it safe? What wasn’t she telling me?

      I looked up as I saw light reflect in the shimmering pool.

      “You need to go, now,” Lyth whispered. “Find me when you wake. I think you know the way.”

      “How would I?” I asked.

      “That tug that drew you here?” she murmured. “Follow that. Search into yourself and find it again. Follow your spirit.”

      “And here I was worried that you would be vague about where to find you,” I replied, shaking my head.

      “I’m sorry, I can’t be more specific.” She extended her hand toward my chest. As her fingers touched me, I was dragged forcefully, painfully back the way I’d come. Everything blurred around me and then went dark.
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      Snapping out of an intense dream like that had downsides. The rules that my body abided by in the dream didn’t carry into the world that my body was actually in, as I suddenly realized when I snapped awake. My hands flew up to stop myself from an imaginary fall and hammered hard into the wall that I was lying next to.

      “Fffff…” I hissed through clenched teeth as I looked around, knowing that the other three were still resting. There was a need to curse, loudly, but as I pulled myself up from using Aliana’s lap as my pillow, I clamped down on the impulse. I stood and rubbed my aching hand. I slipped out of the cave into the icy fall air, which was already starting to warm as the sun rose. Well, I couldn’t see the sun proper, since it was behind the cave, and therefore the mountains. It was easy to get lost in our rapid escape the night before, especially since the wolf had done most of the escaping for us.

      We were still on the western side of the mountains, which meant that we were beyond the influence of the Empire. I couldn’t explain the feeling that came over me when I looked at a part of the world that I’d never seen before.

      Never seen with my own eyes, that was. The vast forest in front of me was vaguely familiar from my time flying around out of my body. Still, it felt different to see it with my physical eyes.

      A pair of arms wrapped around me from behind. I was still lacking in clothes from the night before, when Norel had rid me of my shirt. I still had my trousers, though, I realized, looking down. Whomever was behind me was similarly lacking in clothes since I felt soft breasts against my back. A moment later, a forehead pressed between my shoulder blades and a pair of horns touched my skin, revealing who it was.

      I turned around and noted that Aliana was still completely nude as she kissed my bare chest. I tipped her head up to look at me as I leaned down to kiss her. She smiled and moved closer as I wrapped my arms around her shoulders.

      “Sleep well?” I asked.

      She nodded. “We needed a good rest after the day we had yesterday. You didn’t, though,” she grumbled, looking up into my eyes when she said that. “You were restless, and you hurt your hand when you woke up.” She pulled the hand in question up and ran her fingers over the small bruise that was forming. “It was cute how you thought that it wouldn’t wake someone up when they were right next to the wall you punched. I appreciate the gesture, though.”

      I leaned in to kiss her forehead. She smiled in response.

      “Are you going to tell me, or will I have to pry it out of you?” she whispered while placing light, shiver-inducing kisses over my bare chest. “I have ways of getting the truth out of you, you know.”

      “I thought you had enough of that last night,” I commented, automatically letting my hands drift down to cup and squeeze her breasts, then toy with her nipples.

      “Your cock is delicious, amazing,” she said, emphasizing her words with intermittent kisses. “Don’t think that I’ll ever get enough of it. Or you.”

      I couldn’t help but consider a quick spot of morning fun before we headed out.

      “As much as I hate to interrupt,” Braire said from the mouth of the cave, smiling as she watched us, “I think time is of the essence regarding our little mission.”

      “A pity,” Aliana said and pressed against me one last time. “I’ve always heard that breakfast is the most important meal of the day.”

      “We don’t actually have any supplies to work with,” Braire pointed out. “I’m afraid that we’ll have to acquire our food as we move… ah, I understand.”

      Aliana grinned and pecked her sister on the cheek as she walked into the cave, probably to wake Norel.

      I walked over to the beastmistress and kissed her. “How do you feel?” I asked while stroking her hair.

      “Better than ever,” Braire murmured and laid her head on my shoulder.

      “Thank you for… well, you know, saving my life last night,” I whispered in her ear. “You almost got killed doing so.I don’t think that I would ever be able to live with that hanging on my conscience.”

      “I hope you understand that I won’t stop saving your life just because your conscience can’t take it,” she replied as she leaned back to look into my eyes, a small smirk playing across her full lips.

      “Well, you should know that I’ll do the same for you,” I said with a cheeky grin and lightly smacked her ass as I moved around her and into the cave. Norel was awake as well. Although she looked a little less rested than the three of us. She growled and softly cursed as she drew herself up from the cave floor.

      “We should be going soon, yes?” she asked, immediately taking charge of the situation as she smiled and pulled her clothes on.

      I looked at the three of them. They were dressed and ready to head out. I finished dressing and then strapped my blade to my belt. “Sure. We should leave, but do we have a particular direction?”

      “We need to find another way back into the Empire,” Norel pointed out. “Find out what happened to the Emperor and why Lancers are trying to kill us. I’m assuming that Abarat is behind it, of course, but I’m still not sure how.”

      “I might have an idea about that,” I said as we headed into the forest. Its night-shrouded darkness gradually brightened as the sun rose. “Well, assuming that we’re not going to open a portal somewhere.”

      Aliana looked over at me. “I could, if we knew where we were going. We need somewhere to start, though, don’t we?”

      I nodded. “I think I know where. You mentioned something about me having bad dreams, but that’s not actually the case.”

      I paused, not quite sure how to explain my dreams that weren’t dreams. Well, Lyth explained that they were something else entirely, an ability that had been used as a weapon or something during the war. What was the name, again?

      “Well, as it turns out, I somehow managed to… project myself from my body, and meet with an elven woman in the dream,” I explained. “She was in a glade not that far from here. Or it felt like it wasn’t that far from here, anyway.”

      “Wait, hold up,” Braire said, tilting her head. “Are you telling us that three beautiful elves aren’t enough for you, and now you’ve dreamed up new beautiful elves to keep you company? I mean, I know your appetite is voracious, but I never knew it was this intense.”

      Norel grinned over at me as I shook my head.

      “I’m serious,” I grumbled. “And I never said that the elf in my dream was beautiful. Elf. Not elves. Just one.”

      “Was she, though?” Aliana asked, grinning and playing along with Braire.

      “I’m not answering that,” I said with a chuckle. I wasn’t the wisest person in this world, but that didn’t make me a fool either. I wasn’t stepping into that particular bear trap.

      “Well, then, what did this assumedly beautiful elf tell you?” Norel asked as we moved through the forest, making sure that we were at least alone for the moment.

      “She told me that I was doing something called astral projection.” I finally remembered the name. “Actually, no, you met her. It was the elf from the inn. She was the one who warned us not to trust the Official, Norel.”

      “I remember no such warning,” Norel pointed out.

      “Right. She… warned me not to trust the Official, but you remember her, right? The elf in the inn?” I explained while trying to remember details. “She had turquoise hair and was tall, about my and Braire’s height.”

      “Yes, that rings a bell,” Norel nodded. “If she was the one in your dream, she’s rather beautiful, I have to say.”

      “I… wasn’t looking, so I wouldn’t know,” I said, only half-truthfully. “Anyway, she told me not to trust the Official literally seconds before the Lancers attacked us. She knew something was going to happen, and tried to warn us. And then she disappeared.”

      “If she really wanted to help, wouldn’t she have stood and tried to fight alongside us?” Aliana asked.

      “Well, if she knew the magnitude of the crap-fest that was ready to descend on us, I really don’t blame her for disappearing,” Braire admitted. “Honestly, the fact that she warned us about it at all is admirable enough, if Grant is to be believed.”

      “Hey!” I called, annoyed. “Since when is my word not enough?”

      “I was teasing, you big oaf.” Braire grinned over at me. “Considering our lack of other ideas, all in favor of pursuing the woman of Grant’s dreams?”

      Aliana and Norel both raised their hands, joining Braire’s. I was the last one to raise mine.

      “You could have worded that better,” I grumbled. I could handle their teasing. I’d been subjected to it more than a few times, and I’d never minded before. I wasn’t sure why I was reacting this way, and honestly, I didn’t have time for it. I needed to stay focused if we were going to track Abarat down. All this time spent rushing to the western border felt like a distraction.

      “Looks like we’re going in search of this mystery elf,” Braire said with a grin. “How do we find her, Grant?”

      I opened my mouth and realized that I actually had nothing to say. I had anticipated a lot more resistance to my idea, and the lack of it left me staggering for an actual plan.

      “You didn’t actually go there yourself,” Aliana pointed out. “I’ve never seen astral projection happen before, but from what’s written about it, it’s more of an impulsive action to travel than intentional. Do you know where to find this glade?”

      I sucked in a deep breath. “She told me to follow my spirit, whatever that means. There was something that drew me to her through the projection, and she said I just need to follow that.”

      “Very well, then,” Braire cut in. “Where does your gut tell you that you want to go now? Don’t think about it, just pick a direction and point.”

      I did as I was told, raising my arm toward the west, away from the mountains to our backs.

      “We have a direction,” Braire grinned. “Let’s go. I don’t want to be caught out in these woods when night falls.”

      On that, we all agreed, and moved in the direction that I’d pointed. I only hoped that I wasn’t walking us out into the wilderness to get lost.
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      “We’re close,” I blurted before I even knew what I was saying.

      Aliana, Braire, and Norel all turned to face me, looking confused. We had spent most of the day walking, I realized when I noticed that the sun was on its downward path toward the horizon. There wasn’t much to see inside the forest, but there were enough openings in the tree canopy for us to track the sun’s location during the bright and sunny day.

      “How can you tell?” Aliana asked, tilting her head. The three followed my lead, but I sensed a bit of frustration through our bond. They trusted me, and until now, that decision had borne little fruit.

      I looked around, trying to understand where my statement came from. I knew we were close, but it took me a moment to realize why. The sound of running water made me look around. We were slightly off course, so I indicated for us to head downhill. The low rumble of a waterfall became more and more distinct as we moved closer.

      I wasn’t sure how the sound of a waterfall could be familiar, and yet here we were, stepping into a location that seemed isolated from the rest of the world. Everything was greener and more vital, somehow. The sound of birds and wildlife in general was a lot more active in the area, too.

      This was the place. That was what I’d recognized. I hadn’t even noticed it consciously in my previous two visits, but it felt so obvious now. There was something about this place that was pleasant, just relaxing.

      I smiled and looked around but kept a hand on my weapon. Sure, I believed most of what Lyth told me, but that didn’t mean I trusted her not to shoot arrows into our backs. I was optimistic, not stupid.

      My feeling was shared by the other three. Aliana had her blades in her hands, as did Braire, who looked like she was experiencing the same kind of relaxation but still felt on edge.

      We approached the waterfall-fed pool. It looked different at night than it did a few hours before sunset, but we were in the right place.

      “We’re here,” I declared and looked around. I wasn’t sure what to expect, considering that I’d never met the woman in the flesh while here. For all I knew, she might’ve been an astral projection as well, and we were both drawn to the same place.

      “You came!” said a voice from behind us. I turned around. I knew that voice, although the other three seemed a little more hostile. Understandably so, since the newcomer had her bow in hand, strung, with an arrow nocked. “You must remind me to stop doubting your abilities.”

      “Stop doubting our abilities,” I said with a cheeky smirk as I stepped closer. The other three suddenly shared the oddest feeling across our bond, one that I couldn’t place. It was something like recognition without actual knowledge of what was being recognized. I turned to them, but they shook their heads.

      It was a matter for another time. They seemed to recognize this elf, but from what I could tell, they couldn’t recall why or from where. Norel recognized her from the inn, of course, but it went deeper than that—something she’d missed in the darkened common room where drinks had flowed.

      “We’re here,” I said and took another step forward, feeling that something needed to be said. “You told me that you couldn’t elaborate on your warning about the Official before because it wasn’t safe. Well, we have the opportunity, now.”

      Lyth nodded and pulled her arrow away from the bow. Both Aliana and Braire appeared to relax at the sight, although their weapons remained out in the open. I suspected that if Lyth wanted us dead, she could have killed at least one of us while we’d been distracted by our surroundings.

      “It’s complicated,” the turquoise-haired elf said with a sigh. “I’m not sure how to explain it.”

      “Try,” Braire growled at her while stepping up to stand next to me. “Or, alternatively, you can start by telling us who the hell you are.”

      I looked at her, approving of her tone, even if it was a little surprising. Most of the elves that I’d seen them interact with until now were greeted pleasantly and respectfully. There was tension in the air, here, and the reasons were lost on me.

      “My name is Kaelyfth,” she explained, unmoved by Braire’s suddenly-aggressive stance. “My friends call me Lyth. The reason you can’t trust the Official is because she is under Abarat’s thumb.”

      “How?” Aliana asked. “And why? Why would an Official who feels the way she does about elves work for someone as notoriously against humans as Abarat?”

      “Like I told you,” Lyth said, suddenly looking around, “it’s complicated. Were you followed here?”

      “I don’t see how,” Norel replied, although she too looked and felt uneasy about standing out in the open like this. Their nervousness started to tell on me as well, and I looked into the trees. I caught a glint of sunlight on steel and drew my sword.

      The Lancers moved out from the forest in droves. They came from the opposite direction that we had, indicating that it hadn’t been us they followed.

      I looked back at Lyth, who was already backing away into the woods. “Look for me!” she called over her shoulder before she disappeared in the underbrush.

      The air was suddenly alive with arrows. Norel raised her hands and formed a shield to defend us. It was a little too late. An arrow scored a shallow wound across my thigh. Aliana cursed as one caught her in the arm. Norel dropped back a few paces. A wooden shaft jutted from her chest. It didn’t look too deep, but it was still painful.

      “No!” I screamed and rushed forward as I pushed as much power as I could gather into my sword. I launched it in a wide swipe through the men who had been foolish enough to come too close. Their runed armor protected them from the magical strike, but those unlucky enough to be closest experienced the power cutting right through their armor and deep into their bodies. Three of them fell, trying to staunch the gaping wounds that suddenly appeared in their chests. A few more were pushed backward, black scorch marks appearing on their armor.

      Braire was attacked from behind but not killed. These men appeared to have orders to capture rather than kill as they quickly grabbed her shoulders and pulled her down. One fell back, screaming in pain as the beastmistress sank her blade into his eye. She wasn’t able to reach the stones in her pouch that would summon her furry and scaly friends. She fought, but as I made my way toward her, the Lancers restrained her hands, fitted over her mouth and dragged her away. Norel received similar treatment: captured, not killed.

      Those who tried to take Aliana, though, discovered that the djinn was a good deal more difficult to handle. She carved through the ranks of Lancers. Her knives flashed and blood flew as she cut them in the gaps that were undefended by their magic.

      I cut a similar pattern, forgoing magic with the blade except for quicker, more strategic strikes as I used the razor-sharp weapon to slash and stab a handful of the Lancers until Aliana and I stood back-to-back.

      I counted about fifteen Lancers killed in the fighting so far, and there were at least fifty more. Archers lined up on the edges of the clearing as the rest of the men encircled us, shields raised, weapons poised and ready to attack. They paused. I sucked in a deep breath and wondered if this was some kind of last stand situation.

      “Lay down your weapons!” a commander called from his position at the back of the ranks, where he sat astride a horse. “You are to be taken captive, but if you resist, you shall die.”

      My eyes were drawn to Braire and Norel, who were on the ground next to the commander’s horse, bound and gagged. I looked around at Aliana. There was a hint of dread in her eyes. I knew she would fight if I did, standing by me to the last. Chances were, we wouldn’t be able to kill this many, but we could punch one hell of a hole.

      The downside, of course, was that Braire and Norel would either be killed immediately or taken to whoever ordered our capture. I wouldn’t be able to live with that kind of decision.

      Aliana visibly relaxed as she noted that I’d decided. Instead of dropping her weapons, she flicked her wrists and stashed her knives where no hands could touch them as she raised her hands in surrender. I had no such way to hide my blade, so I was forced to drop it. I held my hands up as well.

      The Lancers rushed forward and for a moment, I wondered if they weren’t just going to kill us anyway. They grabbed us and quickly wrapped us in ropes that I assumed had some sort of anti-magic properties, although I wasn’t sure if that was possible. Maybe not, then. The gag did, though; I saw the runes carved into the steel plate they fitted in my mouth.

      This wasn’t going to be a pleasant trip, I realized as they roughly pushed me toward where the commander waited for us. I expected to see a smug look of victory in the man’s eyes, but as he snapped for the men to form up and head back to the town, I thought I saw a glimmer of fear. Not for us, naturally, but because something other than his loyalty to the Emperor drove him through this.

      Which was interesting, I supposed, as I was pushed to march next to Aliana, Norel, and Braire.
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      We’d spent most of the day hiking through the woods. That, followed by a fight and a few more hours of forced marching back the way we’d come, had a way of telling on a body. I hadn’t used that much power during the fight, but my body showed signs of exhaustion with every step. There was a hint of it in the others as well. Norel was still wounded, although the Lancers had removed the bodkin arrow and bandaged her wound. I thought the effort was odd, especially since Norel could have healed herself more effectively.

      Then again, these Lancers probably didn’t trust us to only use magic to heal. All things considered, I had to concede that it was a smart move. I had already thought up two or three dozen ways to kill every single Lancer around us along with a couple of creative ways to handle the commander. Despite the fact that his reluctance for his actions became clearer with every mile that we marched, his constant calls for us to move faster made me hate him, irrational or no.

      As the sun disappeared in the west, we came into view of the town that we’d so narrowly escaped only the day before. Somehow, it felt longer. We picked up the pace, then. It was almost beyond what even the Lancers on foot could perform, much less the four of us, bound and exhausted as we were.

      My whole body ached as they pulled us the last few steps into the walled town. The place was all but deserted. All the guards had been replaced by Lancers, who watched us closely. People moved through the streets, but they were exclusively human. The elves were suspiciously absent, and the humans we passed quickly averted their gazes. Fear was in the air, I mused as the Lancers dragged us in front of the mayor’s manse.

      The doors were pushed open from the inside, revealing a pair of Lancers in full armor doing the work as Faye stepped out. She was dressed in the Emperor’s colors, with her long, blonde hair left to drift down unencumbered over her shoulders. She looked almost surprised to see us as she turned to the commander, who hurriedly dismounted.

      “They were where you said they would be, ma’am,” he said and quickly pushed his fist against his breastplate with a clack. “We suffered casualties.”

      “The casualties do not concern me, commander,” Faye said. Her voice sounded annoyingly distant and her eyes seemed unable to focus as she faced us. “Only results. Rest yourself and your men, but I want you back out hunting the monsters before sunrise tomorrow. Dismissed.”

      The man clearly had misgivings but lacked the courage to voice them. He bowed stiffly at the waist, his hand still pressed against his chest as he about faced and marched away. A couple of the Lancers who brought us here joined him. The rest remained where they were, watching us.

      “Abarat has ordered that you four be kept alive for the moment,” Faye said to the four of us. “You will be securely contained until his arrival. Take them to the dungeons.”

      A hand pulled me around and then pushed me toward some buildings near the back of the small town, away from the gates. I saw Norel shake her head furiously. I couldn’t tell what she was trying to do until she finally managed to free herself from her gag.

      “How long have you been under his thumb, Faye?” Norel called back to the woman as she turned to reenter the building behind her. “I would have thought that someone as powerful as you would be able to resist his influence, but you bent to his will like a…”

      She was cut off when one of the Lancers hammered a fist into her jaw. Not hard enough to cut, but enough to silence her until the gag was put in place again.

      “Get them out of here, now!” Faye screamed, looking uncontrolled for a moment before the emotions slipped from her face and she walked back into the mayor’s building.

      Something hot rose inside me when I saw the strike. Afraid or not, a man didn’t put a hand on a defenseless woman like that and not expect to be the first one gutted and torn to shreds. Aliana and Braire felt the same way.

      The Lancers pushed and dragged us toward the building that was apparently the dungeon. Once inside, they shoved us into individual cells that formed a group, still bound and gagged. The cell doors closed and locked behind us.

      I used Norel’s trick to rid my mouth of the gag during the first few minutes of our incarceration and spit the steely taste out of my moth before I crawled over to the cell on my left where they’d tossed Norel.

      “Norel?” I asked. She turned over to look at me, already lacking her own gag. “Are you all right? I swear to the gods, I will tear that man a new asshole when I get my hands on him.”

      Norel grinned. “Don’t think that I don’t appreciate it, although I would prefer the first try at him. More interesting, I think, is that Faye has been brainwashed by Abarat. I’ve seen him do it before, and I know what to look for. If one of the Emperor’s Officials is affected, we have to assume that the man himself is at risk.”

      “I think the more interesting thing to note is that the Lancers don’t appear to be under Abarat’s influence,” Aliana said as she pushed herself against the bars in the cell to my right. “They were afraid of her, not brainwashed.”

      “Makes me wonder if we wouldn’t be able to get them to surrender should we somehow manage to kill Faye first,” Braire pointed out, already making herself comfortable in the cell across from Aliana’s. “And believe me, she’s the one I’ll kill first when the time comes.”

      They all ignored the fact that we had to get out of these cells before any killing could happen. I didn’t doubt that we would eventually find a way, but we probably shouldn’t plan too far ahead.

      “We should get some rest,” I said softly. I pushed myself up against the wall in the back of my cell and leaned my head back. Find a way out, and then plan who to murder first. Norel had first claim on the man who struck her, which left me with a whole fortress of easily over a hundred Lancers to kill instead.

      It would be difficult to choose. Maybe the commander for me.
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      Of all the times to have a case of insomnia, this was one of—if not the—the worst. I was exhausted, but with my mind racing as it was and the uncomfortable feeling of ropes digging tightly into my wrists, it was difficult to sleep. As I looked around at the other three cells, I realized that Norel and Braire were either deep in their own dreams, or capable of pretending that was the case.

      There was usually something to do when I felt this way, but the fact that we had been locked in separate cells meant that unfortunately, it would not be an option tonight.

      I moved and softly growled as the ropes dug into my flesh. They would leave a mark, that much was clear, but I couldn’t worry about that at the moment.

      Aliana turned her head and smiled when she saw me working my way closer to her.

      “Well, this turned out rather shitty, didn’t it?” she asked once I was close enough to hear her soft whisper.

      “That’s something of an understatement,” I replied as I leaned closer to the bars of the cell. They were placed too close together for anything larger than our fingers to slip through.

      She smiled again as she twisted to face me.

      “I mean, we spent so much time worrying about Cyron, and his effects on the Empire,” I continued when she didn’t reply. “And sure, what he did was a lot more obvious, lacking in anything like subtlety. He didn’t think he needed to be careful. And yet, despite everything, Abarat is so much more dangerous.”

      “Considering his ability to manipulate minds and bend them to his will, sometimes without the victim even understanding what is happening, I have to agree with you,” Aliana whispered from where she leaned against the bars. “His power is considerable, of course, and his abilities on the battlefield were second to almost none, but what made him the most dangerous was his ability to twist people around to his way of seeing the world. It was how Cyron, Braire, Norel, and I ended up joining him when he attempted that spell. When he spoke, it was almost like he cast a spell on your mind, and it was impossible to resist. I can’t explain it, even now. It was… Everything he said, no matter how horrifying and terrible it was, just seemed to make sense.”

      I nodded. Someone that malevolent who could make others do his will without them knowing it was dangerous, indeed. I’d started to see what Norel meant. Sinking his claws into one of the Emperor’s Officials was a terrifying thing, true, but the implication that the way to the Emperor himself was open was even more terrifying.

      Everything that we fought for until this point was to keep the people of the Empire safe. What would happen to them if the people who were supposed to defend them had other priorities?

      I pulled myself closer to the cell’s bars and pressed my cheek against the cool iron. “I need to slip into a trance and project myself, maybe find Lyth. She told us to look for her before she disappeared. I think I can do it.”

      Aliana looked at me. “No offense, but someone who has run away twice when we’ve been in need isn’t exactly what I would call someone to count on.”

      “Well, it’s not like we have that many options,” I growled back. “I’ve tried, and I can’t undo these ropes. These bars will probably be a pain to get through as well, and once we’ve done that, we still have about a hundred Lancers and a powerful Official to deal with. Unless you have any ideas?”

      Aliana shook her head after a moment. I had honestly hoped that she had a better idea at this point.

      “How do you do it?” Aliana asked.

      “Well, the first time I managed it, I had the three of you as familiars,” I said softly.

      “That’s not an option, here,” Aliana said, pointing out the obvious.

      “The other two times, we had just had sex, the three of us, and then fallen asleep,” I continued.

      “There were two times?” Aliana asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “You want to do this now?” I grumbled, exasperated. “We don’t have much time. I need to find a way to project myself.”

      Aliana nodded. “Well, there’s never been much written down about the ability. Some were born with it, others needed to be trained in it for years, and all those who could were in the service of the Elven royal families, who guarded their secrets jealously and didn’t share them even when they were dying out. What little I know about it says that you need to be in some sort of trance, a state of mind that allows your consciousness to escape your body.”

      I nodded. That sounded a lot like what they had trained me to do back in the days when I was still trying to grasp my powers. I narrowed my eyes, leaned back against the wall and settled as comfortably as I could before closing my eyes entirely. I could do this. No familiars, no sex to help me. I could do it.

      I sank into myself. The sensation was similar to sliding into a massive underwater lake as the warmth of it comfortingly enclosed me. I relaxed in the feeling, able to push the pain and discomfort aside for a moment and just bask while trapped in my mind.

      Then I took control and pushed, forcing my consciousness to delve deeper into the pool of my power and reach for it. I had no idea what I was doing. I could kill or injure myself doing this, for all I was aware.

      And suddenly, like a bubble bursting, I was out. I sucked in a deep breath, just like all the other times, as the world closed around me. I looked down and saw myself bound and leaning against the wall, droplets of sweat sliding down my forehead. I couldn’t feel them.

      Weird.

      I turned and drifted through the steel bars. Moving was a lot more tiresome than I remembered. I still felt like I was floating through the air, but I was weighted down somehow. I pushed through the walls and climbed into the air. I felt out of breath once I’d cleared the walls and was looking out into the forest. There was a hint of a tug, as though something—or someone— reached out to find me. It was different from before. Where the last time was a gentle awareness, now it felt like something reached out and grabbed me.

      It wasn’t the direction of the glade, I mused, wondering if that was good or bad news. I needed to find Lyth, of course, and she wouldn’t have returned to the glade after the attack. Then again, this pull could be something else entirely. She had made a point of telling me that it wasn’t safe in this…state of consciousness, even after insisting that there weren’t too many people left alive in the world who could do it.

      I decided to roll the dice. I didn’t know what I was doing, so although there might be consequences for my actions, there certainly would be consequences for my inaction. I pushed myself toward the tug. The movement felt draining—just staying in this state was exhausting—but I pushed myself faster and harder, gliding over the forest in the direction of the tug.

      I pulled myself to a stop when I saw a familiar head of turquoise hair turn to look at me, only a few miles away from the town itself. I smiled, leaned closer, and lightly touched her shoulder.

      She jumped, spun around, and slashed at my neck with what looked like an elegantly carved spear.

      “Fuck!” she exclaimed when she realized that it was only me. “Don’t sneak up on people like that! It’s rude.”

      I wanted to snap back and tell her off, but I realized that we didn’t have time for a debate at the moment. “You’re closer than I expected you to be,” I finally said, keeping it simple.

      “Well, I had to follow you four, didn’t I?” she grumbled while shaking her head. “Those walls around the town are a complication, of course, but not impossible to overcome. I don’t want to spend too much time wandering around the place looking for you, so I expected you to come out and give me some directions. Where are you?”

      “There’s a dungeon building toward the back of the town,” I explained. “Away from the gates, I mean.”

      “Excellent,” she said, grinning. “So, here’s what’s going to happen. I’ll get inside the walls, find you four, release you, and then you four will help me take the town back from Abarat’s control, or that of his minions. How does that sound to you?”

      “Fantastic!” I replied, trying to hide my sarcasm, and failing. “But then, so are fairy tales. How do you expect to accomplish any of that?”

      She smiled and shrugged. “I have my ways. Just be ready when I come for you. We’ll need to move fast and decisively when the time comes. Now, go back. I can sense you lack the energy to do this for much longer. I’ll be there soon, so you should rest in the meantime.”

      I nodded, unable to disagree. My limbs went from feeling heavy to downright leaden, and it was almost with relief when I released myself to reenter my body.

      I gasped for breath and almost fell forward when I realized that my hands were still bound.

      “How did it go?” Aliana asked. “Any success?”

      I nodded and leaned back against the wooden back wall of my cell. “I found her. Lyth is coming for us, and she told us to be ready when she arrived.”
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      I wasn’t sure how quickly the night passed. Most of it was spent dozing off and then waking up when any movement caused the ropes to dig into my wrists. It wasn’t the best rest I’d ever had, and I was almost at my snapping point by the time I heard a key turn in the doorlock for our dungeon.

      My head snapped up as I quickly scanned the darkened room. I didn’t see any Lancers about, which was decent enough news, I supposed, but if the person entering intended to stand personal guard over us, it would make Lyth’s work that much more difficult.

      Not impossible, I assumed. The woman had broached the task of breaking into a walled town and finding a dungeon that was guarded by well-armed and magically armored soldiers with the same kind of annoyance as one might address having to walk through a light drizzle. Less than ideal, but by no means impossible. A few guards wouldn’t add to the difficulty of her mission. Not by much, anyway.

      I scowled, trying to bring my hands in front of me but stopped by the damned ropes again. I tried to reach into my power for what felt like the tenth time, but it was more stubborn than usual. The more I reached for it, the harder it was to grasp.

      It had to be the ropes. Or maybe the gag that still hung from my neck.

      The door opened to allow in a hint of torchlight from outside. I leaned forward, trying to see who it was. The lack of heavy armor hanging from the tall, lean, shadowy figure was promising, as was the figure’s lithe and soundless movements. Whoever it was turned just enough for me to to see the dim silhouette of a bow and quiver hung from one shoulder, which sealed my suspicions even before the person moved to my cell and unlocked it.

      “Hello again, human,” Lyth murmured as she moved closer and crouched in front of me. “Did you miss me?”

      “You have no idea,” I whispered in response. “My name is Grant, by the way.”

      “I’ve gotten used to calling you ‘human’ in my head,” Lyth responded. She pulled a dagger from her belt and waited for me to turn far enough for her to cut the ropes.

      “Well, I suggest that you get un-used to it,” I growled back, rubbing some feeling into my hands as she stood and offered a hand to help me up as well.

      “I’ll try,” she replied with a grin. “But I shan’t make any promises.”

      I nodded. “That’s all a man can ask for.”

      She chuckled and turned to leave my cell, but paused and turned back. “I found this in the guardhouse outside.” She pulled my sheathed sword from where it hung at her hip. “You should be more careful with where you leave that blade. It isn’t something to be left behind or lost. Or let fall into the wrong hands.”

      I smiled. “I’ll be sure to keep that in mind,” I said, keeping my voice low as I attached the sheath to my belt before moving out of the cell. Lyth opened the door to Aliana’s cell first and let me in to deal with the djinn’s bonds while she moved over to Norel’s. Aliana grinned up at me and smirked when I used my sword to cut her loose.

      “It’s a real shame that you don’t have a pair of knives. Easier to use in tighter situations, aren’t they?” She grinned and kissed my cheek after I cut her ropes.

      “A true shame,” I agreed with a smirk and watched as she flicked her wrists and a pair of blades appeared in her hands. She took a moment to flourish both of them, a bit stiffly thanks to the time she had spent tied up.

      We moved into Braire’s cell last. The woman was fuming.

      “Why the fuck did you leave me for last?” she grumbled. “It can’t be because I’m the least useful of the group, since that clearly isn’t true.”

      “It’s not like we planned it,” Lyth said, looking at the beastmistress with a scowl as she cut the woman free of her bonds. “You’re welcome for saving you lot, by the way. No, no need to thank me, just doing what I can for my fellow elves.”

      Braire scowled at the elf. I knew her well enough to realize that she was contemplating violence, even if it wasn’t seriously. I squeezed her shoulder. Her features softened a little at my touch and she reached up to gently squeeze my hand in response.

      “Thanks,” she whispered, although I wasn’t sure if she was talking to me or Lyth. Either way, it seemed like we’d moved past the thanks and into the actual escape part of the rescue mission.

      “So, not to rush anyone, but do we have any plans to get out of this town?” I asked and looked at the four elves standing near me. Lyth looked at me and narrowed her eyes, tilting her head.

      “I thought I made it clear that we would first liberate this town from the control of Abarat’s minions,” Lyth said, looking at all of us. “That was why I decided to release you lot in the first place. I can’t do it alone.”

      “Not to be ungracious or anything, since I am very grateful that you released us from prison and everything,” Norel cut in, “but I’m not sure how much good we can do, even the four of us. The Lancers out there wear armor that cancels out most of what makes us capable of handling that many enemies.”

      “Didn’t Grant tell you?” Lyth asked and looked around. “I have my ways. Besides, not all of them are under Abarat’s control. All we have to do is get rid of the Official, and most of them will be able to bring themselves out of her control and surrender. Or at least have enough good sense to start running.”

      “She’s optimistic,” Braire said with a small smile. “I think I like her. She’s crazy too, but let’s be honest, that’ll just make me like her more.”

      Lyth grinned and nodded. “Anyway, shall we get moving? We have some preparations to finish before we can do anything like take this place back, so if the four of you would follow me? Oh, Braire, I think you need this?” She handed a pouch to the beastmistress.

      Braire snatched the leather pouch out of the woman’s hand and held onto it tightly. It was the pouch which contained all of the runed stones she used to summon her beasties from wherever they happened to be. I still didn’t understand the magic that went into that, in spite of her earlier explanation, but I wasn’t going to press her for it. It was something that I saw as unique to her. I would never be able to pull it off. I smiled, watching how relieved she was to have the pouch back. I squeezed her shoulder again.

      “Well, then,” I said, keeping my voice down, “what do you think we need to do before we’re ready to take this town back? Just the five of us… against scores of Lancers?”

      Lyth grinned. “Well, we want our Lancers as divided as possible should we engage them. I thought we could kill two proverbial birds with one proverbial stone by setting fire to their stock room, where they keep all of their weapons, arrows, and anything else they might need in case of a fight.”

      I looked at the three other elves, who all wore expressions of and probably felt the same surprise that I did. I had anticipated some sort of magical blast or something, but this plan was starting out a good deal more tactical and grounded. I wasn’t sure if I was impressed or disappointed.

      “Let’s move,” Lyth whispered, and without any further questions from any of us, we moved out of the dungeon. It had been a short stay, but I was convinced that I would never set foot inside the place again unless I was forced to. I gripped the hilt of my sword as I stepped out of the room, following Lyth as she guided us through the quiet halls of the building.

      In a few minutes, we were outside and breathing the crisp, clean, pre-dawn air.

      “The sun will rise soon,” Lyth whispered. She pulled her bow off her shoulder and drew an arrow from her quiver while moving through the town. I wondered just how she knew this place so well, but quickly recalled that she was the one who met us here, and had probably been here before. Chances were that she knew the layout better than we did.

      The deeper into town we moved, the more nervous I felt. Lancers were the type to patrol almost constantly—even at night—and aside from the handful that we’d seen circling around the edges of the wall, I couldn’t understand why there weren’t more of them around.

      Besides, it was already morning. Why weren’t they calling up everyone else? Hadn’t Faye told the commander that she wanted him out hunting monsters before sunrise? Either the man didn’t fear her enough to take her orders seriously, or something was up.

      “Something’s wrong,” Lyth agreed. I looked at her and narrowed my eyes, certain for the most part that I hadn’t said what I was thinking aloud.

      I didn’t have the opportunity to question her about it, though, as she looked up at the wall that we were approaching. One of the Lancers looked down at us, trying to make us out in the shadows.

      “Intruders!” the man suddenly called and turned toward one of the towers, some fifteen paces away from where he stood. “Raise the al…”

      His words cut off as a green-shafted arrow materialized in his eye socket and sent him stumbling back to land hard against the wall behind him.

      Lyth quickly grabbed and nocked another arrow and turned in my direction. I had the presence of mind to duck as she fired. The arrow cut through the air with a soft whistle. I glanced around in time to see it sink into the back of a Lancer’s neck as he turned to strike an alarm bell.

      The arrow punched through his neck and came out the other side. He fell forward, and his head struck the bell hard enough to send a single peal out into the town.

      All five of us looked around, trying to hear if the single strike was enough to raise the alarm across the entire town. For one hopeful second, we thought that we might just get away with it.

      But then another bell started ringing. And another. And another.

      “Fuck,” I hissed. I looked at the rest of them and pulled my sword clear of the scabbard. “Are we still attacking the supply room, or trying to escape?”

      “Well, we had to assume that we would be discovered eventually,” Lyth said as she pulled three arrows from her quiver and put two of them in her left hand, neatly tucked against the bow as she nocked the last. “It just happened a little earlier than we anticipated. No reason to change the plan.”

      I looked around at the other three, trying to get a grasp of what they thought. Aliana could open a portal that would get all of us out of town. We could attack it at another, more opportune time. There had to be all kinds of opportunities for five admittedly powerful mages to attack a fortified town, right?

      Well, I assumed that Lyth was a mage as well, although aside from the astral projection, I hadn’t actually seen her use any magic.

      The three sisters looked like they were in the mood for a fight. Honestly, I was, too. A whole night of plotting my revenge needed to be unleashed sometime, and it might as well be now, right?

      I grinned wolfishly. “Let’s do it.”

      We moved between the buildings as the cacophony of bells kept ringing amid shouts to raise the alarm. We drew closer to where Lyth claimed the storage building was. She guided us into an open courtyard that led toward a building where a group of five armed and armored Lancers already waited outside, weapons drawn.

      Lyth led the way again, sprinting across the whole of the courtyard. She was light on her feet and outpaced all four of us by about fifteen strides before she came to a screeching halt. Fifteen more Lancers erupted from inside the building, ready for battle as the group circled around us. By the time we reached where Lyth stood, her bow pointed at the men in front of her, I realized that we were almost completely surrounded.

      They were expecting us, I realized. This was a trap, and we’d just sprung it. It took me a moment to realize that since we had already been captured, we had been the bait. Which meant the quarry had to be…

      “Kaelyfth,” I heard a familiar voice call as Faye stepped out from the storage room. She was decked out in full battle gear, a spear in her hand. “Aren’t you just the slipperiest elf who ever lived?”

      The elf woman shrugged, but didn’t answer, keeping her arrow pointed directly at the woman’s forehead.

      “Wait,” Braire growled, looking around. “You were using us as bait to catch… her?”

      “Of course, Braire,” Faye said with a smile. “Did you really think it would be this easy to escape? Now, lay down your weapons, surrender peaceably, and none of you needs to die this day. Honestly, Abarat is really dying to meet all of you. Well, maybe not you, Grant, interesting as you are.”

      I ground my teeth and kept my grip tight on my sword, watching as the runes started to glow a gentle white.

      Lyth remained silent for a moment, staring the Official down as the seconds ticked by and the sun started to crest the horizon. Inch by inch, she lowered her bow until it pointed at to the ground, the arrow in place.

      Faye smiled. “I’m glad that at least one of you has her wits about her. Now drop—”

      “Actually,” Lyth said, cutting the Official off. “I just had a better idea. See, we wanted to burn that little building behind you to the ground. While our magic is rather impressive, I know someone who can do it so much better.”

      She reached into her pocket as a look of doubt shadowed Faye’s features. Lyth pulled a small, pearl-white pebble from her pocket and tossed it forward. As it landed on the ground three paces away, I could faintly make out a couple of runes glowing.

      I looked over at Braire, who shrugged.

      “It’s not one of mine,” she admitted and looked up toward the mountains. I turned to see what she was looking at. I couldn’t make out details, but it was moving very quickly in our direction. The air filled with a low whine, like a whistle that wouldn’t go away, and suddenly a very real shadow fell across the town.

      “Frarris?” Norel asked in disbelief as she looked into the sky at the massive winged creature which swooped down as it launched a blast of fire from its jaws.

      Faye had only a moment to throw up a protective spell, and Norel did the same as the blast landed hard on the building in front of us. The ground shook as the air was suddenly filled with the smell of smoke and brimstone. Even with Norel protecting us, every person in the courtyard was knocked from their feet. As the bright light cleared, our eyes were drawn to the pile of flaming ashes of the former storage room.

      And the dragon perched atop the wall just behind it.

      “Frarris!” Norel called, clearly ecstatic at seeing her old friend again. “But… no, she summoned her. Nobody can summon a dragon like that except… well…”

      I looked over to her. “Who?”

      Norel shook her head. “Not important.”

      I looked around, realizing that she was very right. There were still just over a hundred men, excluding those that Frarris had killed in her blast, that needed to be dealt with. I smiled and licked my lips as I fed power into my sword. Questions could wait. We had a battle to fight.
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      Attacking the Lancers head-on would be a waste, I realized as I took a step toward the men who were still recovering from the shock of a dragon’s attack. Their armor would soak up too much of my power to make it effective anyway, which meant that we needed to be careful. Tactical.

      Braire grinned over at me and pulled three pebbles from the pouch that Lyth had recovered for her, then tossed them in the direction of the recovering soldiers. They quickly formed into a shield wall, holding their spears out as a massive wolf, a snake, and a hawk struck them from behind. I grinned and joined the fray, ducking as the hawk flew in from behind me to tear at one of the Lancer’s faces with one set of claws as the other set gripped another and dragged him into the air as the man screamed.

      I stepped in and smoothly beheaded one of the spearmen who tried to stab the hawk, and then shoulder-charged a second one who tried to do the same to the wolf. I needed to remember his name, I thought. I knew that Braire had told me what it was on more than one occasion, but whenever I looked over at him, all I could think was… Wolf.

      Probably not Wolfie, though, I thought as I ducked under a spear that stabbed at my head and jumped back as the shield wall closed and advanced toward me. The runes in my sword started to glow a bright white. I took another step back to regain my balance and swung the sword at the line, watching as the white blast rushed at them. The shields absorbed most of it, predictably, but the shield of the man closest to me shattered and sent shards of steel into the men standing around him, breaking the front line up and giving me the opening I needed. I stepped forward, ducked under a spearhead that was aimed at my chest and quickly cut the head off of it, then pushed my left hand into the closest man to me and gripped his face under his helmet. A prick of heat spread across my palm before a wet splat of red filled the inside of the man’s helmet.

      I’d used that trick before and would again, as messy as it was. It was effective against men in runed armor.

      I stepped back while slashing the head off another spear and came away from the line of Lancers just as the wolf and the snake charged into them. I heard screams of pain, but I was already moving away, springing over to where Aliana, Norel, and Braire had formed a loose triangle around Lyth, who was picking precise shots to knock off one man after another with her arrows.

      I looked up, feeling a brush of wind as Frarris took to the air again. The archers on the wall were shooting at her now, and I had to assume that she wasn’t invulnerable to their attacks. A couple of arrows already jutted from her hide as she launched another blast of fire at the men. It lacked the impact of the one that had demolished the building but was more than enough to set them all aflame.

      My attention returned to the ground as I saw Faye regain her feet. She was covered in soot but otherwise looked none the worse for wear, although rage radiated from her. Runes across her hands, neck, and face were clearly visible as she gripped her spear and prepared herself for battle.

      Aliana peeled away from the other three elves to engage her, but I raised my hand.

      “I’ll take care of her, you help eliminate these Lancers,” I replied. I didn’t fully believe that I could, but there was a part of me that wanted to prove the woman wrong in thinking that I wasn’t worth Abarat’s attention.

      Not that I wanted the elf’s attention, per se, but it hurt to know that I was the single member of the troop who wasn’t important enough to merit a visit from the elf himself.

      Aliana looked at me and nodded, then jogged over to rejoin the fight. Faye realized what was happening as I stood my ground in front of her and smirked.

      “Aren’t you a brave one?” she asked as she stepped forward and let me feel the power gathering in her runes. “Then again, they do say that bravery is the kindest word for stupidity.”

      I rolled my neck. “Yes, well, by the time you’ve finished with me, you’ll have four angry elves to handle and fewer of your guards. A wise tactical decision if there ever was one.”

      “And you would sacrifice your life?” she asked, taking another step forward. “For them?”

      “In a heartbeat,” I growled. I drew a deep breath and suddenly raised my left hand, launching a blast of white light at her. Faye, clearly expecting a more powerful attack from the sword, was caught off guard and sent stumbling a few steps back.

      “Of course, that isn’t exactly what I want to happen.” I grinned and jumped to the side as she screamed in anger, launching a powerful blast at where I stood a few seconds ago. “I would very much rather you be the one doing the sacrificing, if you don’t mind.”

      I dove to the ground, rolled over my shoulder and came to my feet in a smooth, practiced action, then raised my blade to block her spear strike. The haft was coated in steel and the head of the spear was long and curved, showing that it wasn’t quite what the Lancers fighting all around us used. The runes on it started to glow a moment before the head extended another foot, opening a shallow cut on my neck as I moved around the strike, and then ducked as she swept the spear around for my head.

      As I backpedaled, trying to put distance between me and her oddly fantastic spear, she stepped closer and hooked the haft behind my knee and sent me stumbling to the ground.

      Well, this wasn’t going quite as planned, I mused. Then again, I hadn’t started out with much of a plan to begin with.

      I rolled away as she slashed at the ground inches away from me, regaining my feet just as she pooled the power into her weapon and launched a wave of flame toward me. I raised my blade to block the power. I pulled my sword up, swinging forward to cut a path through the flames. They still scorched over my whole body, but after they passed, there wasn’t a part of me that was on fire.

      Faye jumped forward through the blast and thrust her spear at my chest. She’d used the blast of fire to distract me, but had apparently hoped that I would be knocked back a few steps. She hadn’t expected me to stand my ground precisely where I had been.

      She faltered for a moment, a look of surprise on her face, which gave me the opening I needed. I stepped forward, tucked her spear under my arm and used it to pull her close enough to hammer my elbow into her jaw. She grunted, released her weapon, and fell.

      Just as I took hold of the spear, the runes disappeared and the spear itself retracted to a size about a foot shorter than the sword I had in my hand. The head was still long and looked sharp enough to cut through a neck. With that in mind, I pressed both it and my sword to her neck.

      “Yield,” I said, looking down at her. “I don’t want to kill you… no, wait, I do want to kill you, but the fact that you are not in control of your actions makes me feel that you might need a second chance. Abarat is to blame, and I am going to kill him. But I don’t have to kill you now.”

      I did want to, but after what the sisters had told me about how Abarat controlled her, I wanted to think that she was capable of redemption. It was worth a shot, anyway.

      She looked at me, trying to understand what I’d just said. In all honesty, I was struggling with it myself. She arrived at a conclusion a good deal faster than I did, and the runes on her skin lit up as she raised her hands, preparing for an attack.

      I flicked the spear around and hammered her in the temple with the haft. The dull thud was compounded as she dropped back to the ground, a small trickle of blood flowing from where I’d hit her.

      “I guess we’ll address your second chance another time,” I said softly to myself, suddenly noting how quiet the whole courtyard was. I looked around and saw the bodies and still-burning fires, but the battle had moved elsewhere. And I hadn’t even noticed.

      The wolf padded over to me, tilting his head as I walked over to him and reached up. He seemed curious by the gesture and dipped his head low enough for me to gently scratch him behind the ear.

      “I’m going to learn your name one day, I promise,” I said aloud, unsure if he could understand me. “I’m terrible with names. Always have been. I hope you don’t mind, but until then, I’m just going to call you Wolf. Is that all right?”

      He lifted his massive head to look me in the eye, tilting his head again.

      “I hear no objections,” I said, still speaking aloud. “Would you mind standing guard over her? I just… I need to find the rest of my team. Can you do that?”

      Wolf moved away from me to stand over where Faye was still on the ground.

      “Do you understand me at all?” I asked, but Wolf didn’t look back at me. He stood over the Official in a way that I knew I never wanted to wake up to. It was its own brand of justice.

      Wolf seemed to understand the basics of it, anyway. I walked toward the gate, from which I saw the remaining Lancers in full retreat. There weren’t many of them left, and those who remained fled in terror of Frarris.

      “I have to say, I am pleased that you thwarted me on this field of battle,” A smooth, silky voice came from a few paces to my left. I turned around to see the tall, lean frame that I’d come to associate with Abarat. “While I entrusted a powerful Official with the task of containing you and really securing this border of the Empire, I am pleasantly surprised by your ability to overcome. You truly do make a worthy adversary.”

      “How?” I asked. I felt something thick and dry in the back of my throat and I couldn’t push it away, which made my voice come out a little raspier than I intended.

      “Oh, fear not, I’m not really here,” Abarat said with a smile as he traced a long forefinger over his chin. “I have to say that astral projection was difficult for me in the past, but centuries spent in a tomb with nothing but time to waste gives one all sorts of openings for one’s skills. Anyway, I look forward to meeting with you again, Grant. Very soon.”

      With those words, the image flickered and disappeared from view just as the sun fully crested the horizon to start its daily climb.

      It took me a few seconds to gain control of the tremors that had taken over my hands.
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      “Who were you talking to?”

      I spun around and saw Norel walking in my direction. She looked gorgeous as always, even though her skin was covered in ash, soot, and blood from the battle. Her hair was in a loose bun behind her head. I quickly sheathed my sword and tucked Faye’s spear into my belt.

      “Sorry?” I asked, playing for time as I tried to think of an answer better than that I’d just seen a projection of our greatest and most powerful adversary.

      “I thought I heard you talking to someone,” Norel said softly as she looked around, trying to spot another person.

      “I was talking to myself,” I said quickly and looked around.

      “But I heard two voices,” Norel pointed out.

      I nodded. “Well… Yes, I was doing both of the voices. I’ve found that conversations are better when I play both parts of it. They tend to flow a lot easier and there are fewer awkward pauses. It’s the only way a person like me can have an intelligent conversation.”

      Norel narrowed her eyes, looking like she didn’t fully believe me. Our bond probably conveyed the terror that gripped my soul when I’d seen the elf and hadn’t yet realized that it was a projection, which, I assumed, was why she came to see me in the first place.

      But she eventually concluded that it didn’t really matter, and leaned in to kiss me.

      “You’re an odd, odd man, Grant,” she whispered as she slipped her arm into mine and guided me back into the town. “I’m glad you survived your fight with the Official. How did it feel? Ending her life like that?”

      “I…didn’t actually kill her,” I admitted as we walked further into town. There were people in the streets again, since most of the civilians that still lived inside the walls had barred their doors for the duration of the fighting.

      “Why not?” Norel asked.

      “The reasons why are a little difficult to explain,” I admitted. “I just…it didn’t feel right. If everything she did was due to Abarat’s influence over her, it just didn’t feel right to kill her over it. It felt better in the moment. And I left Braire’s wolf watching over her to make sure she doesn’t cause any more trouble until we have time to somehow lift his influence on her. If she ends up being a terrible person once that is done, we can kill her then.”

      Norel smiled. I looked down when I realized that she was pushing me into a smaller building next to the gate. It was a guardhouse, and, all things considered, it being abandoned wasn’t that much of a surprise.

      “What are we doing here?”

      “I hate to do this out in the open,” Norel explained and looked around to make sure that we were, in fact, alone in the room before she moved closer to me. “I need you. Now.”

      I opened my mouth to voice some sort of complaint, but realized that I didn’t have anything to complain about—and, as she drew close and let me feel her need through our bond as she tenderly pressed her lips to mine, the sudden change in mood felt like it was needed. I leaned into her and passionately returned her kiss as the fire that pulsed through my body suddenly came to the fore.

      “Fuck me,” Norel growled. Her hands tugged at my shirt until it ripped. I chuckled softly and pulled her pale white robes down her body, pushing them to the ground with surprising ease.

      She grinned up at me as her hands lowered to feel my already-growing cock through my trousers. She leaned in until her bare breasts pressed against my almost-bare chest, then kissed and ran her tongue down my chest as she tugged my pants down.

      She was moving too slowly for my taste.

      I growled in warning before I grabbed her shoulders, turned her around and forcefully walked her over to a table that looked like it had been abandoned for a while. It was abandoned no more as I bent her over it. She squealed excitedly as I ran my hands over her body, enjoying the sensation of her warm skin under my hands.

      There was a spike of annoyance from Aliana and Braire as they realized what we were doing, and honestly, I did care, but not enough to stop. I kept running my fingers over Norel’s body as she pushed herself back, grinding her bare ass against my still-covered cock as I leaned closer and firmly smacked her ass.

      She squeaked as I left a palm print on her right cheek. I stroked her warm skin as my hands came up underneath her, then squeezed her breasts and pulled her back into me, wanting to feel more of her warm body pressed to mine.

      “Please, Grant,” she whispered in a way that mixed with a low, longing moan. “I need you inside me.”

      I was more than willing to oblige as I straightened, pushed my trousers down far enough that my cock sprang free as my weapons loudly clattered to the ground. I gripped her hips and roughly pulled her back into me so she could feel the shaft harden and rub lightly over her clit. She let another one of those long, need-filled moans that she could carry on until her lungs ran out of breath.

      She wouldn’t have the opportunity, I decided as I gripped my shaft, guided it up between her firm thighs and pressed it to her warm, already-wet pussy. Her moan grew more intense as I pushed forward, feeling her warm, drenched walls wrapping tightly around my thick shaft. She decided that I moved too slowly, and pushed back to drive me into her the rest of the way.

      Her moan ended in a pleased little gasp as she reached back to grip my hips, pulling me as close as I could be. I reached for her and greedily ran my fingers over her body again, gripping her shoulders, her breasts, her hips, and smacking her ass again before I wrapped my hands over her hips and pinned her against the table as I pulled back then roughly drove in again. I didn’t allow her to push back into me, forcing her to stay where she was and take me into her over and over again.

      “Fuck me, Grant,” Norel gasped as she reached back around and tried to pull me in. “Fuck me harder. Please, oh gods… please…”

      I followed her instruction and pumped into her harder and faster than before, hard enough that I worried about whether the table would be able to take much more of this punishment. My already-tired muscles burned, but our lovemaking was replenishing my almost-exhausted power supply.

      I pulled her up from the table and against my chest as my hands ran freely over her front, enjoying the delicious feel of her body against mine as my left hand started to gently burn. I stimulated her body with the pleasure that rushed through mine.

      “That’s not fair,” she hissed through gritted teeth. Her nails dug into my shoulders as her pussy tightened around my cock, coating it in her cum as her cries reverberated through the small room that we were in.

      I kept pumping her full of cock as her orgasm slowly wound down and then stopped, as unnatural as that felt. I withdrew, turned her to face me, lifted her to sit on the edge of the table and spread her thighs around my hips as I buried myself inside her again.

      She gasped, wrapped her arms around my hips, and pulled me closer while raking her nails over my bare skin. The mix of pleasure and pain sent goosebumps up and down my body, but I didn’t mind. The marks she left would be there for days to come. I still didn’t care. I thrust harder, faster, pushing myself to the edge of my climax as I bent and kissed her at the instant both of us hit the edge and eagerly jumped over.

      My hips bucked hard enough between her thighs that the sounds of them slapping together mixed in with the sounds of our sex, her moans, and my roars as I thrust deeper inside her, my cock twitching as my cum mixed with hers.

      I kept my hips moving for a few long moments before eventually grinding to a slow halt, buried to the hilt between her thighs.

      She remained where she was, holding herself against me, nails digging into my hips for a few long, delicious seconds before her body relaxed around mine. She sighed happily and scattered light kisses over my sweat-touched chest before she laid back on the table, then reached out to grab my hand and pull it to her breasts, letting me feel her beautiful chest rise and fall with each deep breath.

      “Fuck, I needed that,” she gasped, then closed her eyes and squeezed her breast using my hand.

      “I think we both did,” I whispered as I leaned down to kiss her neck. “You know, Aliana and Braire both probably felt that. They’ll look for reprisals and revenge before too long.”

      “I don’t think I mind their reprisals,” Norel said, looking relaxed enough to almost fall asleep. The wounds from the day before were healed, and aside from a couple of bruises and small cuts, she looked as healthy as ever. I smiled and kissed her lips.

      “Of course, you don’t mind them,” I grumbled. “They’re probably going to be directed at me.”

      “I don’t think you’ll mind them either,” Norel pointed out. “Not too much, anyway.”
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      Norel and I took a moment to dress once we’d gathered our senses. I’d been careful enough with Norel’s clothes, but she hadn’t been as careful with mine. It was a good thing that we’d just been through a battle, since the tears in my clothes would be less noticeable.

      People filled the streets of the town again. They looked around, not quite sure what had happened, and seemed utterly confused by our presence. There were elves among them, though, who looked like they had been through a rough couple of days.

      “Faye put them all in the same dungeons we were in,” Norel said. “Chained up for Abarat’s arrival, same as us. From what I’ve been able to establish, Abarat’s orders to Faye were to gather as many elves as possible, since he was coming here.”

      “I’m guessing that his plans will change, now,” I grumbled under my breath.

      “How would he know what happened here?” Norel asked and looked at me with that suspicious expression on her face again.

      Luckily, I had an answer for her this time. “Some of the Lancers survived, and they’ll rush off in as straight a line as possible to tell the Emperor about what happened here. If we assume that the Emperor is under Abarat’s thumb, we also need to assume that he will know about today’s events before the week is out.”

      Norel smiled and kissed my cheek as we made our way back toward the mayor’s manse, where Aliana and Braire caught sight of us. The latter looked the more annoyed of the two as she marched over to us ahead of her djinn sister and punched my shoulder.

      “Ow!” I complained and stepped back.

      “Asshole,” Braire growled while pointing first at me, and then Norel, who beamed innocently. “Both of you are assholes.”

      “She has a point,” Aliana agreed and scowled at us.

      “Then why am I the only one who gets punched?” I asked as I rubbed some feeling back into my injured arm.

      “Stop whining, you big wuss,” Braire grumbled, although she quickly regretted it and lightly brushed her fingers over my shoulder in apology, which drew a smile from me.

      “We’ve just finished locking up the Official,” Aliana said as she looked across the courtyard. “Would you care to join us in asking her a few questions?”

      I bowed. “Lead the way, m’ladies.”

      Braire and Norel grinned, but Aliana just rolled her eyes with a chuckle as she did, in fact, lead the way back to the same dungeons where we’d spent the night. I had to say that the night before wasn’t the worst night I’d ever had, but it was high on the list. My wrists still ached from where the ropes had kept them bound behind my back.

      It was a distinctively different place than when we were prisoners, even though the ladies locked her into one of the same cells. The same rope bound her as well, although she wasn’t yet gagged.

      “This is pointless!” Faye called when she saw us and shook her head. There was still dried blood from where I’d struck her on the temple, but there was no sign of the cut or even any swelling in the area, which told me that someone had taken the time to heal her wound. “You’ve imprisoned an Official of the Emperor. Do you lot have any idea just how fucked you all are? You’re going to die very slow deaths.”

      “Between you and me, I’d say that the Emperor isn’t at the top of our list of worries, Faye,” I said and stepped into the cell, carefully keeping my hand on my sheathed blade. I realized that I still had her spear tucked into my belt and drew it, inspecting the weapon closely, as she stared at me malevolently. “It is Faye that I’m talking to right now, yes?”

      “Let me out of these ropes and find out,” she spat back while struggling to release herself, although she would find, as I had the night before, that the more you struggled against them, the tighter the ropes became.

      “I don’t think that will be necessary,” Norel said. She tugged me back out of the cell and spoke softly. “If our suspicions are correct and Abarat has brainwashed the Emperor the way he’s done to Faye, we have to find a solution for it.”

      “You mean there isn’t one already?” I asked and narrowed my eyes.

      “Well, nothing as such, but… There are some paths we can follow,” Norel said, sounding less optimistic than she’d intended, I thought.

      “Well, for one thing, I can still hear you lot,” Faye called from inside the cell. “And I can say for certain that the Emperor serves Abarat at the moment, which means that none of you are welcome anywhere near the Empire. Finding a way around Abarat’s work while being hunted by every Lancer in the Empire will be a right trick.”

      “You might want to think about a way to help us, then,” I softly replied as I shut the cell door and locked it. “Because I don’t know much about Abarat, but he does seem like the kind of person who punishes those who fail him most severely. How do you think he’ll greet you when he knows just how royally you fucked up this whole situation?” I tapped lightly at the bars with her spear. “Food for thought!”

      With that, the four of us headed back outside. Even with the new spirit the town had, it was still unpleasant, and I couldn’t wait to put it behind me.

      “That was rather mean of you, wasn’t it?” Aliana said softly as she walked over and leaned her head against my shoulder.

      “I spared the woman’s life, which is more than can be said for a lot of her Lancers,” I said, keeping my voice low as we stepped out into the courtyard. “I am all out of goodwill, I’m afraid.”

      As we stepped outside, I was met with a rather curious sight. I hadn’t seen much of Frarris since we’d escaped the underworld. She’d grown and expanded since then, and Norel thought she needed some space.

      As of right now, though, she stood about the height of a work horse at the shoulder and had a massive wingspan. I was interested to see if she would grow any more.

      She seemed to like Norel, Aliana, Braire, and me well enough, but there was a sense of aloofness about her. No, not aloofness. Frarris saw herself as equal to or better than humans and elves alike. While she enjoyed our company, we were still below her, somehow.

      Which confused me further when I saw her lying on the ground, her muzzle against Lyth’s thigh. The turquoise-haired elf didn’t see anything odd about the dragon’s behaviour and even seemed to expect it. She dropped to her haunches, scratching the thick scales and speaking to her in elvish, although it sounded different from what the three sisters spoke.

      “So,” I said, breaking the silence. Some of the elves we’d liberated paused to watch the scene unfold as well. “When we were in the middle of the fight, you said that there was something special about summoning a dragon, Norel?”

      She turned to look at me and nodded. “Dragons are higher beings, impossible to tame and difficult to befriend. There were a select few who could bind them to a runed stone the way she did, and they were members of the Elven Royal families. Families that have been extinct for centuries, now.”

      “Apparently not,” I pointed out. “Although… if she’s some kind of royalty, that would explain why she’s able to do the astral projection so easily. And could explain why Abarat was willing to set a trap for her, using us as bait. He might want to use someone like her for whatever he has planned.”

      A moment of silence stretched between us we remembered that this was just one battle in a much larger war.

      “There is a way,” Norel said softly. “A way to break Abarat’s binds on people like Faye, and the Emperor. After the war, I dedicated most of my time to studying what he did to people and how to break it. You should know that it will be difficult. Some might even say impossible. We could try it on Faye, and if it works, we could bring it to the Emperor. What say you?”

      I looked around at our little group, then watched Lyth tickle Frarris’ nostril, which caused the dragon to snort and sneeze loudly, to the laughter of everyone present.

      “Well,” I said, feeling my confidence grow with each word, “we have two powerful elf mages, a djinn, a member of the Elven Royal families, a rogue mage, and a big fucking dragon. How hard can it be?”
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