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1
Homecoming
 
“Considering all we’ve done for these people, it would be nice if we could actually use the front door once in a while.”
Jorem Farr sighed as he glanced back over his shoulder for the hundredth time since they had entered the underground tunnels. None of the three women accompanying him had noticed any signs that they were being followed, and they all had sharper instincts and keener senses than he did. But he was feeling especially paranoid these days, especially considering they didn’t actually know how their former “ally” was going to feel about their unexpected return.
“We spent years skulking in and out of Vorsalos to avoid your Senosi sisters,” he said. “Is this really any different?”
“That’s not the point,” Valuri grumbled, her crossbow in hand and her green eyes flicking suspiciously about the shadows further down the passage. “I just think it would be nice if we actually got rewarded for risking our lives once in a while.”
“Our reward is the satisfaction of knowing we did the right thing,” Kaseya said. 
The Huntress groaned. “I knew you were going to say something insufferable like that.”
“I knew it would bother you,” the amazon replied with a wry smirk. 
“I’m not sure if I like the idea of you developing a sense of humor, Red.”
“You’ll adapt,” Kaseya replied mildly. “We should be approaching the main entrance soon. If the Black Mistress has posted guards, they will be nearby.”
“She didn’t bother last time we came through here,” Valuri said. “Though I suppose the situation has changed since then.”
“To put it mildly,” Jorem murmured. He still wasn’t thrilled about the prospect of walking right up to the doorstep of the Black Mistress—aka “Silhouette,” aka “Solemi”—but he hadn’t seen any other choice. With a small Vorsalosian army already encircling Highwind and blocking all major entrances and exits, strolling through the main gate hadn’t been an option. They were fortunate that Solemi had told them about these old drow tunnels leading into the city’s underbelly.
The problem was that they still weren’t sure how the half-elf sorceress would react to their presence. During their last encounter, Jorem had accused her of manipulating or murdering half the Highwind Council. For all he knew she had completely taken control of the city at this point. Her sorcerous powers wouldn’t have been affected by the Shattering, but all her enemies would be completely crippled. 
Still, at least he knew Solemi wasn’t in league with the Inquisitrix. Perhaps they could forge another temporary alliance against a common foe. If not, the only other person they could possibly reach out to was Ranger-General Serrane Starwind, assuming she was still alive…
“We are no longer alone,” Selvhara said, her nose twitching as she sniffed at the air. 
Jorem glanced back at her. The druid remained something of an enigma, and every time he looked at her now he couldn’t help but see the hulking werewolf lurking beneath her slender elven figure. Ostensibly, Selvhara was here to help him learn how to unlock his ancestral memories and transform into a dragon, but he remained skeptical—both of her and of his powers in general. He had definitely felt something back in Riverbend, but he needed more time to process what had happened. 
Unfortunately, it didn’t seem like they were going to catch a break anytime soon. 
“Can you tell how many people are up ahead, wolf girl?” Valuri asked. 
“Three,” Selvhara replied. “Two are Basarn…the third may be an elf.”
“Basarn—you mean orcs?” Jorem asked. 
“Yes.”
Valuri grunted. “How can you possibly tell that? Do they smell as disgusting as they look?”
“The Black Mistress has surrounded herself with refugees from the Winter War,” Kaseya pointed out. “There were many, many half-orcs living in Darkwind.”
“Including her personal bodyguard,” Jorem said, reaching out to the Aether just in case. “Everyone just stay calm and be polite. Remember, we’re trying to forge an alliance here.”
“Uh huh,” Valuri muttered as she checked the cartridge on her crossbow. “Well, I’m ready to ‘negotiate’ if you are.”
Bracing himself for the worst, Jorem trudged forward. After the passage took one final turn, he spotted a small, lit brazier in front of a meticulously crafted stone door that hadn’t been here a couple months ago. Standing in front of it were two half-orcs and an elf just like Selvhara had warned. The former were clad in heavy armor and clutching halberds, while the latter was sheathed in a skin-tight metal breastplate and skirt. Jorem recognized the drow aesthetics even before he noticed the woman’s gray skin and luminescent blue eyes. 
“Ilhari vlos,” the dark elf whispered when she saw their faces. “You have returned!”
“We’re as surprised as you are, don’t worry,” Valuri muttered. She braced her heel against a rock and angled her crossbow off to the side as a not-quite-threat. 
“We bring news from the east,” Jorem said, holding out his hands diplomatically. When he drew closer, he belatedly recognized the dark elf as Varassa, one of Solemi’s personal attendants. Given that the drow woman had spent almost every second of their past visit stark naked, he hadn’t expected her to be wearing real armor…
“Vendui, abbil,” Varassa said, smiling. It looked genuine enough, but he didn’t let his guard down. “The Mistress will be pleased…with all that has happened, she feared the worst.”
“Uh huh,” Valuri muttered. “So is she sitting on the throne yet or what? Has she declared herself queen?”
Jorem bit his lip and balled his hand into a fist. Sometimes it felt like she wanted everyone to hate them…
“The Mistress is doing everything she can to help defend the city,” Varassa replied. “Unfortunately, some members of the Council are blinded by their prejudices. I can only hope they see reason before Vorsalos attacks in earnest.”
“Well, maybe we can help her out,” Jorem said, shooting a warning glare back at the Huntress. “We would love to tell her everything we’ve learned…all we ask in exchange is a place to stay.”
“That will not be a problem,” the dark elf assured him. “Please, follow me. If you traveled all night, you must be weary…”
While the two half-orcs held their positions, she escorted them through the massive stone door and into an adjacent tunnel. Jorem’s stomach twisted into knots in anticipation of a betrayal, and he shared a wary glance with Valuri and Kaseya. If they were walking into an ambush, Solemi’s people would probably spring it here before they reached the undercity. He kept a barrier spell on his fingertips just in case. 
But thankfully, his caution proved unnecessary. A few minutes later they were standing inside the sprawling, impressive undercity called “Darkwind,” and just like before he couldn’t help but marvel at everything Solemi and her people had built. 
He also couldn’t help but marvel at all the armed and armored inhabitants in the streets. 
“Zor kalah,” Kaseya whispered. “She has an entire army down here…”
Jorem nodded solemnly. He had no concept of just how many people Solemi had rallied to her cause, but at a quick glance there could have easily been a thousand soldiers down here, possibly even more. With the Silver Fist on the brink of collapse, such a force would theoretically give her even more influence over the Council. 
The quality of the arms and armor on display might have been even more impressive than the sheer number of bodies. The Black Mistress had been running a smuggling ring under the city for some time—that was how they had originally learned of her existence—and she had apparently been sneaking in more than a few illegal magical baubles. All of this equipment must have been forged somewhere. Perhaps she had contacts in Silver Falls or Falcon Ridge…
Either way, Varassa eventually led them back into the palatial structure where they had spent most of their last visit. The interior still looked more like an elaborate, high-class brothel. Crystal-clear pools of water encircled the main area, and dozens upon dozens of naked attendants catered to the needs of the men and women who were bathing. The racial diversity was as staggering as always; this was probably the only place in the Northern Reaches where full-blooded humans were in the minority. He even spotted a few of the cat-like chagarri and reptilian drolask. 
“The Mistress is currently indisposed, but I’ve no doubt she will wish to speak with you the instant she returns,” Varassa said when they finally reached one of the many opulent rooms. “In the meantime, please relax and enjoy yourselves.”
“Thank you,” Jorem said before Valuri could fire off an insulting quip. “As always, we very much appreciate the hospitality.”
“Any of the attendants will be pleased to offer you their services.” The dark elf took a step into the room and studied the girls for a long moment before her eyes return to Jorem. “I am also personally available to assist you, should you find yourself in need of…release.”
“That will not be necessary,” Kaseya said. 
The smallest hint of a smile touched Varassa’s lips before she bowed her head. “If you change your mind, I shall be nearby.”
“There is one thing you can help us with, actually,” Valuri said. She leaned in and whispered something in the other woman’s ear, and the drow’s smile widened. 
“Of course,” she said. “Ilhari kyorl dos, abbil.”
Jorem waited until she left the room before he glared at the Huntress. “What the hell was that about?”
“I just asked for some supplies,” Valuri said with a shrug. “I have a feeling we’ll have to wait here for a while.”
He frowned as he tried and failed to read her expression. She was obviously up to something, and he didn’t like it one bit…
“I do not sense any ill intent from the people here,” Selvhara commented as she glanced down over the balcony to the pools below. “Though I admit, this is not what I expected when you mentioned a city of refugees beneath the surface…”
“It definitely takes some getting used to,” Jorem said, finally dragging his eyes from Valuri. “But we still can’t afford to let our guard down.”
“If you are truly that concerned, we could simply head up into the city,” Kaseya suggested. “The hidden entrance up to Moonshadow Plaza is not far from here.”
“No, but I’m sure it’s heavily guarded,” Jorem said. “And if we pack up and run now we’ll be burning this bridge behind us. We might as well have a chat and see where we stand.”
“Well, at the very least I doubt she’s stupid enough to attack us directly,” Valuri said. “Still…this place creeps me out even more than it did the last time we were here.”
“It is fascinating,” Selvhara said, her eyes still wide with wonder. “So many races in such close proximity…such a thing is practically unheard of in Varellon.”
“Here too, for the most part,” Jorem told her. “I never would have imagined drow, orcs, and humans in the same place without killing each other.”
The druid nodded absently. “I had almost forgotten that the Basarn and Vaetharri of your lands are quite different than what I am accustomed to.”
“You mean your dark elves aren’t murderous psychopaths?”
“Not at all,” Selvhara said. “They stand guard over a great breach in the walls of the Pale, and they battle demons so that—”
“Wow, that’s fascinating,” Valuri interrupted snidely. “I’ll tell you what: how about we skip the pointless history lesson and figure out what we’re actually going to do here?”
Jorem let out a long, slow breath and dragged a hand back through his hair. He couldn’t blame her for being impatient; they were all sore and tired after their battle in Riverbend last night, and they still hadn’t slept or eaten anything in hours. Perhaps it was time to change that. 
“For all we know, Solemi might be busy for a few hours,” he said. “We should eat and get some rest. No matter what happens, I’d rather be prepared.”
Kaseya braced herself on the railing next to Selvhara. “I am inclined to interrogate these people and see if we can learn anything before their mistress returns.”
“I’m not sure how well that would go over, Red,” Valuri said. “We’d probably be better off having me sneak around. I learned about a lot of secret nooks last time, and I could—”
“It’s not worth the risk,” Jorem said, shaking his head. “I don’t want to sabotage our chances before we even sit down and talk. Everyone here already knows us.”
“They do not know me,” Selvhara pointed out. “If you are concerned about their motives, I could easily gather the information you require.”
Valuri snorted. “We’ll manage on our own, thanks.”
“Actually, she has a point,” Jorem said. “Selvhara could easily ask around in places we can’t. At the very least, someone here could tell her about the situation in Highwind. Then we won’t have to completely rely on Solemi’s personal version of events.”
“I am happy to help any way I can,” Selvhara said. “I live to serve the dragon.”
Valuri rolled her eyes. “Fine, get out of here,” she grumbled. “Just try not to eat anyone if you can help it.”
The druid turned back to Jorem and placed her hand on his cheek. “I will not fail you,” she promised. “Soon we will be able to continue your training in earnest.”
“I look forward to it,” he said, forcing a smile. 
Selvhara held his gaze for a long moment before she pivoted away and disappeared around the corner. He and the other girls remained silent for several seconds just to make sure the druid’s keen ears couldn’t eavesdrop on their conversation. 
“Escar’s mercy,” Valuri breathed. “I’m not sure how much more groveling I can take.”
“Why do you insist on being so rude to her?” Kaseya asked. 
“Because I don’t trust her, and you shouldn’t either,” Valuri said. She huffed and crossed her arms then glanced up at Jorem. “Do you really think it’s a good idea to leave her alone without supervision?”
 “I don’t know,” he admitted. “But I do think it will give the three of us a chance to talk in private for a few minutes.”
The Huntress cocked an eyebrow. “That’s why you sent her away?”
“It’s one of the reasons. What, you don’t think I’m capable of being clever sometimes?”
“No.”
He scoffed and turned to Kaseya. “What do you think about all of this?”
The amazon pursed her lips in thought. “I am honestly not certain. I share most of Valuri’s concerns. We still know very little about this woman or her…condition.”
“We know that she saved our asses in Riverwind,” Jorem said. “We also know that she could have easily eaten us but didn’t.”
“That’s not particularly comforting, especially since she’s impervious to our weapons,” Valuri muttered. “We need to fix that—fast.”
“What, are you going to buy a silver crossbow bolt just in case?”
“Buy, steal, whatever. The point is that I’m not planning on taking any chances.”
Jorem sighed and bade them into the room. “I never had a chance to tell you after the battle, but I drank that potion she brewed.”
Valuri blinked. “You did what?”
“I was desperate,” Jorem protested. “The two of you were pinned down, and I watched Selvhara get impaled by a spear right in front of me. That red-armored knight was up in my face before I could defend myself.”
“So you drank a random potion that could have been poison for all you knew?”
“I made a split-second, tactical decision,” he corrected. “And it worked…mostly.”
Kaseya’s brow creased in thought. “I sensed a number of conflicting emotions through the collar during the battle, but I couldn’t afford to let my guard down and focus on them. I never had a chance to apologize for—”
“You didn’t do anything wrong,” Jorem said, touching and squeezing her arm. He needed to nip her guilt in the bud before she started blaming herself for leaving him alone during the fight. “None of us expected to be as badly outnumbered as we were.”
“Be that as it may, I should not have agreed to leave your side,” Kaseya said. “What happened to you?”
“Well, I suppose the short version is that I breathed fire,” Jorem told her. 
“You can already shoot fire out of your damn hands,” Valuri said. “What’s the difference?”
“You saw the difference. That charred skeleton at my feet was one of the Inquisitrix’s new channelers, and I wasn’t able to breach his barrier with my normal spells.”
Kaseya sat down on the edge of the bed. “So the druid is right. You do possess the dragon blood.”
“Maybe,” Jorem said. “The evidence is certainly mounting. I’m just not sure what it all means.”
“Selvhara said she could brew a more potent potion with the proper tools and equipment. Perhaps here in the city we could—”
 “Let’s back up about ten steps, shall we?” Valuri interrupted. “Getting wolf girl the herbs to brew more strange potions is about a hundred lines down on our list of priorities right now.”
Kaseya studied the other woman for a long moment. “If she is right about Jorem’s powers, we need to know…and soon.”
“We’ve survived this long without him having delusions of grandeur. I’m sure we can last another few days.” Valuri sighed and crossed her arms. “Anyway, I know a liar when I see one. Selvhara wants something from you, and it’s not your seed or your blood or your charming personality. Trust me.”
Jorem placed a hand on her arm. “So what do you want to do about it?”
“I don’t know…yet,” she admitted. “I just want you to be careful. We have enough people trying to kill us already.” 
He smiled thinly. Her cynicism was grating sometimes, but he knew she wasn’t just being a bitch for no reason (at least, not this time). She just wanted to protect the group, and he couldn’t fault her for it.
“You’re adorable when you’re overprotective,” Jorem said, placing his hands around her waist. 
She rolled her eyes. “Oh, please. I don’t even need you for food anymore. Red tastes better and she never gets tired.”
“Yet you keep coming back,” he said, leaning down to kiss her. His tongue eagerly slipped through her lips, and she melted into his arms just like she had done a thousand times before. 
“I can take watch if you want to discipline her for a while,” Kaseya teased.  
Jorem finally pulled away and grinned. “Sounds like a great idea to me.”
“I have a better plan,” Valuri said. Her impish grin from earlier returned the instant they heard the unmistakable clicking of high heels on stairs. The dark elf attendant reappeared a few seconds later, a small wooden chest in her hands. Valuri dashed over to retrieve it then shooed the other woman away and locked the door. 
“What the hell is all of this about?” Jorem asked, earnestly confused. “I thought you said you asked for supplies.”
“I did,” Valuri said, carrying the chest over to the bed. “Just some basic essentials to help us relax since we’ll probably be waiting for a while.”
Kaseya shook her head. “What are you…?”
The amazon’s blue eyes gaped when Valuri cracked open the lid and reached inside. When her hands returned they were holding a set of manacles and a spool of fine silken rope. 
“Like I said, just some basic essentials,” Valuri told them, a sadistic grin on her lips. “So….who wants to relax first?”
 
***
 
Given that they still weren’t sure how the Black Mistress would react to their presence, Jorem knew that they needed to remain vigilant. He didn’t believe that Solemi would actually march her army up the stairs or anything, but in theory her people could have been skulking around the adjacent rooms or otherwise organizing some type of elaborate trap for later. If he and the girls had possessed an ounce of good sense, they would have set watch and slept in their armor. 
Instead, they stripped Kaseya naked and hogtied her face-down on the bed. 
“Oh, gods…” Jorem gasped as he slammed into the amazon’s smoldering, sopping cunt from behind. Her body shivered with every thrust even though she could barely move; her arms and ankles were bound tightly together behind her back, and her knees were splayed open to give him complete and total access to her quim or ass as he saw fit. At Valuri’s request, Kaseya’s head was dangling over the side of the bed, though she couldn’t actually look down as long as Jorem kept a firm grip on her red ponytail. 
He was almost embarrassed at just how stiff he’d gotten upon seeing her bound like this. Her amazonian body was the epitome of physical perfection, yet now she was completely helpless and at his mercy…
“Fuck!” he blurted out. 
“Don’t you dare fill her up yet,” Valuri scolded as she finished unbuckling her armored leather corset. “Escar’s mercy, have some self-control for once.”
Jorem clenched his teeth and slowed his thrusts an instant before he exploded. Watching Valuri strip wasn’t helping; the thought of painting her pale tits was almost enough to push him over the edge again. 
“Though I’ll admit, this is a good look for you, Red,” Valuri said, slowly squatting down next to the bed. She traced her fingernails through the amazon’s hair and kissed the tip of her nose. “If we actually survive all this nonsense, you and I are going to spend some quality time alone together.”
She leaned in and locked lips with the other woman, and Jorem was seriously tempted to pull out and explode over both of them while they kissed. But for once he actually showed a modicum of restraint and slapped Kaseya’s ass instead. He grinned when her body quivered in delight again; not all of this was coming from the collar. From the very first moment they’d met she had demonstrated her desire to be dominated, and her euphoric whimpers were soft, sweet music to his ears. 
Valuri finally dragged herself away and licked at her lips. The fingers of her right hand furiously massaging at her clit while the fingers of her right dipped back into the toy chest. “With all the other drow stuff Solemi has down here, I was hoping she’d have a version of my favorite toy from the Castarium. It’s your lucky day, Red.”
Jorem choked up on the leash and yanked Kaseya’s head back. Another wave of delight shuddered through her body, and she probably would have climaxed if he hadn’t stopped to pace himself. 
“It’s funny, but this little wonder should have been my first clue that Marcella was a big hypocrite when it came to magic,” Valuri said, her eyes widening in anticipation as she withdrew a leather harness. “Without this to entertain us, there might have been a riot in the dormitories. A bunch of teenage girls without any other outlets…I can’t even imagine the trouble we would have gotten ourselves into.”
Valuri equipped the harness with practiced ease, but Jorem still wasn’t sure what he was looking at. The device was obviously magical; he could sense a faint aura of Aetheric energy within the tiny gemstones embedded within the straps. But the suspicious lack of a phallus made the whole device seem rather pointless…
“All right, Red,” Valuri said, placing her fingers on the stones. “Get ready to meet your new Maskari.”
The harness hummed softly, and a moment later a glowing, semi-transparent cock sprouted from atop Valuri’s quim. It was long and thick, and the more she fiddled with the gems the longer and thicker it grew.
“Zor kalah!” Kaseya gasped. 
“You mean the moshalim never made you any of these to play with back home?” Valuri asked snidely. “They were probably just worried they couldn’t compete…”
Jorem’s eyebrows shot up as the phallus continued to grow. “What are you doing?”
“Speaking of being afraid of competition…” Valuri smiled impishly. “Don’t worry, Red here can take it. After all, I need to get her ready for your mighty, soon-to-be dragon cock, don’t I?”
Kaseya swallowed anxiously. “I am not certain I can—”
“You can do anything you put your mind to, honey, that’s why I love you,” Valuri said, tapping another gem. An instant later the phallus stopped glowing and actually hardened into what appeared to be normal flesh. “Now open that sweet little mouth of yours.”
Kaseya barely had a chance to brace herself before Valuri thrust the enormous phallus between her lips. Jorem pulled back hard on the amazon’s hair as he slammed into her again, forcibly straightening her neck so the magical cock could slip in as far as possible. Most other women probably would have gagged, but Valuri was right about one thing: Kaseya had an uncanny ability to rise to the challenge, and once again she didn’t disappoint. 
“Oh, shit,” Valuri breathed, her eyes fluttering shut as her body shuddered with pleasure. “It’s so sensitive…”
Jorem watched in amazement as the tiny gemstones flickered. Somehow, the device must have been allowing Valuri to feel pleasure as if the cock were actually hers…and from the look on her face, she wasn’t going to be able to hold out for long.
“This is way, way more advanced than the ones we had to play with,” the Huntress said as she probed the depths of the amazon’s throat. “Gods, is this how you feel when she swallows your cock every morning?”
“More or less,” he snickered. 
“Fuck, why do you ever let her stop?”
“It isn’t easy.”
Jorem had never heard of a device like this, but he shouldn’t have been surprised that the Black Mistress of all people would have one. The only problem was that they might not be able to convince Valuri to give it back…
Once she began fucking Kaseya’s face, Valuri leaned forward enough that Jorem could kiss her. Their tongues plunged deep into each other’s mouths as they ruthlessly, relentlessly fucked their amazon toy from both ends. For a single perfect moment, Jorem’s darkest fears about war, dragons, and death were a thousand miles away. All he cared about was the two women he loved more than anything in the world. 
“Shit, I can’t hold it!” Valuri gasped. “You ready to give it to her?”
“Definitely,” Jorem breathed. 
Their foreheads pressed together even as their lips parted, and Jorem looked right into her green eyes as they both pounded away. Valuri’s frantic breathing and fluttering eyelashes drove him almost as crazy as Kaseya’s desperate gurgles, and he slammed over and over into the amazon’s perfect cunt…
“Ahhh!” 
He and Valuri cried out at the exact the same instant, and he clutched onto her arms as he pumped Kaseya full of his seed. Despite being restrained, she still churned her hips and milked him with the walls of her quim, and he filled her so quickly that white, viscous lines began streaming down the back of her thighs before he withdrew. 
 But even more shocking were the trickles of seed leaking from her lips. He didn’t understand how it was possible, but apparently this toy phallus could do everything…
“Swallow it all, Red,” Valuri said, grabbing the base of the amazon’s skull and holding her tight. “That’s a good girl…”
Once again Kaseya was up to the challenge. Her throat bulged as she swallowed everything the magical member gave her, all while her own body shuddered in climax. She looked so unbelievably beautiful with her toes curled and her lips covered in seed that Jorem could already feel the blood rushing back into his member.
“Shalassa’s tits, Red, that was…” Valuri trailed off as she withdrew her cock and clutched it in her hands. On impulse, she began rubbing the swollen, seed-spackled tip across Kaseya’s lips. “Do you have any idea how often I’m going to fuck you now?”
“As often as you desire,” Kaseya said, smiling between licks. “Maskari.”
The word literally made Valuri’s nipples hard, and she was just about to grab the amazon’s head and start fucking her face again when Jorem snatched her wrists and shook his head. “Give her some air.”
“Hell no!” Valuri protested. “I’m going to—”
“Get your ass over here!”
She squealed in surprise when he hoisted her up on to the bed with ease. Her Senosi powers may have given her the strength and speed of a vampire, but her slender five-and-a-half-foot tall frame was still easy to fling around if and when he wanted to.
“Clean her up,” Jorem commanded. 
Valuri didn’t need to be told twice. She dove between Kaseya’s bound legs and lapped up Jorem’s sorcerous seed as quickly and greedily as she could. Her tattoos began glowing almost immediately, and he gently dragged his fingertip down the length of her spine until he reached e irresistible feminine curves of her ass. The moment she finished her feast he smacked her as hard as he could. It triggered a full-body spasm and an orgasmic shriek so loud half of Darkwind probably heard her. 
“Take her,” Jorem said, smacking Valuri’s ass again. “Take her now.”
The Huntress lunged forward at her bound prey, and she thrust her conjured cock into Kaseya’s cunt without the slightest hesitation. Both women cried out in unison, and Valuri’s eyes rolled back into her head as she grabbed a thick handful of red hair and pulled. 
“Holy fuck!” she stammered. “Why didn’t you ever tell me she felt this good?”
Grinning, Jorem positioned himself behind Valuri and cupped his hands over her tits. She moaned every time he squeezed, and she actually bit down on her lip hard enough to draw blood when he placed his cock at her desperate, sopping quim. He thrust into her with exactly the same amount of gentle finesse she had used on Kaseya—which was to say, absolutely none. Within seconds their hips were bucking in near unison, and he even grabbed a handful of her black hair while she did the same with Kaseya. 
“Ahhh!” Valuri cried out again as her cock exploded. Jorem could feel every spurt, every thrust, as it echoed through their joined bodies, and he immediately lost control. But rather than flood the walls of Valuri’s quim, he gave her what he knew she wanted—he pulled out at the last instant and sprayed her instead. Her shoulder blades, her lower back, her ass…by the time he finished, there wasn’t a single dry spot in sight. 
“Oh, gods…” Valuri breathed, her tattoos flaring even more brightly as they siphoned the magic from his seed. “How did I ever live without you, Red?”
The amazon smiled tiredly but didn’t have the strength to reply. Jorem knew the feeling all too well. 
“I’ll take first watch,” he said, slumping back on the bed. “Right after I take a little nap.”
 
***
 
Darkwind was easily one of the most extraordinary places Selvhara had visited in a very long time. She had spent almost her entire life on the shores of the Varellon, and aside from a handful of independent sanctuaries, racial strife was as powerful a force as the endless battle between sorcery and divinity. Elves against humans, humans against basarn, basarn against drolask…there were times when the cycle of violence and hatred seemed utterly unbreakable. 
Ostensibly, this little haven was different, though she had a feeling that the spirit of cooperation was only skin deep. From what she knew of the region’s history, most of the refugees living down here were the children of rape and violence themselves, and she doubted they harbored much love for the humans who had all but abandoned them. 
It didn’t take long to prove her theory correct. After leaving the dragon and his harem in their room, Selvhara cautiously flit about the settlement, conversing or eavesdropping where appropriate. She didn’t find a single trueborn elf, though there were plenty of half-breeds. The “retharri,” as they were called in Varellon, were often as shunned as the most savage basarn. In a continent where blood and legacy were everything, mongrels of all kinds were almost inexorably reviled. 
Here, it seemed, that was not always the case. Selvhara spoke to anyone who seemed interested and willing, and they helped paint a picture of a region filled with problems but also opportunities. The presence of the Fount had clearly shaped their civilization in profound ways. With so-called priests and wizards being able to tap into the Aether without a Conduit or sorcery, blood and ancestry had significantly less cultural importance. Retharri in particular seemed genuinely well-liked, and everyone she talked to was convinced that their leader, the “Black Mistress,” would soon transform Highwind and the entire region into a multiracial paradise. Precious few of them were concerned about the Inquisitrix and her armies.
They were wrong, of course, but Selvhara didn’t burden them with the truth. All she wanted was information, partially to aid Jorem and partially to inform her true master. When the One God returned, he would need to know as much about this land as possible…
She was consistently surprised how little the people here knew about the factions that dominated politics across the sea. The Last Dawn, the Sarodihm Kalefarr, Vin Aetheri, the Watchers…for the most part, no one had even heard about them. At best the average human had a vague understanding of the Avethian Empire and its masters, but to them the Wyrm Lords were as mystical and illusory as any other legend. They couldn’t see—or didn’t care—how much their entire civilization had been shaped by the ancient elves. She knew she shouldn’t have been surprised, and she definitely shouldn’t have been annoyed…and yet, she couldn’t deny how much their ignorance bothered her. 
Selvhara was just about to return to the others when her nose picked up a familiar scent from deep inside the shadows of an adjacent street. She paused, wondering if she was being followed, and decided to loiter in place for a few minutes as a test. It didn’t take long before the scent drew closer, and she eventually turned to see the Black Mistress’s dark elf attendant, Varassa, saunter forward with a strange smile on her face.
“Vendui, abbil,” the drow said in her smooth, sultry voice. “I am surprised to see you out here. Were the accommodations in the spire not to your liking?”
“They were quite generous,” Selvhara said, smiling back. “But this settlement is quite fascinating. I couldn’t help but explore.”
“Ah, of course,” Varassa said coolly. “I admit, I was surprised to find yet another female on the arm of the rivvil sorcerer, especially a Sarodihm like yourself.”
“War often forges unexpected alliances. We must all stand together against the armies of this ‘Inquisitrix.’”
“Mm,” the drow murmured, her blur eyes glimmering. Selvhara hadn’t spoken with a Vaetharri elf in a very long time, not even back in Varellon, but she had always been enchanted by their gray skin and white hair. Varassa was particularly striking, and not just because of her low-cut armored skirt or the imperious heels on her boots. She had the unmistakable air of authority about her despite the fact she was apparently just a handmaiden. Selvhara couldn’t help but wonder if there was more to that particular story…
“I apologize I was not able to introduce myself earlier,” the druid said. “My name is Selvhara, and I am always pleased to meet one of my Vaetharri cousins.”
Varassa’s lip twitched ever so slightly. “We abandoned that name long ago.”
“Ah…forgive me,” Selvhara said. “I did not mean to—”
“We are drow, and you are the outsider here, darthiir.” Varassa paused for a moment, her eyes and voice dripping with barely-concealed contempt, before she mustered an incredibly fraudulent smile. “The rivvil have always exhausted their short lives in petty squabbles for land or power, yet the mighty Sarodihm have not involved themselves in the struggles of the New World for a very long time. Has something changed?”
“The Shattering has drawn the eye of organizations across Varellon,” Selvhara said, trying her best to ignore the other woman’s seething animus. “The Sarodihm sent me to ensure that the power of the Fount is not misused.”
“I see. And to that end, you have allied yourself with the rivvil sorcerer.”
“Jorem and I share many goals, yes.”
“Yet you have not joined his harem,” Varassa said, her dark smile returning. “Or perhaps your skills were simply not up to the task. He is enjoying the companionship of his other females right now…”
Selvhara tried her best not to react. Varassa’s obvious racial animus seemed eerily out of place in an otherwise diverse settlement. Perhaps she was trying to goad Selvhara into revealing something…or perhaps Varassa was just a cunt. Either way, escaping this conversation seemed like the only reasonable plan. 
“Jorem and the others fought bravely in the defense of Riverbend, and they deserve a chance to relax,” Selvhara said noncommittally. “Now, if you’ll excuse me…”
The dark elf reached out and snatched the druid’s wrist before she could turn. “This land holds many secrets that the rivvin will never understand,” Varassa said. “But you are Sarodihm, a keeper of the Old Ways.”
The druid paused and frowned. “I do not understand.”
Varassa slowly relaxed her grip. “Trueborn elves are rare in these lands, and knowledge often passes through the rivvin like grain through a sieve. If you are here to learn, then you should know that a great nexus of wisdom lurks beneath our feet.”
“What do you mean?”
“Our grand city of Vel’shannar was one of the first settlements on these shores a millennium ago. Its libraries contained an unparalleled archive of knowledge, both sorcerous and divine—something your order has always sought to collect and preserve, yes?”
“Yes, of course.”
“Then you will understand the current danger more than most,” Varassa said, her voice grave. “Vel’shannar was sealed several years ago when the Matron Mother and her daughters were struck down by an interloper. However, my new mistress recently discovered a means of reentering the city. If her reclamation efforts are not opposed, she will have access to an arsenal far beyond anything possessed by the meager rivvin kingdoms of the surface.”
Selvhara blinked in confusion. “Why are you telling me this?”
“Because you are Sarodihm. Because you carry trueborn blood.” Varassa glanced back at the spire. “And because not all shackles are worn upon the wrists.”
The druid frowned again. What was this woman trying to communicate, exactly? That she didn’t trust her own mistress? That she was closer to a slave than a handmaiden?
“The path into the city is clear enough, and there is a detailed map of the nearby tunnels within an abandoned cottage near the northeastern passage.” Varassa reached into her cleavage and withdrew a small silver pendant shaped like a spider. “Present this to any of my people, and they will aid you however they can.”
Selvhara shook her head. “I don’t—”
“We have already spoken too long,” Varassa said, pushing the druid’s fingers until they curled around the pendant. “Just remember that nothing here is as it seems. Gre’as wun oloth, abbil.”
With that, the dark elf woman vanished back into the shadows from whence she came. Selvhara stood there in place for a long moment, her hand still clasped around the pendant and her face still creased in confusion. She couldn’t deny that her interest had been piqued, however. Perhaps Jorem would understand the situation better. He had said many times that the Black Mistress was not to be trusted…
Taking a deep breath, Selvhara tucked the pendant into the folds of her robe and then slipped into one of the many long, shadow passages along the outskirts of the settlement. Whether she liked it or not, the One God needed to be apprised of her progress since Riverbend, and she found a small reservoir the drow had built to harness river water from the surface. The pool was clear and cool, and she could sense the faint Aetheric enchantment keeping the water pure.
She gently placed her fingertips atop the surface and reached out to the Aether. The water began rippling even as she remained still, and a moment later the visage of a golden-eyed man appeared before her. 
“The sorcerer’s training continues, my lord,” Selvhara said. “The dragon’s blood already stirs within him. He may be even more powerful than we thought.”
“Good,” the One God said, his voice thundering in her ears. “You have done well to awaken him so quickly.”
“Unfortunately, the Conduit’s forces are already threatening the city. I do not know how long the defenders will be able to hold.”
“The outcome of the battle is irrelevant. The sorcerer will become strong enough to defeat her regardless.” The reflection’s golden eyes flickered as they studied her. “How will you proceed from here?”
“I…I am not entirely certain, my lord,” Selvhara admitted. “I fear the next step will be the most difficult. My understanding of the initial transformation is quite limited, and the people of these lands are thoroughly ignorant about their own history.”
“You assured me that your blood was the key,” the One God reminded her, his voice so cold she couldn’t help but shiver. 
Selvhara nodded hastily. “I’ve no doubt it will help, my lord, but another opportunity has just presented itself.”
His golden eyes narrowed. “Explain.”
“There is an abandoned dark elven city here in the tunnels beneath Highwind, one whose magical arsenal may still be intact. It might be worth investigating to see if—”
“I care nothing for the Vaetharri savages or their magic,” the One God interrupted. “Sometimes I wonder if you have forgotten that you are no longer Sarodihm…”
“I-I have not forgotten, my lord,” Selvhara stammered as she gripped the edge of the pool to conceal her trembling fingers, “but this city was one of the first ever built by the original refugees from Varellon. Their archive—their library—may very well contain records from the late Avethian Empire. It is conceivable that we could discover information about draconic ascension and—”
“You have no guarantee that such information exists, and even if it does you could waste weeks or months searching for it,” the One God said. “I will not tolerate any more delays.”
“You won’t have to, my lord,” she assured him. “I will continue training the sorcerer, and he will be ready soon, I promise.”
His golden eyes flickered again as he reached through the Aether and into her mind. She had been able to hide things from him before, and she tried her best to wall off her true feelings and motives…
“I sense a kernel of doubt within you, my servant,” the One God said. “Perhaps you still do not understand what is at stake.”
“I understand, my lord,” Selvhara insisted. “Your return is all that stands between order and chaos. Your rebirth is the only thing that can save this world from total destruction.”
The pressure in Selvhara’s head began to build as he continued rummaging through her thoughts, and she had to brace herself against a boulder to keep from falling into the pool. She swore she could actually feel his fingers pressing through her temples and into her skull…
“You speak the words, yet the conflict inside you remains,” he said. “Do you plan to betray me?”
“I would never betray you, my lord,” she pleaded. “You are the One God, the True God, the Only God…without your grace, I am nothing.”
“Yes, but perhaps it has been too long since you faced this broken world alone. Perhaps you need a reminder of what you truly are.”
 “My lord, I don’t—argh!”
Selvhara collapsed onto her side as the Aether was brutally, violently ripped away from her. Her lungs froze, her muscles seized, and her blood…
Her blood burned. 
“No,” she wheezed. “No, please!”
She glanced down at her hand just in time to watch her fingernails stretch into bestial claws. The moon-curse, freed from the bonds of her magic, flared to life inside her. Her heart thundered in her chest, and her mind slipped further away with each passing moment. Soon even the pain of the Wasting Echo became a distant memory. Unlike other Bound channelers, she could survive being severed from her Conduit. 
It was everyone else who would be in danger. 
“When you came to me, you were little more than a savage beast,” the One God said. “Do you remember how you begged me to save you? Do you remember how you begged me to grant you the smallest measure of control?”
“Y-yes, my lord,” Selvhara rasped, wincing as her muscles began snapping and twisting beneath her flesh. The hunger was already gnawing at her; in another minute, she wouldn’t be able to stop herself from rampaging through this settlement and butchering anything and everyone in her path…
“I gave you the power to save your people,” the One God said. “I gave you the power to save the world. And all I have ever asked in return is your obedience.”
“You have it, my lord,” Selvhara pleaded. “From now through eternity.”
When he didn’t reply, she feared that he might have actually left her. He had threatened to do so many times over the years, even when she had done everything he had asked. Perhaps he felt the need to reassert his power in his weakened state…or perhaps he simply enjoyed reminding her of the pact she had made. Regardless, she lived in constant fear that one day he might finally abandon her for real. 
 But mercifully, today was not that day. 
“Submission is your salvation,” the One God’s voice said. “Never forget your place. Never forget your purpose.”
The Aether crashed over her again, and with its waves came the control she so desperately craved. Her mind settled, her heartbeat slowed, and she gradually stepped back from the savage abyss. The moon-curse seared through her blood, but it was no match for the power of the last true god. 
“Thank you, my lord,” Selvhara breathed. “I will not fail you.”
“We shall see,” the One God said. “The sorcerer is not yet convinced of his own power, nor is he convinced of your importance. Both must change.”
It was a statement, not a question. He had seen into her mind, after all, and he knew what needed to be done. 
“You will show him that you alone can give him the power to save his people,” the One God said. “Appeal to his vanity, stoke his pride, sate his lust…I don’t care if you have to spend every waking moment on your back or on your knees. You will give him anything and everything he needs. Do I make myself clear?”
Selvhara nodded at the reflection in the water. “Yes, my lord.”
“Good. Then do what must be done, my servant, and your debt to me will finally be repaid.”
“All hail the true god, the one god, the only god,” Selvhara said. “My lord Dathiel.”
The reflection faded, and she was once again alone. She had no idea how long she sat there staring at her willowy elven fingers, but all she could see were the bestial claws concealed beneath the skin. The dragon and his harem were right to fear her. Not just because she was a werewolf, but because she was a traitor. 
She had betrayed her people, she had betrayed her friends, and soon enough she would betray Jorem as well. It was as much a part of her nature as her pointed ears or cursed blood. She had always done whatever it took to survive, even if it meant that everyone else had to die. 
“Le’thos,” Selvhara hissed, smacking the water’s surface. As her own reflection melted into ripples, she stood and strode back into Darkwind. Destiny called, and as always she had no choice but to obey. 
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Divisions
 
“By the end of the month, there could be ten thousand Vorsalosian soldiers camped outside the city’s walls. By the end of this week, there could be a dozen more wyvern riders terrorizing the villages that are ostensibly under our protection. We are out of time and out of options.”
Constable Gerrard Mannick’s grizzled, baritone voice echoed through the council chambers. If this meeting had been open to the public like he had wanted, the crowd would have almost certainly howled their approval. Instead, the only response was the pounding of a heavy gauntlet on the table. 
“There are always options,” Knight-Commander Crowe replied bitterly. “Call up your reserves and begin conscriptions first thing in the morning!”
“I have already called up everyone who has ever served in the Guard, including plenty of old men who barely have enough strength left to lift their rusty swords,” Mannick said. “And you already know there’s no point in conscripting the farmers in the streets. We don’t have the means to equip them…unless you want to crack open your vaults and finally share all the arms and armor the Silver Fist has been hoarding.”
Crowe scoffed. “We’re barely able to equip our own. In case you’ve forgotten, my men are out there on the front lines right now.”
“Your men are rotting in ditches or lying around the alleys trembling like lotus addicts,” Mannick said contemptuously. “The Silver Fist has failed in its sacred charge, and now all of Highwind is paying the price.”
“Enough!” Ranger-General Serrane Starwind growled. “We are all on the same side here. It’s time to start acting like it.”
Mannick and Crowe both glared at her, and Serrane was yet again reminded of just how much of an outsider she really was here. She was an elf among humans, a transplant among natives, and a sorcerer among those who had never touched the Aether—or who had just had their power stripped away from them. 
She also wasn’t a particularly good politician and had never pretended otherwise. Most of the other councilors were far more interested in attending dinner parties and licking the boots of the nobility than actually doing their jobs. The only one she had ever truly respected was Highlord Kastrius, but now that he was gone…
“We have already heard and rejected your plan, General,” Mannick said. “Unless you have a new idea on how we can bolster our numbers, there’s nothing you can—”
“We don’t need a new idea, Constable,” Serrane protested. “What we need is time—time to plan, time to recruit, time to rebuild our defenses. The Inquisitrix knows this, and that’s precisely why she is pressing her attack so swiftly. We need to slow her advance, and the only way to do that is to take the offensive.”
“Are you barking mad?” Mannick asked. “We’re outnumbered at least five to one!”
“Which is precisely why sitting back and waiting here is suicide,” Serrane told him. “We faced the exact same choice back at Icewatch a month ago. The Roskarim badly outnumbered us, so we took the offensive and scattered their ranks before they could consolidate their forces. There’s no reason why we can’t employ the same tactics here.”
“Except that we’re not dealing with mindless barbarian savages anymore. Vorsalos has a well-trained, well-organized army. We can’t just—”
“Let her speak,” Commander Crowe said, lifting his gauntlet. 
Mannick turned and glared at the other man. “What?”
“General Serrane and Knight-Captain Cassel almost single-handedly held off the Roskarim invasion,” Crowe said. “Without them, the northern plains would be completely overrun. Vorsalos wouldn’t have even needed to send an army to conquer us. The least we can do is hear her out.”
Serrane offered the man a small, thankful nod. Crowe, like the rest of the knights, was suffering from the so-called “Wasting Echo,” a disease afflicting everyone who had once been tethered to the Aether. His skin was two shades paler than normal, and he grimaced every time he thought no one was looking. But he was still holding up better than most of his men, and at least he seemed to be taking his interim position on the Council seriously. 
“We obviously can’t attack the Inquisitrix’s armies outright,” Serrane said. “All I’m suggesting is that we do what we can to slow them down. Their wyvern riders are the most pressing concern. If we can figure out where they are being bred—or where they are landing to resupply and recuperate—we could conceivably take away their biggest advantage.”
“My guardsmen aren’t trained or equipped for that kind of combat,” Mannick said. 
“No, but my rangers are.”
“Your rangers have been completely stripped of their magic!”
“Not all of them,” Serrane said. “Many of my best fighters weren’t channelers. I could still assemble a small squad and—”
“If your best fighters leave our walls, it will be even easier for our enemy to attack,” Mannick said. “This is foolish. We cannot afford to send a single soldier beyond the gates.”
Serrane squeezed the edge of the table until her knuckles turned white. The obnoxious truth of the matter was that Mannick was one of the most popular men in the city these days despite—or rather, because of—his brutal curfews and draconian crackdowns. Under his watch the once beleaguered Highwind Guard had become the city’s first and last line of defense, and terror had driven the peasants and nobles alike into his corner. 
A few weeks ago, Highlord Kastrius could have stood up to Mannick’s insidious demagoguery, but Crowe and the other surviving Silver Fist officers simply didn’t have the same clout. The people were convinced that the gods had abandoned them, and so far they seemed to be right. 
“If the two of you will come to your senses for a minute,” the Constable went on, “you will recognize that we only have one sensible path forward. The Black Mistress has offered us men and supplies. With her help, we could—”
“I will not hand Highwind over to its most wanted criminal!” Crowe protested. 
“Oh, spare us your self-righteous prattle,” Mannick snarled. “No one gives a damn about a few magical baubles being smuggled into the city.”
“Baubles? Are you mad? Weapons, armor, relics that can create illusions or twist people’s minds…for all we know this ‘Black Mistress’ is the one responsible for sabotaging our powers!”
“You are exaggerating, as usual.”
“Am I? Why don’t you just ask the Lecasi Brotherhood to take over while you’re at it!”
“Because the Brotherhood is all but destroyed,” a soft, seductive female voice said from across the room. “Thanks to Constable Mannick and his brave guardsmen, the city no longer has anything to fear from the Lecasi or the Grim Fangs or any of the other old cartels. He has brought order to a city once riddled with chaos.”
Serrane turned as the speaker emerged from the shadows on the other side of the massive council chamber. Her slender figure was sheathed in a flowing white diaphanous dress that revealed nearly as much as it covered, and she moved with the silent, sauntering grace of a feline on the prowl. Her silver hair had a few traces of blonde left in it, but the transformation hadn’t come from age; she couldn’t have been much older than thirty, and thanks to her half-elven blood she could have easily passed for a human ten years younger. 
“Who in the bloody hell let you in here?” Crowe said, standing. “The guards had strict orders not allow anyone inside!”
“Anyone except her,” Mannick said, gesturing with his hand towards one of the empty chairs on the opposite side of the table. “This young woman’s name is ‘Silhouette.’ She speaks for the Black Mistress, and I wanted her here.”
“You invited a whore to this meeting? What the hell is the matter with you?”
“I apologize if I am interrupting, Commander,” Silhouette said, a delicate but devious smile on her lips, “but given how often your men frequent the Silken Rose, I didn’t think you would be offended by my presence.”
Mannick snickered while Crowe seethed, but Serrane focused all her attention on the newcomer. She knew this woman by reputation—Silhouette was probably the most famous and coveted courtesan in the city. Even some of the minor nobles struggled to afford her services. She also had a reputation as an information broker of sorts, and it wasn’t particular surprising that she was an operative of the enigmatic Black Mistress. 
Relic smuggling was far beyond the purview of the Duskwatch, and Serrane had never spent much time worrying about it. However, she had purchased several of the Black Mistress’s baubles; the illusion gems she and Aluriel had used on their “escapades” had ostensibly come straight from the crime lord’s vault. The Mage’s Guild had outlawed such items years ago, but Serrane had always thought the Archmage and his cohorts were too paranoid. Their irrational fear of enchanted relics in general and sorcerers in particular had always struck her as superstitious and ignorant. 
Still, that didn’t mean she was overly fond of the idea of an alliance with Highwind’s most notorious underworld figure…
“I do not wish to waste your time, so I will be brief,” Silhouette said as she paused in front of the table. “My mistress is eager to help in the fight against Vorsalos, and she offers more than just soldiers and weapons. Her knowledge of the old tunnels beneath the city could prove invaluable to the city’s defense.”
“You honestly expect the Knights of the Silver Fist to slither about the warrens of the underworld like drow assassins?” Crowe protested. 
“I expect you to do whatever it takes to defend this city, Commander,” Mannick said flatly. “That is your sacred charge, is it not?”
“I will not—”
“Hold on a moment,” Serrane interrupted, her eyes locking onto the half-elf. “Where do these tunnels lead, exactly?”
“Many places,” Silhouette said, the delicate smile returning to her lips. “I’m sure you’re aware that there was once an entire dark elf city in the Underworld beneath us. The old tunnels are more than capable of moving scouts, supplies, troops, or anything else you may require.”
“Which is exactly how your mistress has been smuggling weapons into this city,” Crowe said bitterly. “I can’t believe we’re even considering this…”
Serrane crossed her arms over her chest. “Exactly how many soldiers are you offering?”
“Almost two thousand,” Silhouette said. “The vast majority are refugees and vagabonds the city drove away after the Winter War. To be perfectly honest, we are all fortunate they haven’t signed up with the Inquisitrix.”
Crowe braced his gauntlet on the table. “Is that supposed to be some kind of threat?”
“Not at all,” Silhouette assured him. “I am merely stating the facts.”
Serrane grunted softly. It was a threat, of course, and everyone here knew it. Whether that threat was genuine or not was difficult to say. Vorsalos wasn’t any more welcoming to “half-breeds” than any other city in the region, though the Inquisitrix had proven herself cagey enough to recruit unlikely allies. The Roskarim barbarians in the north were evidence enough of that. 
Regardless, Highwind’s treatment of victims from the Winter War was truly disgraceful. Thousands of women had been raped when the orc tribes had rampaged across the plains, and their children had been treated with scorn and contempt. Many had fled the region entirely, while others had been forced to settle in the mountains to the north. This had all happened some twenty years before Serrane had arrived in the city, of course, but when she had learned the full truth it had been difficult not to view the “heroes” of the war with utter disgust. 
In theory, the fact that the Black Mistress had given these people a home spoke well of her; in practice, crime syndicates always found a way to prey upon and exploit outcasts and refugees. She had built herself an army, and now she was trying to leverage that power. She clearly hadn’t done this out of the kindness of her heart. 
“Let’s assume for the moment that we accepted your mistress’s generous offer,” Serrane said. “What is her price?”
“She wants your assurances that her people will be given a fair chance to build a life here once the fighting is over,” Silhouette said. “They do not wish to live in the shadows any longer.”
“Okay. And what else?”
“She wants an offer of amnesty for all her supposed ‘crimes’ against the city.” Silhouette smiled. “And she will require a seat on this Council.”
“Impossible!” Crowe scoffed. 
“It is a fair offer,” Constable Mannick said. “She is merely asking for a voice in the city, not the throne.”
Crowe’s lip twisted in disgust. “Why don’t we invite the bloody orcs from the mountains to dinner while we’re at it?”
“So you would rather watch this city burn for your pride, is that it? Because that is exactly what will happen without more soldiers. Your paladins have proven they are no longer capable of defending us, and the Guard requires more men. With her help, at least we’ll have a chance!”
“And what happens after we’ve won?” Crowe countered. “What happens after we’ve allowed the filth of this city to dig in their claws?”
“None of that will matter if we can’t win the battle in front of us,” Mannick said. “We can’t afford to speculate about a future that may never come.”
“All of which proves that we need to stall the enemy,” Serrane put in before they could start screaming in earnest. “Give me the men I need, and I can buy the two of you as much time as you need to beat each other to a pulp.”
Both men turned to glare at her, but before they could focus on their new target Silhouette raised her hands diplomatically and smiled. “I merely wished to deliver my mistress’s offer in person,” she said. “Whatever you decide, she eagerly awaits your reply.”
“I’ll bet she does,” Crowe scowled. 
The two men were back at each other’s throats before Silhouette had even left the room. Serrane followed and intercepted the half-elf in the adjacent chamber. 
“You know, the Constable’s warning applies to your mistress as well,” Serrane said, nudging the door shut to give them some privacy. “If she waits too long to help, there won’t be a city left for her, either.”
Silhouette turned and smiled again. It was every bit as polite and sweet as before, Serrane could see the calculating, veiled menace lurking beneath the surface. 
“My mistress has no desire to watch Highwind fall, but she is in a far better position to survive a transition of power than many others,” Silhouette said. “And as I mentioned before, many of the refugees in our care have every reason in the world to despise this city and its current rulers. They would be more than willing to make an arrangement with someone else.”
“That may be true,” Serrane said, crossing her arms over her chest. “But given the Inquisitrix’s views on magic, your mistress and her ‘artifacts’ will be prime targets for the Senosi Huntresses.”
“Perhaps,” Silhouette said, her green eyes twinkling in amusement. “Though unless I am mistaken, you appear to be the tie-breaking vote on the current Council. You have the power to save this city and bring our people together.”
“I also happen to share some of the Knight-Commander’s concerns.”
Silhouette nodded. “Ah, of course. I should have assumed you would be sympathetic to the Silver Fist, given your relationship with Captain Cassel.”
Serrane’s cheek twitched despite her best efforts to control it. Her relationship with Julian still wasn’t common knowledge, and since returning to Highwind they’d barely had a chance to spend any time together. Was this woman guessing, or did she actually know something?
“What are you talking about?” Serrane asked. 
“Oh, nothing at all,” Silhouette said, flicking her wrist dismissively. “Duskwatch and the Silver Fist have always been close; it’s not surprising that the two of you would have a great deal in common.” Her eyes twinkled again. “Speaking of the Duskwatch, I believe I met one of your associates not long ago. She is a wood elf from the east…I believe her name was Aluriel, is that right?”
An anxious knot formed in the pit of Serrane’s stomach. “Yes.”
“She was quite friendly. We had a fun time together.” Silhouette’s smile widened. “If I recall correctly, she purchased a pair of gems from me—illusion stones, to be precise. She wanted to create a variety of entertaining disguises for herself and one of her very close friends.”
The knot twisted, and Serrane could feel the color slowly draining from her face. She dreaded where this was going…
“Anyway, I certainly hope that she and her friend enjoyed the toy,” Silhouette went on. “I was pleased that someone in the Duskwatch had an open mind and understood the virtue in my mistress’s craft.” The half-elf sighed. “It’s a shame that Commander Crowe would react so negatively if he learned the truth. I wouldn’t want Aluriel or her friend to get in any trouble. After all, they just wanted to have a good time.” 
“I wouldn’t worry about it,” Serrane murmured, struggling to keep herself calm. “Lu and her friend are very resourceful.”
“I’m sure they are,” Silhouette said, still smiling. “In any event, it was a pleasure to meet you, General. I’m sure we will see each other again soon.”
Serrane couldn’t have stopped the other woman from leaving even if she had wanted to. Her limbs were weak and wobbly as if all the strength had been sapped from them. She and the other councilors had been outmaneuvered so thoroughly it was genuinely sickening…
“Le’thos,” she hissed, slumping against the wall. About a year ago, she and Aluriel had adopted two fake personas—Faewyn and Laryssa—so that they could indulge their depraved desires without compromising their professional reputations. The illusion gems had given them an enormous amount of freedom, and Serrane probably still would have been using it from time to time if not for her “epiphany” with Cassel in Icewatch.  
She was no longer ashamed of what she had done, and she had let go of most of her old inhibitions...but that didn’t mean she wanted the Council or anyone else to know the truth. The mere accusation of such a thing could destroy her reputation and compromise her authority as Ranger-General, which was exactly what the Black Mistress was counting on. 
In other words, Serrane was about to get blackmailed. 
She stood there in silence for several minutes, clutching and unclutching her fists in frustration, before she spat a barrage of Elvish swears that would have a sailor blush. She could still hear Mannick and Crowe yelling at each other in the main chamber, and that argument wasn’t going to end anytime soon. At this rate the Inquisitrix wouldn’t even need an army to trash the city. 
“All right, Julian,” Serrane whispered, “I hope you’re having better luck.”
 
***
 
“Absolutely not!” Knight-Commander Theon Deswick snarled, his haggard old face creased in equal parts rage and astonishment. “I can’t believe you are seriously suggesting we throw away a lifetime of service and worship to follow some red-haired strumpet!”
Knight-Captain Julian Cassel sighed and slumped forward. “I’m not suggesting we throw away anything!” he protested. “Tahira isn’t asking for an oath of service. She isn’t even asking anyone to convert to her religion!”
“Not yet, anyway,” another of the knights, Captain Andel, put in bitterly. “How long do you think that offer will last? She’s a bloody cultist, Julian. This is all a trick to twist our minds and tempt our hearts.”
“Escar’s mercy,” Cassel breathed. “Can you even hear yourselves? Highwind is on the verge of collapse, and this order is on the brink of annihilation. Tahira is our only hope!”
The other knights gathered around the massive silver table shook their heads and muttered in annoyance. Cassel wanted to blame them—hell, he wanted to jump across the table and choke them—but he knew that if he had been in their position he probably would have been acting the same way. They were frightened of the unknown, and they were even more frightened by the sickness slowly eating away at them. The pain and suffering wrought by the Wasting Echo was getting worse each and every day, and Cassel knew it was only a matter of time before the entire Order imploded. 
“None of us know how bad this sickness is going to get,” Cassel went on, “but two of our brothers have already died and five more have fallen unconscious. The Inquisitrix is offering power to any knight who is willing to convert to her banner, and the longer this goes on, the more of our brothers and sisters will take her hand.”
“Do you truly have so little faith in your own kin?” Deswick asked, shaking his head. “I cannot believe that you of all people have fallen under the spell of this mountain siren.”
 Cassel sighed. “All I’m asking is that you give her a chance. She can relieve your pain—she can give us the power we need to fulfill our sacred charge and defend Highwind!”
“You’re the one who can’t hear himself, Julian,” Deswick said. “You sound like a bloody demon trying to tempt us with power. For all we know the gods themselves are testing our faith. We must remain strong and resolute. We must remain loyal to Escar and Escar alone!”
Most of the knights banged their gauntlets against the table in approval, and Cassel sighed and slouched back in his seat. He had already demonstrated his power to them multiple times over the past week. They knew he could still channel the Aether, and they knew he wasn’t afflicted by the Wasting Echo. Many of the squires had shown an interest in learning more, but the officers had shut down their queries almost immediately. Cassel had no doubt that some of them were disparaging him as a sorcerer behind closed doors, while others were probably convinced he had made a pact with demons. If the officers still had their own powers, they might have already thrown him in the Grey Citadel for treason by now. 
But they didn’t have their powers, and frankly they didn’t have much authority left, either. A century of good will among the populace had disintegrated almost overnight, and almost a quarter of all the city’s paladins were already dead or missing. In a single act, the Inquisitrix had done what thousands of orcs and demons and other monsters never could. 
“The gods will forgive us for our transgressions, and they will grant us the power we need to destroy our enemies,” Captain Andel said. “But first, we must seek absolution for our sins. We shall fast, we shall pray, and we shall beseech Escar for another chance to prove ourselves worthy of his glory.”
“With all due respect, Captain, we’ve been trying that for weeks. It hasn’t worked.”
Every officer at the table turned and glared at the new speaker. Knight Laurent was sitting with a group of squires, and her arms were clutched about her body as if she were freezing cold. 
“If the gods have forsaken us, I doubt that a few more prayers will make a difference,” she said. “Our people are suffering now. If Captain Cassel has a way to help, we should—”
“We will not succumb to temptation,” Deswick said, his stony gaze petrifying every younger knight at the table. “The Silver Fist has stood guard over the Northern Reaches for a hundred years, and we shall stand guard over for a hundred more.”
Cassel leaned forward. “But sir—”
“This discussion is over,” Deswick said, standing. “Return to your duties and speak no more of this.”
Cassel glanced away and grit his teeth as the rest of the knights slowly filed out of the room. His pleas had been ignored over and over again all week, but this rejection had a grim finality to it. If the pain of the Echo hadn’t converted them to his side by now, nothing would. The Order was going to die, and apparently there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it. 
“For your sake, Julian, I suggest you stop speaking with this ‘priestess’ immediately,” Commander Deswick said once the room had emptied. “I trust I make myself clear.”
“I heard every word you said,” Cassel murmured. “But that doesn’t mean you’re right. We are throwing away our only chance to save this city and its people, and for what? Pride? Tradition?”
“Faith,” Deswick said, standing. His face bore the scars of a hundred battles, and his eyes glimmered with the wisdom of a hundred more. A few months ago, Cassel would have said that Deswick was the finest officer in the whole damn Order. But now…
“Faith will not save us,” Cassel said. “But this girl can.”
Deswick drew in a deep breath. “A few years ago I warned the Highlord that our new recruits weren’t pious enough. Lessons on the virtues of piety had slowly been replaced by more combat training, and lessons in the virtues of faith had been replaced by drinks and whores. Now the gods are finally punishing us for our many transgressions.”
“What if the gods have nothing to do with this?” Cassel asked. “What if our enemy has simply found a weakness she can exploit?”
Deswick stared at him for a long moment. “You’re lucky I know that you are a good man, Julian. I could easily have you tossed in the dungeon for sacrilege.”
“Sir—”
“Not. Another. Word. The decision has been made, and the judgment of this conclave is final. Do you understand?”
Cassel swallowed heavily as a thousand protests formed in his mind then died unspoken on his lips. “Yes, sir.”
“Good. I will not tolerate any further insubordination. If I hear another whisper about this Eternal harlot, I will hold you personally responsible.” The older man’s face hardened. “Do yourself a favor, son—stuff her back in whatever gutter you found her in and pray to Escar for forgiveness.”
Deswick scowled at him for another minute before he turned and strode out of the room with the rest of the officers. Cassel was tempted to shatter the whole bloody table with his fist, but then the familiar twinge of the Wasting Echo began gnawing away at his muscles. If he didn’t get back to Tahira soon, it would overwhelm and cripple him just like the rest of his comrades. 
Grimacing, he stormed out of the room and through the temple. He did his best to ignore the judgmental glares from the other knights, and soon he was back out on the streets of Highwind. The Guard was out in full-force at all hours of the day now, even in the wealthier parts of the city. Everyone was so nervous about the growing army outside the walls that looting had become an almost existential crisis. And as more and more people learned that the Knights of the Silver Fist had lost their powers, the situation would only get worse. 
That’s why you have to do something. That’s why you have to figure out a way to make them see reason. 
Cassel sighed as he strode across the street towards the small inn where he had put up Tahira. He could have kept her inside his quarters at the temple, of course, but given the reputation of the Eternal Priestesses he had wanted to keep her as far away from the other knights as possible. And now, weeks later, he didn’t regret that decision in the slightest. 
 The tavern downstairs was busier than normal at this time of day, mostly because a lot people had decided that getting drunk was the best way to handle the current crisis, but Cassel had no trouble maneuvering past the crowd and up to the large suite on the western side of the building. Tahira was sitting in a chair reading when he stomped inside and tossed his gauntlets onto the floor. 
“They did not listen,” she reasoned, her soft face creased in concern. 
“At this point, I think they would rather die,” Cassel said, tugging at the straps on his armor. “And they’re going to get their wish.”
He closed his eyes and took a few long, slow breaths just like his instructors had taught him back his early days at the temple. It didn’t work—he was still seething by the time he unstrapped his breastplate and tossed it on the floor. The worsening pangs of the Wasting Echo weren’t making things easier. He had gotten here just in time.
“I am so sorry,” Tahira said. He didn’t even hear her move across the room, but the instant her fingers touched his flesh he seized up and gasped. The Aether surged through him like a warm, soothing current, and he clasped his hands over hers and held them close. 
“Gods,” Cassel breathed as his eyes slowly fluttered open. “I don’t think I’ll ever get used to that…”
Tahira’s smile was equal parts sweet and sad, and he couldn’t help but reach out and touch her cheek. He still couldn’t believe he was willingly standing here next to an Eternal Priestess. He had been warned about the “red-haired sirens of the mountains” a hundred times over the past few years, but the only thing Tahira shared in common with the rumors was her appearance.

Cassel cleared his throat and removed his hand. “I don’t think there’s any point in trying to convince them again,” he said. “The officers have made up their minds, but the squires and the younger knights won’t listen to them forever. Lasille was right about one thing: it’s only a matter of time before the Echo drives dozens upon dozens of knights into the arms of the Inquisitrix.”
Tahira slowly dragged her hands from his chest to his shoulder blades. When her fingers began kneading his muscles, he almost melted into a pile of goo. 
“Is there anything else we can do?” she asked. 
“I don’t know,” he admitted. “Serrane is probably still arguing with the Council, but I doubt she’ll convince them to agree on anything either. It seems like everyone just wants to sit back and wait for the inevitable.”
Cassel closed his eyes and allowed her to massage the tension from his muscles. She was really quite good at this; he had spent so much time with her these past few days she’d had plenty of opportunity to demonstrate her talents. After her explosion of power at Hastien’s Fall, she had learned how to maintain her mysterious Aetheric connection to him for several hours at a time. He still couldn’t afford to be away from her much longer than that, though it wasn’t as if he would have left her side regardless. More than anything else, he had to ensure her safety.  He didn’t claim to understand the nature of her abilities, but if she really was a “Conduit” like Lasille had suggested…
Well, it meant that Tahira may have been the most important person in this whole damn city. And the more people realized that, the more danger she would be in.  
“I wish we knew more about what was going on,” Cassel whispered. “Half the knights think you’re some kind of demon tempting them with power, and the other half think you’re a false prophet of some evil god.”
Tahira’s fingers squeezed his shoulders one last time before she pivoted around in front of him. “What do you think?”
“I don’t think you’re a demon, and I know you haven’t tried to convert me,” he said. “You’ve barely spoken about your religion the whole time we’ve been here.”
She glanced away, and Cassel immediately regretted even bringing it up. The Senosi Huntresses had slaughtered the rest of her coven right in front of her, and she was clearly suffering from a severe case of survivor’s guilt. He didn’t blame her in the slightest. The fact that she had been spared was nothing short of a miracle. 
“I’m sorry,” he whispered, brushing his hand through her long red hair. “I didn’t mean to—”
“It’s all right,” Tahira assured him with a forced but pleasant smile. “The truth is…I still don’t know what to believe. I don’t know what to do, and I don’t know who to trust—except you.”
She looked upon him with such child-like innocence it almost broke his heart. He had seen this reaction before, of course. Paladins were often showered with the joy and gratitude of those they rescued, and every once in a while one of these would-be victims became overly attached to their “savior.” The number of young peasant girls who had thrown themselves at him over the years was truly staggering. Cassel had usually demonstrated enough good sense to keep them at arm’s length, but many of his comrades hadn’t been so disciplined. 
He took Tahira’s hand and gently squeezed her fingers. “Once Serrane gets back, we’ll have to try and figure out what to do. Honestly, I’m half-tempted to get you out of the city. I don’t know how much longer it will be safe for you here.”
“But then what will happen to the other knights?”
Cassel pursed his lips. He didn’t have an answer for that; he didn’t have an answer for much of anything at this point. The only thing he knew for certain was that one of these days the Inquisitrix and her armies were going to attack, and he intended to be up on the battlements alongside Serrane when it finally happened. The odds that Highwind would survive were slim, and the odds that he and Serrane would survive were even slimmer. 
But Tahira didn’t need to die with them. This wasn’t her home. This wasn’t her fight. 
“Whatever happens, I will not leave your side,” she said when he didn’t answer. “The Goddess must have had a reason for blessing me with these powers.”
Cassel smiled down at her. A part of him wanted to treat her like a child—she was young, impressionable, and thoroughly confused—but she was also far more resilient than she appeared. She had proven her ability to cope with the unexpected over and over again this past month, and she had saved his life back at Hastien’s Fall. She deserved his respect, not his pity. 
“I wish we had more time,” Cassel told her. “If the mages still had their power, they might have been able to tell us what this ‘Conduit’ stuff is all about. If not, their library surely has something we could use. It has the greatest collection of arcane lore in the region.”
Tahira placed her hand upon his cheek, and once again a wave of power crashed over him. He could actually feel the Aetheric currents surging between their bodies whenever she made physical contact with him. It was as extraordinary as it was terrifying. 
It was also intoxicating as hell. Her touch was like lotus vapor, and he couldn’t stay away for long. His knees buckled, his eyes fluttered, and before he knew what was happening he felt her stretch up on her tiptoes and place her lips against his. She kissed him softly, sweetly, as if she were afraid he might break…
And then she abruptly pulled away and shook her head. 
“I apologize,” Tahira said. “I…I do not know what came over me.”
Cassel took a deep breath in a vain effort to ground himself. His mouth was still tingling; he could feel the echo of her lips like a static discharge prickling the hairs on his arms. And when his eyes fluttered open, he was completely entranced by the face staring up at him. The stories about the Eternal Priestess’s had been right about one thing: she really was starkly beautiful, from her flawless pale skin to her sparkling green eyes. 
“You’ve nothing to be sorry about,” he said, swallowing and clearing his throat. “I’ve never been upset about kissing a gorgeous woman before, and I don’t intend to start now.” 
Tahira smiled up at him, and she leaned in close enough that their bodies were barely an inch apart. It would have been so unbelievably easy to wrap his arms around her and pull her close, but Cassel had resisted that particular urge about a thousand times over the past week. Not because he wasn’t interested—his cock was already hard and pressing uncomfortably against his armor—but because he desperately wanted to stay focused on the task at hand. He needed to keep a clear head, now more than ever. 
And of course, there were also the stories about what had happened to Sir Dravis after a night with a coven of Eternal Priestesses…
Cassel was just about to give in and kiss her again anyway when someone knocked at their door. He immediately spun around and placed his hand upon his sword. Serrane was almost certainly still with the Council, but he had no idea who else that could be…
“Captain Cassel?” a woman’s voice came from the other side. “It’s Dame Laurent. If you’re in there…I was really hoping we could talk.”
Cassel blinked in surprise. He recognized Laurent’s voice, and she sounded genuinely shaken. He couldn’t imagine that Deswick would have sent her of all people to arrest Tahira…
Bracing himself for the worst, Cassel shooed his companion into one of the side rooms so she could remain out of sight. He kept his palm on his blade as he shuffled up to the door and cracked it open. Laurent was standing in the hall outside, alone and trembling as if she were sick. 
“Adrianna?” he breathed. “What in the bloody hell are you doing here?”
“I…I followed you after the meeting, sir,” Laurent said, glancing warily back and forth down the hall. “After what you said…I wanted a chance to speak with you in private away from the officers.”
Cassel bit down on his lower lip. Serrane would have scolded him for allowing himself to be followed, and with good cause. But apparently the pangs of the Echo had been distracting him more than he had realized. 
“Is anyone else with you?” he asked. 
“N-no, sir,” Laurent insisted. “I am sorry for doing this, but I don’t know where else to go. I’m…I’m dying.”
Grimacing, Cassel poked his own head into the corridor. He didn’t see anyone, but someone would notice the two of them chatting eventually. “Come on,” he said, beckoning her inside and closing the door behind her. 
“Thank you, sir,” Laurent said, taking in the suite in a single glance. She clutched at her own arms as if she were freezing beneath her armor. 
“The Echo is getting worse,” Cassel said.
Laurent nodded. “The officers keep saying that’s a test from Escar, and that we simply need to learn how to endure the pain until we have proven ourselves. At first, I believed them…but it has been over two weeks now. I can’t sleep, I can barely eat…”
Cassel nodded gravely. He didn’t know Adrianna Laurent all that well personally, but she was well-liked among the Order even though she had only been promoted about a year ago. Many of the local squires in particular looked up to her, and if her will was starting to crumble…
“Suffice to say, I don’t believe this is a test from Escar,” Cassel said, “and if the officers won’t accept the truth soon, the Order is doomed.”
Laurent swallowed heavily. “I think most of us know that, even the veterans. But they’re too scared to speak out. They just keep praying and praying that something will change…”
Cassel sighed and nodded. “I honestly believed I could get through to them, but that’s obviously not going to happen. I’m starting to think it might not even be safe for me to return to the temple.”
“I wouldn’t, if I were you. Commander Deswick and the others…they’re unstable. I think this ‘Echo’ is affecting them more than they realize.”
“They have been connected to the Aether longer than anyone else in the Order. It should be hitting them the hardest.”
Laurent nodded slowly. “Is it true, sir? Can this priestess really help us?”
“Yes.”
Cassel glanced up as Tahira emerged from the side room, her forehead creased with concern. The two women locked eyes, and a hundred different emotions flickered across Laurent’s face.
“Gods, she really is an Eternal Priestess,” the knight breathed. “Escar’s mercy…”
“It’s a long and crazy story, and I’m not going to pretend I completely understand what’s going on,” Cassel admitted. “But the bottom line is that Tahira here can cure the Echo and restore our powers…at least for a little while.”
Tahira took a step closer and extended her right hand. At first, Laurent actually recoiled; the officer’s fear-mongering was obviously still lurking in the back of her mind. But she wouldn’t have come here if she weren’t desperate, and the pain of the Echo eventually compelled her to reach out and take the other woman’s hand. 
Having experienced the sudden flood of power himself many times now, Cassel wasn’t the least bit surprised when Laurent’s body instantly seized up. Her eyes fluttered back into her head, and a long, breathless gasp escaped her lips. Tahira squeezed the other woman’s fingers, and for a moment Cassel swore the priestess’s eyes began to glow just like back in Hastien’s Fall…
“By the gods,” Laurent gasped. Her free hand opened, and a shimmering ball of magical light slowly materialized in her palm. “The Aether…I can feel it again.”
After another moment Tahira stepped away, and when Cassel tossed her a concerned glance she nodded to assure him she was all right. Until now, she hadn’t actually restored anyone else’s powers—none of the other knights had given her the chance. Thankfully it seemed to have worked just as well as they had hoped…at least for now. 
“It’s unbelievable,” Laurent whispered. “How is this possible?”
“I wish we knew,” Cassel said, watching in awe as the color slowly returned to the woman’s face. As amazing as it was to feel the Echo being washed away, seeing the transition in someone else was every bit as stunning. 
Laurent eventually turned back to Tahira. “I…I don’t even know what to say. Thank you!”
“I only wish I could do more,” the priestess replied soberly. “Unfortunately, the connection will not last long. Within a few hours, the Echo will return.”
The knight’s throat visibly tightened. “But you can restore it again?”
“Yes, but only with physical contact. I do not know why…I am every bit as confused by this as you are.”
“The point is that she could save the Order right now,” Cassel said. “With her help, we could quickly rebuild and even take the offensive before the rest of the Inquisitrix’s forces arrive.”
Laurent nodded absently as she glanced down at the magical ball of light floating in her hand. Cassel had wanted to demonstrate Tahira’s power ever since he’d arrived, but bringing her in front of the officers had seemed too risky. Perhaps he had been too overprotective of her; perhaps if he had been more forceful he could have already convinced the others. 
Or perhaps what he had needed all along was someone young like Dame Laurent to get the younger, less stubborn knights on his side… 
“The others have to know about this,” Laurent said. “If I back up your story, they might finally believe you!”
“Or Deswick will declare you a heretic and throw you in the dungeon,” Cassel replied gravelly. “There’s no way to know.”
Laurent blew a thin stream of air through her lips. “He might be able to ignore me, but if there were others…” She shrugged. “Even the officers couldn’t turn a blind eye if a dozen of us strode into the temple with our powers restored.”
“Probably not, but I don’t know how many knights we could actually sneak out here without drawing attention to ourselves,” Cassel said. “And to be honest, I wasn’t actually sure this would work until now. Her powers could have a limit, for all we know.”
“I do not feel drained,” Tahira said, glancing down at her fingers. “I don’t know how to explain it, but I just know I could help others.”
“Then that’s what we need to do,” Laurent said. “There’s another option here, Captain. You could take her to the Silver Tower.”
Cassel turned and paced across the room. “I’ve considered that, but I didn’t want to risk leaving the city. Escar knows how many soldiers and Huntresses the Inquisitrix has prowling the plains these days.”
Tahira glanced between them. “What is the Silver Tower?”
“Ostensibly, it’s the true home of the Silver Fist, though in practice the temple here in Highwind has been the center of the Order’s power for at least a generation.”
“But it’s also where most of the squires and young knights are trained,” Laurent added. “They aren’t nearly as attached to the city’s politics as the officers living here. I guarantee you’ll have a much easier time convincing them.”
“Maybe,” Cassel murmured. “There are at least a hundred knights stationed there at all times, but we’ve barely had any communication with them since the Shattering. The last I heard, Deswick sent a messenger pigeon telling them to fortify the tower and wait.”
“If she can restore their magic, we’ll have a real army on our hands,” Laurent said. “A hundred knights could decimate thousands of normal soldiers!”
“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. We have no idea how many of them are even still alive.”
 Laurent shook her head. “We have to try, Captain. What else can we do?”
 Cassel turned back to Tahira. As usual, she was waiting for him to make a decision, and he didn’t like it one bit. “It will be risky,” he told her. “I won’t force you to do this.”
“Do you think there’s a chance it could work?” she asked. 
“A chance, yes. A good chance…?” He shrugged. “I really have no idea, but if anyone is going to listen it will be the younger knights.”
Tahira took a deep breath and visibly braced herself. “Then we should try,” she said. “Besides…you said yourself that you don’t know how much longer I’ll be safe here. And I have nowhere else to go.”
Cassel nodded solemnly. He wasn’t looking forward to explaining this to Serrane. She would probably think he was crazy…but then again, she always preferred taking the initiative to sitting back and waiting. She was the one who wanted to attack the Inquisitrix’s forces, after all.  
“All right, we’ll head out first thing in the morning,” Cassel said after a minute. “Assuming we can figure out a way to actually leave the city…”
“I’ll come with you, sir,” Laurent said. “There’s nothing for me here.”
He shook his head. “No, you need to stay. The fewer of us that go, the easier it will be to slip past the Senosi. I want you to remain in the temple and keep your head down.”
“But, sir—”
“Listen to me, Adrianna,” Cassel said, taking her hand. “Deswick can’t know that you spoke to me, and he can’t know anything about Tahira. Not yet. I need you to bide your time and await our return. After that…we’ll see.”
Laurent looked like she wanted to argue, but thankfully she respected his authority enough to know better. The Order hadn’t collapsed just yet. 
“I’ll do what I can, sir,” she promised. 
Cassel smiled and clapped her shoulder. “Be careful who you trust, and remember that Escar values patience. Who knows…with a little luck, we’ll be back by the end of the week with a new army at our backs.”
 
 
 



3
Secrets
 
Jorem only managed to sleep for an hour, possibly two, before the girls became so loud he couldn’t ignore their antics anymore. The slaps, squeals, and screeches were so intense his fatigue-addled mind assumed the group had come under attack. Rolling off the divan and into a defensive crouch, he reflexively conjured a sphere of flame into his palm…at which point his vision cleared enough to realize Valuri was just enjoying her new toy a little bit too much. 
“You like that, don’t you Red?” the Huntress snarled as she slammed into a still-bound-and-gagged Kaseya from behind. “You can’t get enough of my big cock in your ass!”
Jorem blinked and rubbed at his eyelids, convinced he was still dreaming. But no, judging from the sheer amount of sweat and seed splattered across the amazon’s back, breasts, and chin, Valuri apparently hadn’t stopped fucking Kaseya the whole time he’d been unconscious. 
“Tell me how badly you want it!” Valuri ordered, jerking back on the amazon’s red mane and growling into her ear. “Tell me how badly you need it!”
“I need it,” Kaseya blubbered. “Fuck me! Fuck my ass!”
The Huntress cried out in delight as her magic phallus plunged deeper and deeper into the amazon’s bowels. For an instant Jorem was genuinely worried about Kaseya’s safety, but before he could stumble over and separate them Val pulled out and sprayed another thick, viscous load of magical seed over the amazon’s back. 
“Holy shit, Red, you slut,” she blubbered, slumping onto Kaseya’s back but still clutching a thick mound of hair. “How can this feel so good?”
“Okay, I think you’ve had enough,” Jorem said. “Giving you a cock was obviously a terrible idea…”
The Huntress snorted. “Are you kidding? This thing is unbelievable. It’s like getting fucked and fucking at the same time.”
“Which is a power you should never have,” Jorem said, grabbing her by the waist and flinging her onto the divan. She only squealed in protest for a moment before she began stroking the phallus again. 
“I suddenly understand why you can’t stop thinking with your cock,” she said. “The ones at the Castarium were junk by comparison. It’s like being a man but without all the hair and stink and stupidity…”
Jorem groaned and threw a blanket over her. He had always assumed that her Senosi powers were at least partially responsible for her insane libido, but maybe she was just naturally insatiable. Here they were, stuck in the lair of a dubious ally with the world burning around them, and she was like a hormone-addled teenager who had just discovered masturbation for the first time. 
“If you don’t take that thing off, I’m going to burn it off,” he said, shaking his head and leaning over Kaseya to untie her restraints. “Are you all right?”
The amazon panted breathlessly, her blue eyes as glossy and delirious as a lotus addict. Valuri had apparently tightened the ropes even more, and Jorem couldn’t imagine how uncomfortable Kaseya must haven right now. But before he could unwind the knots binding her wrists to her ankles, she craned her neck back to look at him.
“Jorem…”
“It’s all right,” he soothed. “I’ll get you out of—”
“Fuck me.”
Jorem blinked. “What?”
“Fuck me,” she begged. “Please…”
He froze in place, his eyes studying her body up and down. Her olive skin and plump breasts had been marred red from dozens of ruthless slaps, but every muscle in her body quivered as if an electric current were still pumping through her. He could feel her desperation, her desire…
“I told you she loves it,” Valuri snickered as she sat up. “All this time I think she’s been holding out on us.”
“Jorem,” Kaseya whispered, her eyelids fluttering. “Please…”
His cock was already hard and ready even before Valuri stood from the couch, pressed her tits against his back, and began slowly stroking him in that masterfully tortuous way of hers. “I was just keeping her warm for you.”
Jorem groaned and slumped back against her. “Don’t lie. This was all about what you wanted.”
“True, but I’m willing to share,” the Huntress cooed playfully as she nibbled at his earlobe. “We’ll take her together. Just tell me which hole you want…”
Jorem stared back down at Kaseya’s taut, trembling body. It was so perfect, so beautiful, so splattered with seed…but for some reason another even more devious idea suddenly popped into his head. He smiled and stared into her blue eyes to see how she would react when the collar revealed what he was thinking. It took a moment, but when her face suddenly lit up he knew she approved. 
“Ass,” he breathed.
Valuri chuckled into his ear. “I knew you were going to say that.”
“Not her ass,” Jorem said. “Yours.”
“Wait, what are you—?”
He opened his right hand and conjured a thin, dagger-like beam of Aetheric energy long enough to slash Kaseya’s bindings in three quick, calculated strokes. On cue, the amazon flipped onto her side while Jorem pivoted behind Valuri and shoved her on top of the bed. The Huntress squealed in surprise, but Kaseya quickly grabbed the other woman’s shoulders and pinned her in place.
“You’ve had more than enough fun for one night,” Jorem said. At the same moment, Kaseya grabbed the back of Valuri’s head and stuffed her face in the sheets to muffle her startled protests.  
“Quiet, slut,” the amazon said, her taut arm muscles flexing. “Tie this bitch up so we can teach her a lesson!”
Jorem recoiled, genuinely shocked at Kaseya’s intensity, at which point she turned and glared right at him. For a brief instant, the woman standing before him was no longer a submissive, helpless damsel covered in seed—she was an amazon warrior desperate to crush anyone who opposed her. Jorem dove back over to the box of toys so fast he would have been embarrassed if he weren’t so afraid, and he promptly snatched up more of the silken rope. 
“Make it tight,” Kaseya snarled. “Make it hurt.”
Jorem yanked Valuri’s arms behind her back, and he bound her wrists together as high as he could between her shoulder blades. If she had been feeding instead of fucking over the past hour, she would have burst free and tried to strangle him. But her sadistic gluttony had left her thoroughly drained, and Jorem had no trouble holding her in place. 
“Give me the cock,” Kaseya said. 
Jorem glanced down at the harness still strapped around Valuri’s waist. “But you—”
“Give me the cock!” the amazon demanded. 
More shocked than ever, he reached down and began unfastening the harness. Valuri began kicking her legs, but that only made Kaseya push harder. Jorem quickly shuffled over behind the amazon and secured the harness in place, and when the glowing magical phallus rematerialized Kaseya immediately adjusted the runes to make it as large and thick as possible. 
“Open wide, Senosi slut,” she snarled. 
Valuri’s head popped back up the instant Kaseya removed her hand. “What the fuck are you—?”
Before she could finish, the amazon jammed her new cock right down the Huntress’s throat. Jorem’s sympathy almost flipped on its head, but then he remembered who he was dealing with here. Valuri could take it, and even if she couldn’t…well, she deserved it anyway. 
“Swallow it,” Kaseya snarled. “Take it all!”
Valuri’s eyes rolled back into her head as the amazon savagely fucked her face. Apparently the phallus really did pleasure the wearer, because Kaseya almost immediately began moaning in pleasure. 
“Zor kalah…” she gasped. “It feels…ugnnnn….!”
Jorem grinned, wondering if the amazon might flood Valuri’s throat right then and there, but evidently Kaseya had more discipline than the two of them combined. She slowed her thrusts but still plunged every bit as deep, and she even pinched Valuri’s nose shut every few seconds. The Huntress gasped, breathless, and after another minute even her normally impeccable eye shadow began to smear… 
“Shit,” Jorem rasped, clutching and stroking his now throbbing cock. He retrieved a vial of hot oil from the toy box and dribbled the tiniest bit on the head. 
“What are you waiting for?” Kaseya asked. “Take her ass!”
As usual, he didn’t need further encouragement. Wedging himself between Valuri’s flailing legs, Jorem pressed the tip of his cock into her nether entrance and slowly thrust inside. Kaseya pinched the Huntress’s nose again so she couldn’t even gasp in protest.
“Harder,” the amazon told him. “Give her everything.”
Grabbing one of Valuri’s ankles in each hand for leverage, Jorem began pounding her ass as if it were a cunt. Her bowels milked and churned his cock, begging him to fill her with his sorcerous seed. It had been so long since he’d seen her this helpless he almost gave in right then and there…
“Oh!” Kaseya stammered, abruptly withdrawing her shimmering magical phallus. Jorem thought she might blast Valuri’s face out of spite, but instead she caught her breath and braced herself while the Huntress gasped and gagged for breath. 
“You bitch!” Valuri panted. “This isn’t over!”
Kaseya grinned devilishly. “Pick her up. I want her cunt.”
Pushing down the Huntress’s flailing legs, Jorem shifted his grip from her ankles to her thighs and hoisted her up into his arms. His kept his cock firmly buried in her ass even as he spread her legs and signaled Kaseya over. The amazon gleefully surged forward, propping the other woman’s calves up on her shoulders and positioning her phallus at the Huntress’s sopping entrance.
“You’re mine,” she said, thrusting inside. 
Once again Jorem almost exploded. He could feel Kaseya’s cock ravaging Valuri’s quim while his own ravaged her ass, and together he and the amazon pounded the Huntress in both holes. Her squeals of protest quickly transformed into euphoric whimpers.
“Fuck…you…Red…I’m…going…too….oh!”  
When her words slurred into nonsense, Kaseya leaned in and kissed her. Their mutual muffled moans pushed Jorem’s endurance to the brink, and he was a fraction of a second from flooding Valuri’s bowels when Kaseya abruptly grabbed the Huntress’s ass, picked her up off of his cock, and unceremoniously dropped her onto her knees directly behind them. 
“Look at me, slut!” Kaseya shouted as she grabbed a handful of Valuri’s hair and blasted her face with a hose of magical seed. Jorem wasn’t far behind—he unloaded volley after volley upon the Huntress just like he had done so many times before. By the time he and Kaseya were finally spent, it looked like an entire platoon of soldiers had just had their way with Valuri. 
“Oh….fuck!” she screeched as a violent orgasm shuddered through her. Her tattoos flared to life, and her eyes began to glow so brightly it seemed like she might explode. 
“Zor kalah,” Kaseya breathed, slumping back into Jorem’s arms as she cradled her magical stem. “The sensations…the power…”
“Don’t let it go to your head,” he breathed into her ear as he unfastened the harness. Once it fell to the ground, he began gently massaging her clit instead. She moaned and melted back into his embrace. 
“Maskari…”
Jorem pulled her down onto the couch with him, amazed at just how quickly she had reverted to the sweet, submissive girl he had fallen in love with. Apparently the Mage’s Guild should have spent far less time trying to police magical weapon smuggling when magical cocks were the real threat.
“Fuck, that was so good…” Valuri breathed. She flexed her newly empowered arms, effortlessly snapping the silken bindings on her wrists, as she slowly brought herself back to her feet. Her tattoos were still blazing green beneath the rivers of vicious seed sliding down her breasts and stomach. 
“You’re so lovely right now, slut,” Kaseya said, smiling tiredly. 
“You too, bitch,” Valuri replied as she shoveled more of Jorem’s seed into her mouth. “Now open those pretty legs of yours so I can get my dessert.”
 
***
 
This time, Jorem definitely slept for more than a few hours, and the good news was that Solemi didn’t show up for a meeting while he and the girls were still naked, sticky, and mostly comatose. 
The bad news was that Selvhara did. 
“Oh!” the druid gasped when she opened the door to the room and saw them all slung over one another on the bed. “I, uh…”
“You could have knocked,” Valuri said, rolling onto her side. “Or maybe pawed and howled at the door until we gave you a treat.”
“I’m sorry,” Selvhara said. “I can—”
“It’s all right,” Jorem said, blinking and rubbing at his eyes. Without any clocks in the room or a sun in the sky, he had no concept of what time it was, let alone what day it was. He wouldn’t have been surprised if they had just skipped the whole afternoon. 
“Zor kalah!” Kaseya gasped, turning and glaring at Valuri. “You said you would be watching the door!” 
“I was watching it!” the Huntress protested. “My eyelids just kept getting in the way.”
The amazon groaned as she leaned up. “We could have been ambushed!”
“Yeah, well, you should have thought about that before you fed me that last time. You know how sleepy I get on a full stomach.”
Before Kaseya could complain again, Valuri leaned down and kissed each of her breasts turn. The amazon’s eyes fluttered shut, and her annoyance melted away on the tip of Valuri’s tongue. Normally Jorem would have been happy to watch them go at it yet again, but he knew that Val was just showing off. She wanted to make Selvhara that much more uncomfortable…
“Come on,” Jorem said, scrambling to find his trousers. “Selvhara can tell us what she learned while we clean up.”
They took a quick trip down to the bathing pools, and the attendants brought them soap, towels, and a fresh tray of fruit. Selvhara still seemed a little mesmerized by everything, but once they were in the water she retracted her magical druidic armor and slipped into the pool alongside them. Her ageless elven figure was every bit as tantalizing as the first night they had met, and when she relaxed in the water she always seemed to keep her perky, youthful breasts just above the surface where he could see them…
“Everyone who was willing to speak with me relayed mostly the same story,” Selvhara said once they had settled. “Your suspicions about the collapse of Highwind’s institutions seem correct. There is an ongoing scramble for power, and few people believe the city can endure a siege for long.”
“Disappointing but not surprising,” Jorem murmured. “Did you learn anything specific about who is actually in charge?”
“The people here believe that the Black Mistress is advocating on their behalf, and they anticipate an arrangement that will allow them to live on the surface in exchange for their aid against the Inquisitrix. But other than that, no one had any specific details.”
“Still, it suggests that Solemi isn’t calling the shots yet,” Valuri said after she dunked and shook her black hair. “Someone important must be opposing her.”
Jorem nodded idly. “Anything else?”
“No one mentioned anything about any of you,” Selvhara said. “I do not believe we are in any particular danger, though the people here do strike me as almost fanatically loyal to their mistress. Some view her as a savior figure who will finally allow them to return to the city and avenge the perceived injustices committed against them. They are eager to fight the Inquisitrix, largely due to her hostility towards magic, but many of them see Highwind’s leadership as a far more pressing threat.”
“A power-hungry leader with cultish followers…that’s definitely not dangerous at all,” Valuri muttered. “It sounds like Vorsalos a few decades ago.”
Jorem nodded grimly. “It’s all pretty much what we expected, though. And it’s all the more reason why we need to reach out to General Serrane as quickly as possible.”
“Once you have mastered the secrets of draconic ascension, you will be able to defeat the Conduit with or without anyone’s assistance,” Selvhara told him. “We should remain focused on unlocking your ancestral memories.”
 Jorem glanced around just to make certain no one was close enough to overhear them. The bubbling water masked their voices pretty well, but he still didn’t want to take any chances…
“No one asked you for advice, wolf girl,” Valuri said. “You don’t get to tell us what to do.”
Selvhara leaned back against the side of the pool. “I am sorry, I merely wished to help.”
“Don’t worry, you never need to apologize for Val being a bitch,” Jorem said. “Evidently they never taught her manners or basic social graces at the Castarium.”
“The point stands,” Valuri said. “She doesn’t get to boss us around just because she has a nice body and perky tits.”
“I would never presume to give orders to a sorcerer,” Selvhara said. “Especially one with dragon blood.”
The Huntress rolled her eyes so hard she fell over and sunk beneath the water. Jorem snickered and splashed her in the face the instant she popped back up. 
 
“The reason I brought it up,” Selvhara went on, “is that the Black Mistress’s dark elf attendant relayed an unusual message to me while I was out on the streets.”
“Varassa?” Jorem asked, the hairs on the back of his neck suddenly tingling. “You spoke with her alone?”
“She sought me out. At first she only seemed interested in expressing her displeasure at my heritage—your dark elves really do seem to despise those born on the surface.”
“The hatred goes both ways, believe me. But what else did she say?”
“She mentioned that her mistress had recently discovered a way to open a drow city that was abandoned several years ago,” Selvhara said. “She called it ‘Vel’shannar,’ and she claims it is not far from here.”
Jorem turned and shared a suspicious glance with Valuri. “A few years ago we heard rumors about a great drow civil war,” he said. “Allegedly, the city was completely destroyed. Groups across the Northern Reaches were desperate to take credit.”
“Evidently the city endures,” Selvhara said. “Varassa implied that the drow left behind a great repository of magical arms…and knowledge.”
Valuri’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Why in the bloody hell would she tell this to you of all people?”
“She recognized that I was a druid. The Sarodihm are the keepers of the Old Ways…she likely assumed that I would be particularly interested in preventing dangerous knowledge from falling into the wrong hands.”
“That’s still damn suspicious,” Jorem murmured. “She’s barely spoken a dozen words to us, and we’ve been down here several times over the past few months.”
“I am not certain what to make of her motives,” Selvhara admitted. “But if she is telling the truth, the Black Mistress is already attempting to salvage the city and reclaim its power.”
“Uh…that’s not good,” Valuri said. 
“Definitely not,” Jorem agreed gravely. “Did Varassa say what’s actually in the city?”
Selvhara shook her head. “Not specifically. She seemed hesitant to provide many details, as if she were afraid that someone might overhear.” The druid reached up to her herb pouch on the side of the pool and withdrew a small silver pendant shaped like a spider. “She gave me this…and she said that if I presented it to her allies, they would know what to do.”
The tingle in the back of Jorem’s neck transformed into a full-blown shudder. “That’s a drow holy symbol,” he murmured. “An icon of the Spider Queen.”
“Yes,” Selvhara confirmed. “I am not certain what to make of it, but she strongly implied that not everyone here in Darkwind serves the Black Mistress by choice.”
Jorem shared a concerned look with the other girls. As if the situation weren’t already bad enough with the armies of Vorsalos threatening to conquer the whole damn region…
“As I said, I don’t know what to make of this woman’s motives,” Selvhara went on, “but if Vel’shannar is intact its archives could possess a great deal of useful knowledge. The original Vaetharri elves who settled here in Torsia were powerful channelers who fully embraced sorcery. They were also fastidious record-keepers, and I would not be surprised if their archives contain information on draconic ascension.”
“Bloody hell, that’s what you’re concerned about?” Valuri asked. 
“It is the reason I am here,” Selvhara replied matter-of-factly. “When the Vaetharri first separated from Avethian Empire, they were every bit as obsessed with dragon magic as their Avetharri cousins. I do not know when they started worshipping this ‘Spider Queen,’ but their histories could still be invaluable.”
Jorem frowned. “Sorcery is far more prevalent in Varellon, right? What could the drow possibly know about dragon magic that Vin Aetheri like you don’t?”
Selvhara shrugged. “A great deal of knowledge was lost during the Dragon War, and our understanding of Avetharri channeling traditions is far from complete. It would be a shame to let an opportunity like this go to waste.” 
Valuri snorted. “Highwind is under siege, and you want to waste time combing through books?”
Selvhara shrugged. “I want to help Jorem with—”
“Someone is coming,” Kaseya warned, nodding with her chin towards the cavernous chamber. “They have guards.”
“A half-orc and several humans,” Selvhara confirmed, “along with someone who is wearing perfume.”
Jorem glanced back at his clothes outside the pool. As nice as it would have been to get dressed, there was obviously no point in that now. Not that it really mattered—their hostess had seen them naked plenty of times before. 
A tall, brutish-looking half-orc rounded the corner a moment later, and several other armed and armored men took up positions nearby. They kept a respectable distance, thankfully, though that didn’t stop the girls from tensing up. Valuri looked like she was just about ready to vault out of the water and grab her crossbow when a beautiful, scantily clad half-elf woman finally appeared. 
“It is good to see you all again,” the woman said, a bright and cheerful smile on her lips. “Thank the gods you made it home safely.”
The Black Mistress was every bit as elegant and gorgeous as Jorem remembered. Her shoulder-length hair was about three-quarters silver and one-quarter blonde, and her green eyes were as bright and piercing as Valuri’s. Her figure was a stunning testament to her mixed heritage: she had the willowy frame and limbs of an elf with the plump, perky breasts of a human. Her black silken bra and panties were barely concealed beneath her shimmering diaphanous robe, and the stiletto heels of her thigh-high boots were so long it was astonishing she could even walk straight. 
“I apologize for not having the chance to greet you sooner,” Solemi went on. “As you can imagine, the current situation in Highwind is chaotic, to say the least.”
“Well, I’m sure you’re doing everything in your power to stabilize the situation,” Valuri replied, not bothering to hide her obvious scorn. 
“Yes, I am,” Solemi replied evenly. “The city is in desperate need of aid, and my people are eager to help.”
Kaseya glanced off towards the Darkwind army even though they couldn’t actually see it from here. “Then why aren’t your men on the battlements?”
“They will be, once the Council ensures their fair and equitable treatment. It’s probably difficult to understand since none of you were born here, but my people have many, many reasons to distrust Highwind and its leadership. Until those concerns are properly addressed, I cannot ask them to put their lives on the line for a city that hates and fears them.”
“That would almost sound reasonable if not for the fact that Darkwind will be next on the chopping block,” Valuri said. “Trust me, the Inquisitrix will not allow a rogue sorceress to flourish right beneath her feet. She’ll dispatch a dozen Huntresses to flush you out if she has to.”
Solemi smiled again. At a glance it was pleasant enough, but Jorem could see the veiled malice behind the woman’s eyes. “I understand the nuances of the situation,” she said coolly. “And I trust that the Council will do the right thing sooner rather than later.”
The anxious tension in the air became so thick Jorem could almost taste it. He should have stuffed Valuri in the closet if he had wanted to keep this diplomatic.
“We all hope so,” Jorem said, hoping she couldn’t sense his tension. “Once again, we appreciate your hospitality. I doubt we could have gotten into the city without your tunnels.”
Solemi held her eyes on Valuri for another second before she turned to Jorem. “You and your allies are always welcome here in Darkwind,” she told him. “And speaking of, I don’t believe I met your new friend here…”
“This is Selvhara,” Jorem said, gesturing at the druid. “She helped us escape the chaos in Ostvara and Riverbend.”
The druid lowered her head and curtseyed. “It is an honor to meet you.”
“Elu shala, desh'iriai,” Solemi said. “You are a long way from home.”
Selvhara’s cheek twitched. “I-I am, yes.”
“Travelers from Varellon are rare in Highwind these days. What brings you to these shores?”
Jorem glanced between the two women, wondering how in the bloody hell Solemi knew that Selvhara came from overseas rather than Nelu’Thalas. Perhaps her spy network was even more extensive than he realized…
“Portents of this crisis have echoed across the world,” Selvhara said. “I came here to aid your people in any way I could.”
“Of course,” Solemi said, her eyes glimmering far too knowingly for Jorem’s tastes. “Well, I was hoping you might be able to tell me what you learned on Nol Krovos. Dark rumors have spread like wildfire, and the people are terrified. Many are convinced that the gods themselves are punishing us somehow.”
“The short version is that the Inquisitrix destroyed the magical fount beneath the island,” Jorem explained before anyone else could pipe in. “This ‘Shattering’ seems to have collapsed the Three Corridors, and she is convinced that she is now the only source of true power in the region. We’ve encountered several channelers who are drawing their power directly from her. They call her ‘The Conduit.’”
Solemi pursed her lips and nodded thoughtfully. Jorem couldn’t read her face well enough to discern if she already knew this, but he wanted to be cautious about what they told her. She didn’t need to know the full story—and she definitely didn’t need to know anything about Selvhara’s true purpose or his dragon blood. 
“So it is true, then,” Solemi whispered. “The Corridors are gone.”
“And as far as we can tell, they’re never coming back,” Jorem said. “Among other things, it means that the Inquisitrix and her forces now have a decisive advantage. These channelers of hers are quite powerful, and we have no idea how many she has empowered by now.”
“All the more reason why Highwind will need your armies to survive,” Kaseya added. 
“From what we have already seen, a few more men on the walls will not be enough,” Solemi replied. “I’ve no doubt you saw the many wyvern riders in the sky on the way here.”
“You could say that,” Jorem murmured.
“Highwind hasn’t needed to repel an aerial force that size for generations, and I’m afraid the Duskwatch Rangers are no longer up to the challenge. A few hundred soldiers with bows will barely slow those beasts down.”
Jorem swallowed anxiously. “What happened to the Duskwatch? Is the Ranger-General still alive?”
“Yes, thankfully,” Solemi said. “General Serrane returned to the city a few days after the Shattering. She and a Knight of the Silver Fist were captured by a Senosi Huntress in the hills, and they learned a great deal about the Inquisitrix and her plans.”
“They escaped from a Huntress?” Valuri asked. “I knew I liked her.”
“She claims it was merely good fortune, but I believe she had help.” Solemi paused for a minute and seemed to consider something. “My sources in the Silver Fist inform me that General Serrane also rescued an Eternal Priestess.”
Jorem frowned. “One of those crazy cultists from the mountains?”
“Yes. Normally the good general wouldn’t waste her time with something so trivial, but I have reason to believe that this priestess may have powers similar to those of the Inquisitrix.”
Jorem turned and shared a confused glance with the girls. Kaseya and Valuri mostly looked confused, but Selvhara inhaled sharply like she had just spotted a ghost. 
“What do you mean?” the druid asked. 
Solemi’s eyes flicked between the four of them. “I am not yet certain, but this priestess may be able to empower channelers of her own. There are those among the Silver Fist who now see her as their salvation.”
“Another Conduit…” Selvhara breathed. 
Jorem stared at her for a long moment, wondering if she might elaborate. But from the way her eyes were flicking back and forth she was obviously trying to sort out a hundred questions of her own. 
“If that’s true, it could change everything,” Valuri said. “How sure are you about this?”
“Not at all—yet,” Solemi replied. “My people are investigating, however, and I hope we will learn the truth soon.”
Jorem nodded absently. If what Selvhara had told them about the Fount was true, then Inquisitrix Marcella had acquired her new abilities from absorbing the essence of an imprisoned god—a so-called “Godsoul.” He didn’t understand how anyone else could possibly have this power, especially an Eternal Priestess. He had only heard wild rumors about their religion, all of which involved orgies and fertility rituals that seemed too absurd to be true. 
Judging from her reaction, Selvhara clearly knew something the rest of them didn’t, but Jorem didn’t want to ask her in front of Solemi. Hopefully the druid just stayed quiet for a while…
“In any event, I’m sure we can all agree that we can’t afford to wait for miracles to save us,” Solemi said after a moment. “Ranger-General Serrane has been attempting to convince the rest of the Council to go on the offensive and slow the enemy’s advance, but they are hesitant to risk men and supplies when the city is under siege.”
“I doubt that a small force could accomplish much anyway,” Jorem said. “We saw what the Inquisitrix unleashed on Ostvara. Between the fleet and the wyverns, the city didn’t stand a chance.”
“There may be a way to delay both, at least for a while,” Solemi said. “Ever since the attack on Icewatch, my operatives in Vorsalos have been searching for any and all information on the enemy’s wyverns. Yesterday, I finally received news: the Inquisitrix has a secret outpost where she is breeding these creatures in great number.”
Kaseya practically vaulted out of the water. “Where?”
“High enough in the Shattered Peaks that the location is nearly impassable on foot,” Solemi said. “An army could never reach it, but a handful of experienced climbers—especially ones with magic—might have a chance.”
“Oh, gods,” Valuri muttered. “We are not going back into the bloody mountains, not after what happened in the north.”
“I have not shared this intelligence with General Serrane yet—I feared that she would act upon it whether the Council approved a mission or not,” Solemi told them. “She is a brave and powerful woman, but most of her rangers have been crippled by the Shattering.”
“In other words, she could use some help,” Jorem said, biting down on his lip. He had no particular interest in climbing more mountains either, not after their experiences with the Roskarim and Zalheer, but they had already been planning on meeting with Serrane anyway. And if there was even an outside chance they could neutralize the Inquisitrix’s wyvern riders…
“Why are you telling us this?” Valuri asked, her eyes narrowed skeptically. 
Solemi shrugged. “Why wouldn’t I? We are all searching for ways to help the city, are we not?”
“What she meant to ask is whether you have any more information on this wyvern hatchery,” Jorem said, glaring at Val again. “Defenses, number of soldiers, that kind of thing.”
“I’m afraid not,” Solemi said. “Given the tactical importance of the wyverns, it’s safe to assume the outpost will be guarded quite heavily…but even the Inquisitrix only has so many soldiers. I doubt she can afford to keep an entire army parked in the mountains.”
“One would hope not,” Jorem muttered. 
“All the riders we have encountered so far have been channelers,” Kaseya commented. “The Inquisitrix may not need an army to defend the hatchery, not if it is protected by her new minions.”
“True, though you do have one very unique advantage,” Solemi said, shifting her gaze to Valuri. “Whatever spells or tricks your former mistress may have taught them, I doubt they will be able to overcome your Senosi defenses.”
The Huntress hissed softly between her teeth. “The Inquisitrix knows my vulnerabilities. She created the vatari ritual that empowers the Senosi; she can completely shut us down. For all we know she’s taught her new channelers the same technique.”
“Do you honestly think she would share those secrets with anyone?” Jorem asked. “The Senosi are still her vanguard. I doubt she’d risk letting her enemies know you have a weakness.”
“I suppose not,” Valuri conceded. 
“Then we should go—immediately,” Kaseya said. “The enemy’s reinforcements are already on the way.”
“I would suggest you speak with General Serrane first,” Solemi said. “She will undoubtedly wish to accompany you.”
Yet another warning tingle wormed its way down Jorem’s spine. As suspicious as he was of Varassa randomly volunteering information to Selvhara, Solemi doing the same thing with them now almost seemed worse. Something else was clearly going on here…
“Maybe if we bring Serrane along we’ll actually get paid for once,” Valuri said sourly. “That would be nice.”
Solemi grinned. “My resources are stretched thin right now, as I’m sure you can imagine, but I can provide you with supplies and some coin.”
The Huntress cocked an eyebrow. “How many coins, exactly?”
“Anything would help, thank you,” Jorem said, grabbing Valuri’s trim waist under the water and yanking her over to him. He tried his best to maintain a neutral expression—Solemi didn’t need to know how skeptical he was.  
“At the very least, disrupting their plans might buy us a little more time,” Kaseya said. Thanks to her collar she definitely knew how skeptically he was, but she was playing it off with a surprising amount of grace. She really was a fast learner…
“Whenever you are ready, my attendants will provide you with whatever you need,” Solemi said. “All I ask is that you please be careful. Highwind is going to need all our help to survive this war.”
Jorem squeezed Valuri’s waist before she could fire off another sarcastic quip. “We’ll do our best,” he said instead. 
The Black Mistress smiled and offered them a half bow. “Then I wish you the grace of the gods on your journey. And remember that no matter what happens, you will always be welcome here in Darkwind.”
After flashing them all another warm, welcoming smile, the Black Mistress turned and strode back across the cavern. Her guards followed closely on her heels, and after about a minute Jorem and the girls were once again alone. 
“That was far more amicable than I expected,” Kaseya said.
“A little too amicable,” Valuri muttered as she spun around in Jorem’s lap. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”
Jorem grunted. “You mean how she just conveniently offered us information that will send one of the last few members of the dwindling Highwind Council on a dangerous mission into the mountains?” 
“Yeah, that. How much do you want to bet that Serrane is one of the people standing in the way of her plans for an ‘alliance’ between the city and the underworld?”
Jorem took a deep breath and idly brushed his fingers through her wet black hair. “I’d say it’s a near certainty.”
Kaseya cocked her head at him. “You believe this is a trap?”
“At the very least, I believe it’s an opportunity for Solemi to kill two birds with one stone,” Jorem said. “She’ll get Serrane out of the city for a while and she’ll have a chance to deal a blow to the Inquisitrix, all without lifting a finger of her own.”
The amazon glanced back over her shoulder to where Solemi had vanished. “I do not enjoy being manipulated,” she said.
“Join the club, Red,” Valuri grumbled. 
Jorem shifted his gaze over to Selvhara. The druid had barely moved a muscle in the past few minutes. “Do you have any thoughts on this?”
She abruptly turned and looked at him. “I beg your pardon?”
“You’ve never met any of these people before—I wondered if you had a different impression than the rest of us.”
Selvhara seemed like she had to pull herself out of a dark, distant place before she could respond. “I am not familiar enough with local politics to provide any insights. Though I can tell you she was quite pleased when you agreed to her offer.”
“What are you basing that on?” Jorem asked.
“The subtle shift in her heartbeat and breathing pattern,” Selvhara said. 
“You could hear her heart beating from ten yards away while you’re soaking in this pool?” Valuri asked. 
“Yes.”
The Huntress’s lip twisted in disgust. “Congratulations, you’ve managed to creep me out even more now. Can we dump her in a ditch yet or what?”
Jorem kept his eyes focused on the druid. “You seemed especially interested when Solemi mentioned rumors about an Eternal Priestess in the city. Are you familiar with their cult?”
“No,” Selvhara said, shaking her head. “But if there is another Conduit here…it could change everything.”
“I wouldn’t put too much stock in baseless rumors just yet,” Valuri cautioned. “The knights in the city are probably delusional and desperate. Someone could just be running a grift on them.”
“Possibly,” Jorem said, frowning. Selvhara still seemed genuinely flustered, and not in the same fish-out-of-water way as when they had first met her. Something about the Eternal Priestess in particular was bothering her…
“A few days ago you mentioned that Varellon has many Conduits,” Kaseya said. “Did they all receive their powers the same way?”
“Yes, they have all absorbed power from one of the many Godsouls scattered across the world,” the druid explained. “Most souls were locked away in other Avetharri prisons, but over the years some have fragmented into even smaller pieces.”
“How do you fragment the soul of a god?” Valuri asked. 
“It is a crude metaphor, like the term Godsoul itself. The point is that many echoes of Fallen Gods linger in this world. Perhaps the shattering of the prison beneath Nol Krovos released other fragments this Inquisitrix did not know about.”
“That’s a terrifying thought,” Jorem murmured. “Though it still might be worth investigating. I mean, if there is someone out there who could empower the Knights of the Silver Fist, even for just a little while…”
“Then Highwind could defend itself,” Kaseya said. 
“Perhaps we should investigate these rumors ourselves,” Selvhara suggested.
Valuri twisted in Jorem’s lap and glared at the druid. “Why are you suddenly so interested, wolf girl? Ten minutes ago you were talking about the ruins of a drow city, and now suddenly you want to ‘investigate’ some insane cultist?”
“I…” Selvhara paused for a moment and swallowed heavily. “Another Conduit could be a powerful ally, but I also believe that the ruins of Vel’shannar could contain valuable information on dragon magic.”
“Uh huh,” Valuri muttered. “Look, I agree that Solemi is probably trying to screw us over somehow, and I sure as hell don’t trust that creepy dark elf. For all we know there’s an ongoing power struggle in Darkwind and in Highwind, and frankly I don’t want anything to do with either of them.”
Jorem studied the Huntress for a long moment. As always, he didn’t need a magical collar to know that she was planning something. 
“But you’re still making your ‘I have an idea’ face,” he told her. 
“Yeah, well, you’re making your ‘I’m an idiot’ face. What’s your point?”
He sighed. “If you have a plan, spit it out.”
“I prefer to swallow, thanks,” she said, playfully clamping her thighs around his waist. “But you’re right—I do have an idea. The thing is…you aren’t going to like it. In fact, you’re going to hate it.”
“Try me,” Jorem said. 
Valuri sighed and finally rolled off of him. “There’s only one way we can go after those wyverns and still keep an eye on Solemi here in the city,” she said. “We need to split up.”
“You’re right,” Jorem said. “I do hate this idea.”
“As do I,” Kaseya added. 
Valuri waved a hand in front of her face. “Just hear me out. From everything we know about the Ranger-General, she’s a hands-on type of woman—she’s going to go after the wyverns whether we help her or not. And assuming this ‘hatchery’ actually exists, stealth is going to be far more important than raw firepower. I’m a hell of a lot sneakier than the rest of you, and Solemi is right that I’m in the best position to neutralize the Inquisitrix’s new channelers.”
“Wait, you want to go all by yourself?” Jorem asked incredulously. 
“Not particularly, but it does make the most sense,” Valuri said. “At the very least, the general and I should be able to scout the area and figure out what we’re dealing with before reporting back.”
“And what if there is an army stationed up there?” Kaseya protested. 
“Then two of us will have a much easier time escaping than a whole group. And if there isn’t an army, we can do some real damage.” Valuri paused and sighed. “Look, it’s just an idea, but it’s the only way we can do two things at once.”
Jorem sighed and scratched his chin in thought. As much as he wanted to reflexively shoot down her idea, it did make some sense. Kaseya could have gone with them too, of course, but Val obviously didn’t want to leave him alone with Selvhara. This was the only option unless they all wanted to leave the city again. 
“Solemi probably has some attuned calling crystals she could loan us,” he murmured. “That way we could stay in touch.”
“I wouldn’t trust any device like that from her,” Valuri replied sourly. “I’m not an artificer, but I’ve fought underworld kingpins my whole adult life. She’ll have a way to listen in on the conversation, I promise.”
“I still don’t like it,” Kaseya said. “What are we supposed to do while you are gone?”
Valuri smiled. “Isn’t it obvious? You go and check out this drow city that wolf girl was talking about.”
“But you said that was a stupid idea!”
“Ten minutes ago, it was.” The Huntress sighed and pulled herself up out of the pool. “Look, we can’t afford to pass up an opportunity to go after these wyverns, but that doesn’t mean we have to do exactly Solemi wants, either. If she really is raiding that drow city, she probably doesn’t want anyone to know about it—including us.”
“You’re assuming that Varassa was telling Selvhara the truth,” Jorem pointed out. 
“I’m assuming she wasn’t making the whole thing up out of thin air. What would she have to gain?” Valuri sighed and nibbled at her lip again. “I mean, the obvious conclusion here is just what wolf girl said: some of Solemi’s ‘attendants’ are basically slaves. Presumably Varassa was driven out of Vel’shannar with the rest of the dark elves. She probably wants back in and hopes we’ll find a way to help her.”
Jorem shook his head. “Maybe, but I’m really not interested in helping settle any scores.”
“No one is, but that’s not the point. If wolf girl think there is information down there that could help you, then you might as well have a look. And if you discover something in the process—say, something nefarious enough we could tell the Council…”
“Then maybe Serrane could use it to help keep Solemi out of power,” Kaseya reasoned, nodding. “Sometimes I forget how devious you can be.”
“I was trained to be an assassin and a spy, Red,” Valuri replied sourly. “Don’t think for a moment I’ve gone soft just because I let you fuck me in the ass once.”
Jorem grunted and scratched at the stubble on his chin. “Solemi built all of her wealth and power by smuggling in magical relics. At the very least it would be nice to know what she’s collected. Maybe there’s something we can use to defend the city.”
“And if we get caught?” Kaseya asked. 
“Then you do what you’re best at and kill a bunch of idiots,” Valuri said. “Everybody wins.”
Jorem pulled himself up onto the edge and reached for a towel. Skulking around the Underworld was an even less appealing prospect than trudging through the mountains, but he couldn’t argue with her basic point. Doing something was better than doing nothing, and at least he would still have Kaseya around to watch his back.
“Let’s get dressed and see what supplies Solemi’s people can actually provide for us,” he said. “After that…we’ll see.”
 
***
 
The Darkwind vault contained a truly impressive stockpile of supplies ranging from the magical to the mundane, and Selvhara couldn’t help but wonder how this “Black Mistress” had assembled such a vast hoard in a relatively short period of time. Jorem and the other girls seemed equally impressed, and they quickly gathered up enough rations and ammunition to last them several weeks if not months. Valuri took even more, naturally, including enough coin to buy a year’s worth of wine. When the others complained, the Senosi silenced them with a tart glare.
Personally, Selvhara was far more interested in the alchemical ingredients. Many of the local herbs were completely foreign to her, but she found more than enough firenettle to brew another potion for Jorem. With luck, it would help him unlock even more ancestral memories. 
Not that it matters anymore. If there truly is a second Conduit here in Highwind, then the dragon and his harem are no longer your concern. You should be out there right now scouring the city for this Eternal Priestess…
“Is this everything you need?” Jorem asked. 
“Um…y-yes,” Selvhara stuttered as she cleared her throat. “This is quite an impressive collection.”
He nodded and glanced over her shoulder. “Do you really think that another potion will help?”
“It should,” she said, smiling back at him. “There’s enough here to mix a far more potent brew.”
“The last one seemed potent enough. I’m not sure I can handle even worse indigestion.”
Selvhara frowned. “I don’t—”
“It was a joke, forget it,” Jorem said, waving a hand. “But the prospect of breathing fire again isn’t particularly appealing.”
“It is merely one of many skills you must learn. The transformation itself will be even more…strenuous.”
“Wonderful,” he muttered with a heavy sigh. “Come on, let’s get out of here.”
The group returned their chambers, and after organizing their equipment the Senosi prepared for her trip to the surface. The others remained skeptical of her plan, but her departure was about to present Selvhara with an opportunity she couldn’t afford to waste…
“I still don’t like the idea of you going off on your own,” the amazon said. 
“I love you too, Red,” Valuri said, snickering and giving the other woman a long, deep kiss. “Don’t worry, I’ll be back and playing with your tits again before you know it.”
Kaseya sighed. “This is serious. You have no idea what type of defenses you’ll encounter up there.”
“Honey, I know these people and their tactics better than you do, remember? I’ll be fine.” 
Jorem pursed his lips and glanced back at Selvhara. “Do you mind giving us a moment?”
“Of course not,” the druid replied, forcing a smile. “I will wait for you by the pools.”
Selvhara didn’t even bother trying to eavesdrop as she made her way down the stairs towards to the bubbling pools. As frustrating as it was that Jorem still didn’t trust her, she needed to be alone with her thoughts for a while anyway. When the Black Mistress’s attendants swarmed over her to see if she needed anything, she politely shooed them away. She had no interest in being social…not while her stomach was frantically twisting into knots. 
The moment you tell the One God about the other Conduit, he will order you to abandon your mission and find her. He might even command you to kill the sorcerer and his harem right here…
Selvhara found a dark, empty corner by one of the pools and buried her face in her hands. This entire mission—and her entire “relationship” with Jorem—had always been a means to an end. He was a weapon to be wielded against the Inquisitrix so that the One God could harvest her Godsoul. Once Dathiel absorbed its power, he would finally be able to escape his prison in the Pale and restore order to this broken world. 
But if this other Conduit was as vulnerable as she seemed, then perhaps Jorem was irrelevant. Selvhara could almost certainly dispatch this Eternal Priestess on her own, and then the One God could claim her power instead…
Selvhara shook her head and tried to clear her thoughts. Dathiel could see through her eyes when he wished, and he could even read her mind when he was so inclined. She needed to stay focused if she was going to hide this new revelation from him. Her mental discipline was the only thing standing between her new companions and the wrath of her true master. 
Why do you even care what happens to them? You barely know them, and they obviously don’t care about you. Why not use this opportunity to earn the One God’s favor? You have betrayed plenty of temporary allies before. Why is this any different?
Selvhara slouched against the wall and balled her hands into fists. A thousand years of guilt festered in the pit of her stomach, and it was far more painful and devastating than the pangs of the Wasting Echo. If she could go back in time—if she could return to the days of her youth—she never would have accepted the One God’s aid. Losing her mind and soul to the moon curse would have been a small price to pay to rescind centuries upon centuries of bloodshed and betrayal…
“Are you all right?”
Selvhara gasped and glanced up to see Jorem and the amazon standing over her. They both looked genuinely concerned. 
“Y-yes,” the druid said, standing. “I was just…meditating.”
“Uh huh,” Jorem muttered, frowning. “Since I can’t imagine you’re upset about Val leaving, something else must be bothering you.”
“What do you…?” Selvhara trailed off when she touched her face and felt the cold tears on her cheeks. 
“What is the matter?” Kaseya asked.
“Nothing. I just…” 
Selvhara cleared her throat and took a deep breath. How could you be so negligent? How could you allow yourself to get so distracted? You should have heard them approaching the instant they left their room!
“Many things here remind of home,” she said after a moment, gesturing towards the pools. “Or at least, what used to be my home. There were sacred pools in the Silverwood and all across Falinor, but so many have been destroyed or corrupted. It occurred to me that I may never see them again.”
Jorem arched an eyebrow, clearly unconvinced, but he placed a steadying hand on her shoulder anyway. “You’re sure that’s it?”
“There’s so much more at stake than me being homesick,” Selvhara said, forcing an awkward chuckle and an even more awkward smile. “It probably seems ridiculous.”
“Mourning the loss of your home is not ridiculous,” Kaseya murmured. She glanced away, and for perhaps the first since Selvhara had met her the amazon actually looked…weak. 
“Well, we should probably get moving,” Jorem said, glancing between the two women. “How long do you think it will take to reach this buried drow city?”
Selvhara wiped her face one last time. “Not long,” she said. “Though if we want to conceal our approach, it might take longer.”
Jorem nodded anxiously. “Then we might as well get started.”
 
 
 



4
New Alliances
 
Serrane Starwind headed straight home after the Council finally adjourned, though she had no intention of staying there for long. Since returning to the city after the chaos at Hastien’s Fall, she had been very cautious about where, when, and with whom she traveled. She could feel the eyes of her enemies and her allies alike watching her at all times, and she couldn’t afford to be sloppy. The people of Highwind needed to believe that their Ranger-General was doing everything she could to protect them—and herself. Sometimes even the veneer of professionalism was enough to ward off chaos. 
Two of her Duskwatch Rangers stood guard outside her house at all times, and after quickly checking in with them she slipped inside and locked the door behind her. Now it was time for the real challenge—meeting Julian and Tahira on the other side of the city without being followed. 
After tossing her ceremonial cloak of office on her bed, Serrane changed into the “urban armor” she had specifically commissioned from the tanners at the Mage’s Guild before the Shattering. The cropped leather breastplate and matching leather skirt had darker browns, greens, and greys that were much better suited for skulking around alleyways and rooftops than the Duskwood. The smell and feel of the leather made her miss her old armor that had been destroyed by the Senosi Huntress, Lasille.  
It also reminds you of how pathetically you behaved while you were her prisoner.
Serrane snarled at her reflection in the mirror as she finished strapping the last buckles into place. Even now, almost two weeks since she and Julian had escaped Lasille’s clutches, Serrane was still sickened by how thoroughly her body had betrayed her. It was bad enough that she had been trounced in personal combat, but the fact she had actually enjoyed parts of her capture was downright humiliating.
Hissing in disgust, Serrane grabbed the rest of her gear and stormed back out the front door. Night had already fallen by the time she emerged, and the shadows cloaked her movements as she flit across the street. With any luck, Julian would already be waiting for her by now. With even more luck, he might have even convinced the Silver Conclave to see reason…
The tavern was bustling by the time Serrane arrived, and she kept the cowl of her cloak drawn tightly around her face as she maneuvered through the drunken crowd to the rooms in the back. She still thought it was crazy that Julian had decided to stash Tahira here of all places, but apparently he trusted the owner more than his comrades. He probably wasn’t wrong—desperate people were capable of anything, and the Knights of the Silver Fist were on the brink of total collapse in the wake of the Shattering. It was only a matter of time before the broken paladins turned on one another. 
Serrane waited for the halls to clear before she gently wrapped her knuckles on the wood. The sight of his square jaw, stubble-pocked chin, and dark eyes instantly brought a smile to her face, and she stretched up on her tip-toes to kiss him the moment he shut the door behind her. His strong hands settled upon the small of her back, and she was seriously tempted to leap into his arms and beg him to take her right here against the wall. She hadn’t felt him inside her in days…
There were times when she still found it difficult to believe she had fallen so thoroughly in love with a human—especially a paladin—but she had never melted into anyone’s embrace quite like this before. If not for the fact that the world was slowly burning to cinders around them, she would have happily stood here holding him all night.  
Serrane eventually pulled away and smiled up at him. “How was your day?”
Julian snorted softly. “Much better now,” he whispered, kissing the tip of her nose. “But from that furrow in your brow I assume the Council said all the wrong things.” 
She sighed. “Loudly and repeatedly.”
“Well, at least they’re consistently stupid,” Julian said. “It makes them easier to predict.”
Serrane grunted and elbowed him playfully in the gut. Her lips were still tingling, and she probably would have kissed him again if the Eternal Priestess hadn’t shuffled out from one of the side rooms. 
“General,” Tahira said, her voice as soft and delicate as glass. Julian was convinced that this girl had a deep reservoir of strength, and no one could deny the raw power she had unleashed back at Hastien’s Fall. Nevertheless, she still acted like she was walking on eggshells all the time, especially around Serrane. 
“Has anyone given you trouble yet?” the ranger asked. 
“No, not exactly,” Tahira said, her eyes flicking over to Julian.
Serrane shook her head. “What is that supposed to mean?”
“The Conclave still thinks that even talking about Tahira’s power is tantamount to heresy,” Julian explained, “but apparently I was able to get through to some of the younger knights. Dame Laurent followed me here about an hour ago, and she was interested in hearing what we had to say. We may finally have an opportunity to convert some of the knights, but it’s a bit of a long story. You probably want to sit down…”
Julian told her everything that had happened—his argument with the Conclave, his discussion with Laurent, and his plan to escort Tahira to the Silver Tower. It was a lot to take in, especially given how little progress they had made in the past two weeks, and Serrane voiced several dozen immediate concerns. Still, all things considered this was much better news than she had been expecting. 
“I know that leaving the city is a huge risk,” Julian said, “and there’s obviously no guarantee that the knights at the tower will be more reasonable than the officers here. But I think Laurent is right—we have to try.”
Serrane sighed and ran a hand back through her long blonde hair before she turned back to the priestess. “How long was Laurent able to channel after you touched her?”
“I could still feel a connection to her for almost an hour after she left,” Tahira said. “After that, her presence weakened and faded away.”
“Do you think you could do it again?” Serrane asked. “More importantly, do you think you could empower even more knights?”
“I…I think so.”
“You don’t sound very confident.”
The priestess swallowed and glanced up at Julian. “It all just sort of…happens. I wish I could explain it, but I still have no idea how any of this works.”
“Well, for the moment the ‘how’ isn’t the important part,” Julian said. “It worked with Laurent, and I bet it will work with the others. Right now that’s all we need to worry about.”
He squeezed Tahira’s shoulder in that inspiring, supportive paladin way of his, and the priestess immediately relaxed and smiled at him. Serrane rolled her eyes and repressed a groan. His uncanny ability to placate people was almost obnoxious, and she couldn’t help but be a little jealous. She’d never had a particularly high opinion of the Silver Fist, but Julian was everything a knight in shining armor was supposed to be.
That’s exactly why you love him.  
“The North Road is probably crawling with Senosi by now,” Serrane said. “So unless Tahira has figured out how to fire beams from her eyes again, the two of you will be outnumbered and outmatched.”
“I know, but it’s not like we can snap our fingers and conjure an army to escort us,” Julian said. “We’ll just have to hope the Inquisitrix and her goons have better things to do than track two people through the woods.”
“At least the Senosi don’t seem capable of sensing her power for some reason,” Serrane said. 
He nodded. “As strange as it may sound, in some ways we might actually be safer in the wilds.”
Serrane arched an eyebrow at him. “Why?”
Julian paused for a moment and scratched at the stubble on his cheek. “I told Laurent to be careful who she talks to, but sooner or later the truth about Tahira will reach Deswick and the rest of the Conclave. A week ago, I would have considered that a good thing—I still thought they were just waiting for tangible proof. But now…”
He grunted and shook his head. “They’re either blinded by faith or terrified of losing their power. Regardless, it’s only matter of time before they do something stupid.”
“You think they’ll come after her?” Serrane asked. 
“What I think is that they’re terrified, and terrified people are unpredictable. Highlord Kastrius might have been able to hold things together, but without him the officers are jackals fighting for scraps. I fear they’ll turn on each other long before the Echo finishes them off.”
Serrane nodded absently. Deep down, Julian had probably known all along that the Silver Fist wouldn’t survive this crisis. The Order had grown complacent long before the Shattering, and its leadership had steadily grown more insular and less adaptable every year since she had arrived in the city. Some of the more overtly religious officers, like Knight-Commander Deswick, had been eager to blame the Order’s erosion on the “moral depravity” of its members, but orgies and prostitutes had never been the true source of their problems. Power ultimately corrupted everyone, even the virtuous. 
“I’d feel a lot better if I went with you,” Serrane said after a moment, “but I can’t afford to leave the city right now. The Black Mistress sent one of her people to the Council meeting to offer us a ‘deal.’”
Julian frowned. “What kind of deal?”
“A permanent seat on the Council in exchange for her ‘assistance.’”
“Escar’s mercy…” he said, dragging his fingers through his hair. “Crowe and Deswick would rather burn the city down than hand it over to her.”
“They may get their wish,” Serrane muttered. “She already has Constable Mannick in her pocket, and she’s going to try to extort me into supporting her.”
“Extort you? How?”
Serrane sighed. “Her smuggled relics are the only reason Faewyn and Laryssa were able to have their…adventures.”
Julian swore under his breath. “Oh, shit…”
Serrane nodded and crossed her arms over her chest. “I haven’t decided what I’m going to do about it yet, but either way I need to be here. We might not have a choice regardless. The Black Mistress has armor, weapons, and soldiers. Crow and Deswick have nothing.”
“Not yet, anyway,” Julian said, glancing back at Tahira. “If this gambit at the tower works…if we can actually restore a few dozen knights…”
“Then we’ll be in a much better position regardless,” Serrane agreed. “Right now, I think the only reasonable option is to stall. I need to do whatever I can to buy you some time.”
Julian took a deep breath, and his forehead creased in thought as he mulled over their limited options. But really, there was only one choice here and they both knew it: he needed to get Tahira to the Silver Tower and pray for a bloody miracle. 
“I always assumed I’d have to learn how to be a proper politician eventually,” Serrane whispered. “I just thought it would be during a time of peace, not war…”
He smiled tightly and cupped his hand over her cheek. “If anyone can hold down the fort for a few days, it’s you.”
“That’s a big if,” she muttered. “We also need to figure out how to sneak you out of the city and past the Vorsalosian army. I suppose the Duskwatch tunnels are still the best bet. They can at least get you into the forest.”
“That should be far enough,” Julian said. “It’s the only option I can think of short of catapulting us over the walls.”
Serrane grunted and turned to Tahira. “I don’t suppose you’ve figured out how to sprout wings and fly over the past few days?”
The priestess shook her head. “N-no, I haven’t.”
“Given recent events, it seemed prudent to ask,” Serrane murmured. “If you two are really going to do this, you should probably set out at first light. That doesn’t give you much time to pack up and get ready.”
“We’ll manage,” Julian said, gently brushing a lock of hair from her face. “And there are a few other things we should discuss before I go…in private.”
Serrane smiled up at him, her toes curling inside her boots in anticipation. A small part of her still resented how easily—and how thoroughly—the mere promise of his touch could set fire to her quim. But thankfully that voice was little more than a whisper now, and the rest of her was eager to dance in the flames.  
“I’m all ears,” she breathed.
 
***
 
Unsurprisingly, their “discussion” involved very little conversation. After half-dragging, half-escorting Cassel into the master bedroom, Serrane closed the door, locked the handle, and leapt up into his arms. She clamped her long elven legs around his waist so tightly she was practically weightless, and he slammed her into the wall and slipped his tongue between her desperate lips.
Cassel was more convinced than ever that he wouldn’t have survived these past few weeks back in Highwind without her. Between his never-ending arguments with the Conclave and his struggles to hide and protect Tahira, he sometimes felt like he was going mad. He was quite literally the only unbroken paladin left in the whole city, perhaps forever, and the burdens and obligations of that responsibility weighed heavily on his mind. He didn’t know what was going to happen in a month; he didn’t even know what was going to happen tomorrow. His only anchor day in and day out was the woman cradled in his arms, and he was determined to let her know how much he appreciated her.
 Frantically freeing his bulging cock with one hand, he pushed up her leather skirt and nudged aside her panties with the other. Serrane cried out and clawed her fingers into his back when he nestled the tip against her quivering quim, then again when he heaved her calves up onto his shoulders and plunged his full length inside her. As always her calid cunt cradled him like a velvet vise, and he pounded into her so hard he was surprised the wall didn’t splinter. 
She whimpered softly every time he thrust, and he kept his forehead pressed against hers as they gasped for breath between kisses. Her blue eyes glimmered like sapphires, and her thighs were softer than silk. His cock throbbed inside her molten embrace, desperate for release, and she pulled him in close and began to whisper sweet Elvish nothings in his ear. He didn’t even need a translation; the sweet sound of her soft voice was all it took to push him over the edge. 
“Oh, gods!” Cassel blurted out as he exploded deep inside her. Her hips and calves shuddered from her own climax, and when the inevitable wave of weakness crashed over him he stumbled over to the bed and pulled her on top of him. 
“Amin mela lle,” Serrane breathed. “Tanya nae elemendiya.”
Cassel kissed her softly, sweetly, and his cock didn’t even wilt inside her. It didn’t seem possible to wilt inside her no matter how many times he had already spilled.
He smiled up at her and brushed a lock of hair from her eyes as they caught their breath. “You know…we should probably start being more careful.”
Serrane arched an eyebrow at him. “Worried we’ll break the furniture?”
“Not exactly,” he chuckled. “I just mean, you know…one of these days I could get you pregnant.”
“It is difficult for elves and humans to conceive.”
“Not that difficult.” Cassel paused and slowly traced his fingers along the sides of her smooth, taut stomach. “You could use a protection spell.”
“So could you.”
“Yeah, well…why haven’t you?”
“Why haven’t you?”
Cassel grinned up at her as she leaned down to kiss him again. Her blonde hair spilled all over him, and his fingers slowly crawled up her back and began unfastening the straps of her breastplate. Serrane withdrew her lips just long enough to remove her armor and toss it on the floor before she dove back in. She was desperate to devour him, and he was desperate to let her. His cock was already hard and throbbing inside her again, and she began slowly, rhythmically churning her hips against him.
“I’ve never…” she whispered when she finally pulled her lips away.
Cassel shook his head. “What?”
Her cheeks flushed ever so slightly. It wasn’t like Serrane Starwind to stumble on her words, and it definitely wasn’t like her to be so sheepish.  
“I’ve never felt this way about anyone else before,” she said. “When I’m with you, it’s like I’m a completely different person.”
Cassel grinned up at her again. “Well, you’re the most amaz—”
Serrane abruptly placed her fingers over his lips. He frowned, confused, until she leaned down close enough for her mouth to kiss his ear. 
“I want you to fuck me,” she breathed. “All night, over and over and over. I want you to use me. I want you to hurt me. I want you to treat me like your personal elf cunt.” She slowly leaned back up until her blue eyes were an inch from his. “Can you do that for me?”
“Well, I am a knight,” Cassel said, gently sliding his fingers through her hair. “We’re supposed to give fair damsels whatever they need.”
Serrane smiled coquettishly. “Who said chivalry is dead?”
She leaned down to kiss him again, but her lips never reached their target. Without warning, Cassel grabbed her by the waist and flung her off of him and onto her back. She yelped in surprise, but before she should regain her balance he dove on top of her, braced his arms underneath her legs, and hoisted them all the way up and back until her knees were almost touching her ears. Serrane moaned when his tip of his cock returned to her sodden slit, then again when he plunged into her. But she outright squealed in surprise came when he abruptly grabbed her throat with both hands. 
She was completely at his mercy and she knew it. With her feet sticking straight up in the air and her body folded in half, she couldn’t have escaped even if she had wanted to…which was precisely why she shuddered in delight when he began choking her in earnest. He quickly settled into a rhythm: every three thrusts he would relax his grip enough for her to suck down a single gulp of air, but the instant she inhaled he would clutch her throat again and force her to hold her breath. She would eventually lose the battle, of course, but that was part of the game. While her hands scratched and pounded against his back as if she wanted shake him off, her body told a different tale: the more violently he thrust, the more violently she trembled in delight. She was so desperate for him to claim her, to conquer her, to use her…
And he did. Cassel slammed into her over and over again, marveling as always at how her elven quim could be this slick and this tight all at once. Every time he looked down at her perfect body folded beneath him—her bouncing tits, her lustrous hair, her ageless face and sparkling blue eyes—he desperately wanted to pull out and bathe her in his seed. The mere thought of her looking up at him through splattered, fluttering eyelids almost pushed him over the top—
But Cassel wasn’t done with her just yet. A split second before he exploded, he released her throat and pulled out. Serrane’s eyes widened in confusion even as she gasped for breath, but he gave his cock a five second reprieve before he grabbed her arm and flipped her all the way over onto her chest. Her long, wild hair spilled everywhere, but he quickly gathered up a thick clump of blonde locks in his left hand. Leaning his head down on top of hers, he softly bit the pointed tip of her ear. 
“You’re mine, bitch,” he snarled. “Squeal for me!”
He jerked back on her hair and plunged into her cunt in a single smooth motion. She squealed just like he had known she would, half in surprise and half in delight, and he slapped her pale ass with his free hand hard enough to leave a red streak. Once again, she was totally at his mercy. Her fingers feebly clawed at the sheets as if groping for something, anything, to brace upon, but Cassel pounded her so hard she could barely breathe even without his hands at her throat. 
There was something so animalistic, so primal, so masculine about fucking a woman from behind that he knew he wouldn’t be able to last long. Her body was so perfect and pristine that he was once again tempted to pull out and despoil her beauty, but after their last conversation he knew that wasn’t what she truly wanted…
“Beg for it,” he whispered into her ear. “Beg for my seed!”
“Please,” Serrane gasped. “Please, give it to me!”
“Where?”
“Inside! Deep inside!”
“Then take it,” he growled. “Take it all!”
Pushing her face completely into the bed, Cassel slammed into her one last time before he exploded. He cried out in a triumph like an orc warlord despoiling his prey, and he didn’t release his grip and allow her to breathe until he had pumped every last drop deep inside her. 
“Ju’katta…” Serrane rasped, still delirious. When he finally allowed her to roll over, she wearily stared down at tiny beads of sweat on her skin and the viscous trails of seed trickling down her slender legs. “That better not be all you’ve got...”
Cassel snorted. “Even the most chivalrous knight has his limits, m’lady.”
“Maybe,” she said, nibbling at his chin and stroking his flaccid stem, “but I know for a fact we haven’t reached yours just yet…”
 
***
 
Morning arrived far earlier than it had any right to, and Serrane scowled at the first rays of sunlight in the hopes she could scare them back into the heavens for a little while longer. But reality refused to budge to her demands, and she eventually sighed and cupped Julian’s face in her hands to wake him up. 
“Come on,” she prompted. “You should have been packed and on the road an hour ago.”
“You’re always saying that,” he groaned. 
“I’m always right. Sometimes I don’t think you’d ever get out of bed without me.”
“What if I don’t want to get out of bed because of you?” he countered, sliding his arm around her waist. 
Serrane rolled her eyes but smiled anyway. “Flattery won’t get you any more sleep.”
“It’s not flattery—it’s the truth.” Julian smiled as he dragged the fingers of his free hand through the long blonde locks spilling over him. “My parents always told me not to take anything for granted. You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”
He pulled her in close enough that he could kiss her lips again. She had never been a glutton for compliments like so other women, and in many cases praise actually made her uncomfortable. But hearing Julian speak those words—and knowing he meant every one—made her toes curl and her heart flutter. 
“All right,” he breathed as their lips finally parted. “I suppose we should go.”
“Not yet,” Serrane said, pushing him back down when he tried to lean up. “Now you have to fuck me first.”
Julian blinked. “But you said—”
“The Silver Tower can wait,” she said, swinging her leg over his lap and smiling. “I can’t.”
His cock took exactly three seconds to swell to its full length, and Serrane eagerly guided it back inside her. For once she took full control, churning her hips against him and snickering every time he moaned in delight. When his strong hands crawled their way up her thighs, across her stomach, and up to her breasts, she leaned down far enough that he could lick and suckle at her nipples. A spark of delight shivered through her from her toes to her tits, and she clamped down on her lip as yet another orgasm shuddered through her. 
The moment her mind finally returned to her body, Julian rolled her over onto her back and reclaimed control. His thrusts were simultaneously hard and gentle, deep and shallow, and he leaned down to kiss her in the same instant he burst. Serrane could feel his cock pumping deep inside her, filling her with yet another gushing torrent of his seed, and she locked her arms and legs around him as if she never wanted to let him go. 
“Gods…” he breathed when he finally finished, his forehead pressed tightly against hers. “I don’t think I have enough energy left to trudge through the forest. I guess I’ll have to stay a few more days.”
Serrane snickered. “I always knew that paladins were secretly the laziest people in Highwind.”
“It’s not really a secret,” Julian said. “It’s part of our charm.”
She grunted and kissed him again. She would have gladly stayed in bed with him forever given the choice, but duty eventually compelled her to physically drag him out of the sheets so he could actually get dressed and ready to go. Ten minutes and an astonishing number of tickles and tackles later, they were finally back in the suite’s main room. Tahira was there waiting for them with a plate of fresh fruit and bread. 
“I feared I had overslept,” the girl said. 
“That’s never a problem when he is around, don’t worry,” Serrane said. She could practically feel the aura of awkward embarrassment radiating off the priestess; unless she was deaf she had probably heard plenty of the festivities last night. The old Serrane would have been horrified about such things, but the new one didn’t give a damn. 
They ate quickly and efficiently, and after gathering up the rest of their things they slipped outside and found a quiet, out-of-the-way alley where they could talk. Serrane then reminded Julian of everything he needed to know about the Duskwatch tunnels
 “I would escort you myself, but it’s probably best if we split up just to minimize attention,” Serrane said. “My rangers will know to expect you.”
“The fewer people see us leave, the better,” Julian said. “I’d rather have Commander Crowe and Deswick stumbling around aimlessly trying to find us.”
“I doubt it will take them long to start looking. Honestly, I wouldn’t be surprised if Crowe tries to confront me about it in the Council chambers today.”
Julian took a deep breath and nodded. “In theory, we should be long gone by then.”
“Good luck,” Serrane said, touching his cheek. 
“All things considered, I think I’d rather be avoiding the Inquisitrix’s armies than dealing with politics,” Julian said, smiling. “But we’ll be back before you know it, I promise.”
“I know you will,” she whispered, and meant it. She leaned forward to kiss him one last time, and she forced herself to ignore the dark voices in her head warning her that she would never see him again. If anyone could pull this off, it was Julian. In a week or two, he would return to the city leading a newly-empowered army of paladins. The Vorsalosian army would break before them, and this war would end as quickly as it had begun. She could see it now. 
The problem was that she didn’t believe it. 
“Lu dartha an unmin,” Serrane whispered. “Tenna lye ento omenta.”
“Until then,” Julian said. “Escar watch over you.”
Serrane turned and strode off down the street. She forced herself not to glance back over her shoulder, partially because she didn’t want to look suspicious and partially because she didn’t want him to see the nascent tears welling in her eyes. She kept her hood drawn tightly around her head, and she had mostly regained her composure by the time she reached her house. 
The guards here weren’t flustered in the slightest by the fact she hadn’t returned last night. In their minds, Highwind’s Ranger-General had spent the whole evening on patrol leaping from rooftop to rooftop in search of Vorsalosian infiltrators. Serrane had never corrected their misconceptions. After all, sometimes the illusion of power was far more important than actually possessing it. 
The Council was scheduled to meet shortly, but Serrane ignored her tardiness and filled a bath anyway. She heated the water with sorcery, and she allowed herself to soak for far too long before she finally got dressed and ready. Every time she closed her eyes she could hear Crowe and Mannick arguing, and she still didn’t have any idea what she was actually going to say to them. She needed to stall, but how? This had all sounded so easy in theory, but in practice she didn’t know how she could appease the Black Mistress and—
Serrane had just buckled the last strap of her armor when her ears pricked up in warning. Her eyes narrowed, and she held her breath as she tried to listen for anything out of the ordinary. The wind buffeting her house made it difficult to pick out individual sounds, but she was almost certain she heard footsteps in the adjacent room. Since her guards weren’t stupid enough to try and march in here without announcing their presence, the only logical conclusion was that she had an intruder. 
Gritting her teeth, Serrane silently drew her twin swords and crept over to the wall next to the door. The wind picked up again for a moment, and the intruder was clever enough to mask his movements with the noise. If nothing else, it proved that she wasn’t dealing with a rank amateur here. Perhaps the Inquisitrix had finally dispatched a Senosi assassin to finish the job Lasille had started. 
Serrane mentally counted to ten as she felt more than heard her assailant approach, and every muscle in her body coiled as she prepared to strike. Three, two, one…
She whirled around the corner, one sword held defensively in front of her while the other slashed in a wide arc, but somehow the intruder was prepared for the attack. The clash of steel rang throughout the house as a pair of wickedly-sharp tiger claws parried her blade, and a black blur slipped beneath her defenses and tackled her to the floor. Serrane reflexively kicked out with her knee and tried to roll away—
“Valuri?” the ranger stammered when she belatedly recognized the green eyes and hooded face looking down at her. “How…?”
“You should really be more careful with these things, General,” the former Senosi Huntress said as she retracted her claws. “You could chop off someone’s head…or damage one of your pretty paintings.”
Serrane shook her head in bewilderment at the woman straddling her. The mere sight of Valuri’s claws and black leather armor triggered an avalanche of memories of Hastien’s Fall. Lasille had also defeated Serrane with without breaking a sweat, and the elf felt a sudden rush of terror in her chest…
“Hey, it’s all right,” Valuri said, raising her hands defensively. “Sorry for sneaking up on you like this. I, uh…I just didn’t think it was a good idea for someone like me to use the front door.”
The ranger forced herself to swallow and take a deep breath. “Faarea,” she breathed. “How in the bloody hell did you get in here?”
“I’m a professional,” Valuri replied mildly. “Also, your guard on the rooftop was half-asleep. He’s going to have a horrible headache when he wakes up.”
Serrane’s mouth hung open in shock so long it was genuinely embarrassing. This all seemed like it must have been some kind of trick or illusion…
“I’m real, don’t worry,” the Huntress said with a wry smile. “I realize this probably seems crazy to you right now, but I come bearing important news from a mutual acquaintance.”
Serrane swallowed and pursed her lips. She had never expected to see the mercenaries from Icewatch again, and she definitely hadn’t expected one of them to crash through her door. The fact that Valuri was a Huntress was even more awkward. She obviously wasn’t Lasille—aside from the black leather and similar weapons they didn’t look much of anything alike—but her presence was still a reminder of something Serrane was desperately trying to forget. The helplessness, the pain…
The unbelievable arousal.
“What acquaintance?” Serrane asked, clearing her throat and struggling to regain her poise.
“Well, the short version is that we just got back in town, and my friends are still with the Black Mistress down in Darkwind.”
The name snapped Serrane’s mind fully back into the present. “You were with the Black Mistress?” she asked. “Just now?”
“We used her secret tunnels to slip past the Vorsalosian army,” Valuri explained. “It’s a long story, but you’re one of the first people we wanted to talk to. The word on the street is that you’re doing everything you can to hold Highwind together…and for some insane reason my friends and I want to help.”
Serrane shook her head, still bewildered. Illusion or not, she felt like she had just smoked some particularly powerful rathelas…
“You can get off of me any time,” she said.
Valuri glanced down in surprise as if she had forgotten she was still straddling the other woman. “Oh, shit,” she blurted out, standing. “Sorry, General.”
She reached out a hand and helped pull Serrane up. Valuri’s grip was surprisingly firm, and it was yet another reminder of her vampire-like Senosi strength. Serrane was several inches taller than the Huntress, though it was hard to tell thanks to the insane heels on Valuri’s boots. 
“Anyway, I’m sure this all seems crazy to you, and you’re not wrong,” Valuri said. “But you’re the only person in Highwind we feel like we can trust, so here I am.”
Serrane grunted softly. Apparently nothing was ever going to unfold like she expected again. Chaos had become the only constant in her life…
“I would be highly skeptical of any information the Black Mistress may have given you,” the ranger said, taking in another deep breath. “I’m not sure if you’re aware of the political situation here, but she’s—”
 “Whatever you’re going to say, I promise we trust her even less than you do,” Valuri interrupted. “So don’t worry, I’m not here as an envoy, and we’re definitely not her goons.”
Serrane nodded slowly. “Well, that’s something, I suppose.”
“We saw her army down in Darkwind, and we know she’s trying to use it as leverage to snag a spot on the Council,” Valuri explained. “We also know she has dirt on half the important people in this damn city. Without you and a few others, she probably would have declared herself the ‘Black Queen of Highwind’ or something equally stupid sounding by now.”
“I wouldn’t put it past her to do that regardless,” Serrane murmured. “But if you don’t trust her, why are you here?”
“Because like I said, we trust you,” Valuri said. “And not just because Jorem couldn’t stop leering at you back at the fortress. I apologize for that, by the way—he’s kind of an idiot, and I’m pretty sure he would be dead in a ditch somewhere right now if Red and I weren’t around to take care of him.”
The Huntress flicked her wrist. “Anyway,” she went on, “the point is that this city is pretty much doomed if we can’t figure out a way to buy us more time. You obviously know this—we heard you’ve been petitioning the rest of the Council to launch some kind of attack as a feint to slow down the Vorsalosian advance.”
“That’s right,” Serrane said, her eyes narrowing suspiciously. “They don’t think it’s worth the risk or the resources.”
“That’s partially because they’re idiots and partially because they don’t have the information we do,” Valuri said. “The Black Mistress claims that her people have located the Inquisitrix’s wyvern hatchery. I have a map from her scouts…if we’re lucky, the two of us might be able to head out there and destroy it.”
The ranger’s breath caught in her throat. “The hatchery? You’re serious?”
“I told you I had important news,” the Huntress replied mildly. “I had a feeling it would perk up those pretty ears of yours.”
Serrane turned away and nibbled at her lip as a hundred new possibilities raced through her mind. If they could somehow sabotage the wyverns and deny the Inquisitrix air superiority, they might actually have a chance…
“Faarea,” she whispered. “This could change everything.”
“Assuming the information is accurate, yeah.” Valuri sighed and crossed her arms over her chest. “Unfortunately, I don’t trust Solemi any more than you do. She’s manipulated us before, and—”
“Solemi?” Serrane asked, frowning. “You mean the girl from Riverbend who was captured by the drow years ago?”
Valuri froze in place for a moment before she made a clucking sound with her tongue. “You really don’t know?”
“Don’t know what?”
“Okay, I guess we really do need to start at the beginning,” Valuri said, wandering into Serrane’s room and flopping down on the couch. She propped her heels up on the arm rest and let out a long, weary sigh. “You might as well sit down, honey, because this is going to take a while…”
 
***
 
Patience had never been one of Valuri Sorvaal’s virtues, and boring expository diatribes had always been Jorem’s specialty, not hers. But she still tried her best to tell the Ranger-General everything they knew about what was going on, from the Fount to Inquisitrix Marcella to the fact that Solemi/Silhouette was in fact the Black Mistress. 
Serrane took it all in with far more grace and aplomb than Valuri would have had their situations been reversed, and the elf’s bright blue eyes glimmered in thought as she tried to process everything. She lived up to her reputation as a poised pragmatist; she was entirely focused on the here and now, not the broader esoteric revelations about the nature of the Conduits and the Fallen Gods and all the other shit Jorem and Red actually seemed to care about for whatever reason. 
In other words, Serrane is a woman after my own heart. And holy hell is she even more gorgeous up close when we aren’t being attacked by a barbarian horde…
“The wyverns and their riders are easily the biggest threat at the moment,” Serrane said after she’d taken a few minutes to work through everything. “If there’s even a chance the two of us can neutralize them, we have to take it.”
“I’m glad we agree,” Valuri replied. “But like I said, even if this information is accurate it also seems like a way for the Black Mistress to get her biggest political rival out of the city for a few days.”
The ranger nodded as she paced over to her office window and glanced outside. “Maybe,” she murmured. “Though to be honest, I think she’d rather have me here. She’s convinced I will cave and side with Constable Mannick anytime.”
Valuri frowned. “You don’t strike me as the caving type.”
“I’m not,” Serrane said flatly. “But she believes she can blackmail me.”
“Really,” the Huntress said, leaning forward. “Can she?”
Serrane’s cheek twitched almost imperceptibly. “I will not sell Highwind’s future to a scheming, manipulative crime lord just to spare myself a little embarrassment. If the Black Mistress had anything to do with Highlord Kastrius’s death, I would rather leave the Council myself than see her sit upon it.”
Valuri nodded idly, wondering what kind of dirt Solemi could possibly have on the Ranger-General that would be “embarrassing.” Serrane seemed far too straight-laced to have committed any real crimes, so the only thing left was personal indiscretions. Was she hiding a bunch or sordid affairs? Was she secretly into giant orc cock? It was difficult to imagine anything that could compete with the fact that Archmage Beloran was a cuckold, or that his wife, Telanya got off on it as much as he did…
“In any event, it doesn’t matter,” Serrane said, pivoting back around and waving her hand dismissively. “This may be our only chance to buy Highwind more time.”
“The big question is whether or not it will be enough,” Valuri said. “From what I’ve seen on the streets, the city is already falling apart. Even with Darkwind’s army we’ll still be badly outnumbered, and to be perfectly blunt there’s no one in this city capable of dealing with the Senosi.”
“That might not be entirely true,” Serrane said, her brow scrunching in thought. “There is a chance—a small chance—that the Knights of the Silver Fist might survive long enough to fight back.”
Valuri arched a black eyebrow. “What makes you say that?”
Serrane nibbled anxiously at her lip as if she couldn’t decide just how much she wanted to trust a near stranger, even one who had given her a load of useful information. “On our return to Highwind from Icewatch, Knight-Captain Cassel and were ambushed by one of your Senosi sisters.”
“Solemi mentioned that,” Valuri said. “I’m impressed you escaped.”
“We shouldn’t have,” Serrane admitted, a shadow flickering across her face. “I’ll spare you the details, but suffice to say we met someone with a special power.”
“A new Conduit.”
The general’s eyes narrowed. “Yes. I guess the Black Mistress must have heard the rumors circulating around the Silver Fist.”
“She didn’t know anything for certain, but she had suspicions,” Valuri said. “Is it actually true? Can this Eternal Priestess really restore someone’s magic?”
Serrane nodded solemnly. “Yes. I wouldn’t believe it if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes.”
Valuri leaned back and whistled through her lips. “That’s…I don’t know, but ‘incredible’ doesn’t seem to cut it. The thing is, if the Black Mistress has heard the rumors about this girl, then the Senosi probably have too. It’s only a matter of time before they come after her.”
“I know. That’s one of the reasons she’s no longer in the city.” Serrane sighed heavily. “I’d rather not say more at the moment, but suffice to say there is a plan in motion. If it works, Highwind’s defenders might not be as weak and helpless as the Inquisitrix thinks. But the longer we can stall the siege, the better.”
Valuri nodded again. A part of her wanted to dash back into the Underworld and tell Jorem and the others about this, but it wouldn’t really change anything in the short term. They had their longshot mission, and she had hers. She just couldn’t believe that she had actually been the one who had convinced them that splitting up was a good plan…
“If this hatchery is up in the mountains, we should get moving as soon as possible,” Serrane said, retrieving her bow and pack from the bed. 
“Wait, now?” Valuri asked. “Don’t you need to check in with the Council or something?”
“To what end? So they can try to convince me not to leave?” The general scoffed and shook her head. “Our only chance at destroying these wyverns is the element of surprise. The more people know what we’re doing, the better the chance the Inquisitrix reinforces her position.”
Valuri grinned. Headstrong, impatient, pragmatic...she really did have a lot in common with this woman. “Well, then I guess I’m ready to go if you are.”
Serrane nodded. “Leaving the city is the only problem. The gates are all surrounded, and the Duskwatch tunnels lead in the opposite direction.”
“Leaving won’t be a problem,” Valuri said. “We can take the passages out of Darkwind. They’ll spit us out in the hills in southwest of the city.”
“Very well,” Serrane said. “At least the smuggling tunnels will be used for something worthwhile, for once.”
The two women started for the door, but just before they got outside Valuri touched the other woman’s shoulder. “Actually, there is one thing I’d like to grab before we leave,” she said. “As the Ranger-General, you must have some blacksmiths you can boss around for customized gear, right?”
Serrane’s blonde brows arched in unison. “I can requisition equipment, yes. Why?”
“Oh, I’ve just been thinking about a little upgrade,” Valuri said, unsheathing the tiny claws concealed in her gauntlet. “Do you think they could install a short blade inside my glove?”
“Probably. Why?”
“Oh, I just think that having a bit more range and penetrating power would be nice, you know?
Serrane eyed her skeptically. “I can certainly ask.”
“That would be fantastic. Oh, and one last thing,” Valuri said, smiling deviously. “Do you think they could forge the blade out of silver?”
 
 



5
Secrets of Vel’shannar
 
Despite all the rumors and legends, Jorem had never fully appreciated the byzantine nature of the tunnels beneath Highwind until he, Kaseya, and Selvhara started trying to navigate them on their own. The passages leading in and out of the city had been straight-forward enough, but after only half an hour of aimlessly wandering through the darkness he was seriously starting to second guess this whole plan.
“Are you absolutely sure you know where you are going?” he asked, stretching out his arm and waving the magical flame in his palm like a torch. “Because I never realized I was claustrophobic until now.”
“According to the map Varassa left us, we are still on the right path,” Selvhara said. Her hazel eyes had turned a bestial yellow, and her nose twitched every once in a while as if she were tracking a scent. “The city should be close.”
“The ground is too solid for footprints,” Kaseya said, gesturing warily to the cavern floor, “but there are enough marks on the dust and rubble to suggest that a great many people have been moving back and forth between Darkwind and Vel’shannar. We could still be walking into a trap.”
“Maybe,” Jorem murmured, trying in vain to peer through the long, endless shadows. He was a little surprised at just how uncomfortable the caverns were making him, especially considering how he had been forced to live in the warrens of Vorsalos for most of his life. But there was something deeply disturbing about having a million tons of rock between you and daylight…
Repressing a shiver, he wiped the thin sheen of cold sweat from his forehead and tried to force himself to calm down. The fact that Kaseya was also unsettled probably wasn’t helping his anxiety. Her sword and shield had been out and ready this entire time, and every once in a while her head would flick about as if she had heard something skittering in the darkness just beyond the light. For her sake, Jorem tried his best to get his shit together. Her collar could be a real burden sometimes.
“I still don’t know what Varassa would gain by setting us up,” he said, keeping his voice low. 
“Perhaps she is trying to gain favor with her mistress by catching us where we don’t belong,” Kaseya suggested. 
“That seems far-fetched. We’re far more valuable to both of them when we’re actually doing something on their behalf.”
“Then perhaps she is manipulating us to perform a task she couldn’t perform herself.”
“Maybe,” Jorem murmured. An awkward silence settled over them, and every few seconds he was tempted to give the order to turn around. Selvhara, notably, didn’t seem concerned in the least. 
“I can’t help but find it fascinating how differently the Vaetharri tribes evolved over time,” Selvhara whispered as she studied a cavern wall that had obviously been shaped and molded with magic. “The dark elves in Sulinor retreated beneath the surface to escape the tyranny of their Avetharri cousins, and their entire civilization is dedicated to containing the horrors of the Underworld and destroying demons from the Pale. Yet here these ‘drow’ willingly consort with demons and are obsessed with conquering the surface.”
“They’re obsessed with a lot of things, none of them good,” Jorem said. “I wish I knew more about what happened down here. I’ve heard dozens of tales about a drow civil war and a battle between the Matron Mother’s daughters, but details are impossible to come by.”
He abruptly glanced up when he swore he heard something crawling across the ceiling, but when nothing dropped on his head he forced himself to take another deep breath and press on. 
“Anyway, the Knights of the Silver Fist used to fend off drow raids pretty frequently, but all of that stopped a few years ago,” he went on. “One of these days we need to ask Solemi how she survived being a prisoner…and how she escaped.”
“I wonder if the drow priestesses experienced portents about the Shattering,” Selvhara mused. “If what I’ve read about their culture is true, their religion would not have survived such an upheaval.”
“I suppose not,” Jorem said. “Still, I don’t know where a whole city of them could have gone…or how Solemi convinced a handful of them to stay on as her handmaidens.”
 “I still think we could be more useful on the surface,” Kaseya mumbled, “but perhaps Valuri is right: the fact Solemi doesn’t want us down here is the best reason why we should be.”
Jorem nodded. “We’ll find out soon enough. Assuming we don’t get buried alive…”
Selvhara led them through a few more creepy, winding passages before she abruptly crouched and held up her hand. “There are guards up ahead…six or seven humans and one dark elf.”
“How can you possibly tell from this far away?” Kaseya asked, shaking her head. 
“Their scents are strong,” the druid replied matter-of-factly. “I could scout the nearby passages if you would prefer to find another way around.”
Jorem pursed his lips in thought. His tiny light wasn’t even reaching the ceiling in here, but he was hesitant to channel more power and make it brighter with other people nearby. “That could take hours, and I doubt Solemi would leave any obvious entrances unguarded. We might as well use that token Varassa gave us and see if it works. If not…”
“If we openly attack Solemi’s people, we will never be welcome in Darkwind again,” Kaseya warned. 
“I’m not planning on setting fire to any bridges just yet,” Jorem said. “We don’t even know if there’s anything worthwhile down here. If they tell us to leave, we’ll leave.”
Selvhara turned and eyed him intently as if she wanted to argue, but she ultimately remained silent. This whole expedition was obviously a lot more important to her than it was to the rest of them, and he wasn’t quite sure how he felt about that just yet. 
“Let’s go,” he said. “Just be ready to run if we have to get out of here in a hurry.”
They continued forward, and it didn’t take long before he spotted a pair of torches across the cavern in the darkness. As they drew closer, the entrance to Vel’shannar slowly took shape as well. A jagged, fifty-foot tall metal gate spanned the gap between two mountainous walls, and a half a dozen humanoid figures were standing protectively in front of it. Most of them were armed and armored similarly to the army gathered inside Darkwind, but the group’s apparent leader was a drow male clad in purple metallic armor that shimmered in the light. He was surprisingly muscular for an elf, and the sword slung over his back was nearly as tall as he was. 
“Adamantine,” Kaseya whispered. “I doubt my blade could even penetrate his armor.”
“Then let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” Jorem said. “Let me do the—”
“Vendui, abbil,”
Selvhara called out as they approached.
“Usstan kestal lil' oloth kyorle dos al nindol tangi.”
The drow male crossed his arms over his chest. “Sshar'tleg tarthe darthiir. Gaer zhah naubol whol dos ghil.”
“That sounded angry,” Jorem muttered. “Please tell me he isn’t angry.”
Selvhara smiled and withdrew the spider pendant from inside her pouch. She blurted out another few sentences as she twirled it in her hand, and the man’s faintly glowing red eyes immediately widened. He signaled for the other men with him to move out of the way, and they obeyed without hesitation. 
“F'sarn taudl, abbil,” the man said. “Isstan kat naut kampi'un dos zhahen xuil lil' Ust Dalharil.”
“Bel'la dos,” the druid replied as she turned back to Jorem and Kaseya. “We are welcome to enter.”
“That was fast,” Jorem said. “You’re sure he’s not just going to stab you in the back?”
“If I wished to kill you, surfacer, I would do so in plain view,” the drow man said in a deep, heavily-accented voice. 
“Oh,” Jorem murmured. “Well, that’s…thoughtful.”
The man snorted contemptuously and turned back to Selvhara. The two spoke in gibberish for another few seconds before she smiled again and bade Jorem and Kaseya to follow. The amazon glared at the guards the entire time they passed through the gate, and he couldn’t help but smile when the other humans retreated a few steps. The drow male, notably, did not bunch an inch. 
“I’ve had warmer welcomes,” Jorem muttered once they were out of earshot. “What the hell did he say to you?”
“He said he was honored to help anyone working with the ‘First Daughter,’ whoever that is,” Selvhara said. 
Jorem frowned. “First Daughter…if I’m not mistaken, that’s a drow title of office. The First Daughter is the most powerful drow female beneath the Matron Mother.”
The druid nodded. “Interesting. It is similar to how the Vaetharri Matriarchs rule over—”
“Who was he talking about?” Kaseya interrupted. “Varassa?”
“He did not say specifically, and I was not sure how to ask without seeming suspicious,” Selvhara said. “However, I believe he continued speaking in his native tongue— Qevlâs—so that the other men with him would not understand.”
Jorem paused and scratched at his stubble. “Now I really want to know what happened down here. If Varassa was the First Daughter, she’s probably furious about suddenly being a handmaiden. Maybe that’s what all of this is about.”
Kaseya studied him for a moment. “Does this change our plans?”
He sighed. “Not really. We’re already too involved in one city’s politics for my taste, and I’ve no interest in getting involved in another. But since we’re here we might as well continue as planned.”
“The guard did warn me to be careful and approach via the western path,” Selvhara added. “He said that while will not be in any immediate danger, we should not linger any longer than necessary. He did not explain why.”
Jorem nodded slowly and glanced up into the shadows of the enormous cavern again. His curiosity was tugging him in a very dangerous direction. He really, really wanted to know the whole story of what had happened down here, but he kept reminding himself that they had more than enough problems to deal with already. They needed to focus on their goal of finding the city’s library, searching for information on draconic ascension, and then promptly getting the hell out of here. 
“Let’s see what we’re dealing with,” he said. “Lead on.”
The cavern on this side of the gate was every bit as expansive as the other side, but this time it didn’t take long for the ultimate destination to roll into view. Selvhara led them up a rocky path along the edge of the cavern wall, and less than a minute later they were staring at one of the most awe-inspiring things he had ever seen. 
“Zor kalah,” Kaseya breathed. “It’s…”
“Beautiful,” Selvhara murmured. 
Jorem took a deep breath and swallowed. His meager human eyes shouldn’t have been able to see a damn thing, given the sheer scope of the cavern, but many of the rocks here were covered in thick, web-like patches of luminescent fungus. Individually the glowing patches weren’t any brighter than spark bugs, but cumulatively they bathed all of Vel’shanar in an eerie purple light. It was as haunting as it was remarkable…just like the city itself. 
Dozens upon dozens of sleek purple spires rose out of the ground like sparkling metal stalagmites, and a network of glowing magical bridges connected many of the upper levels. A seemingly endless grid of wide, empty roads wound between the buildings, and Jorem couldn’t help but boggle at the size and scale of…well, everything. The sheer enormity of this place defied belief; all of Highwind probably could have fit in this cavern two or even three times. His mind was suddenly filled with visions of a hundred thousand dark elves leading a million slaves into battle…
“I see why the guard encouraged us to take this approach,” Selvhara whispered. 
Jorem shook his head. “I don’t understand.”
“Send your light down,” she said, pointing away from the elevated path where they were standing. 
Shrugging, Jorem flicked the small glowing orb in his palm off into the distance, and he reached out through the Aether to control its slow descent into what almost looked like a canyon below them. He had to amplify the light’s intensity to see much of anything, but the moment he did Kaseya inhaled sharply.
“This isn’t a ghost town,” she whispered. “It is a graveyard.”
Jorem nodded gravely as the light revealed row after row of thoroughly charred corpses. He couldn’t sense any lingering Aetheric echoes, but it was obvious what had happened. 
“Drow are typically resistant to magical attacks, especially fire,” he whispered. “The sorcerers who did this must have been powerful.”
“Yet they were all clustered together in battle formation,” Kaseya commented. “They must not have been expecting the attack.”
Jorem let out a long sigh and glanced away from the carnage. He had certainly seen more macabre battlefields in his life, but being surrounded by this much death was still nauseating. The rumors about a civil war in Vel’shannar had obviously been true. The only question was who had been fighting…and why.
“We should keep moving,” he whispered. “Let’s hope that the rest of the city isn’t like this.”
Mercifully, it wasn’t. The scorched battlefield ended near the city’s actual gates, and the mountain path led them to a side entrance that was bizarrely open. The battlements were empty, and the massive siege engines upon the towers were unmanned. From here, Vel’shannar seemed like it had been totally abandoned. 
“The stillness is unsettling,” Kaseya whispered. 
“Very,” Jorem muttered, repressing a shudder. He should have been more comfortable here than outside in the caverns—at least here he could more or less see what was in front of him—but somehow staring at a massive city surrounded by charred bodies was even creepier than stumbling around in the dark. The bizarre magical currents didn’t help; when he stretched out through the Aether, he swore he could feel the echoes of a thousand spells cast by a thousand channelers. 
“The battle here…it took place largely in the shadows,” Kaseya said, her eyes closed. “Swords were only raised once the outcome was certain.”
Jorem arched an eyebrow as he studied her profile. Her eyes were fluttering beneath the lids as she reached out through the Aether. She had barely even begun to nurture her channeling abilities, but from the very beginning she had demonstrated a natural affinity for perceiving things Jorem could not. She was the one who could identify the weaknesses in a Senosi Huntress, after all, and without her they never would have survived their battle with the Inquisitrix in Nol Krovos.  
“How do you know this?” Selvhara asked after a moment.
Kaseya’s eyes fluttered back open as she belatedly remembered that they still haven’t revealed her sorcerous abilities to their new ally. “It’s…just a feeling,” she said awkwardly. 
The druid arched a dark eyebrow. “Interesting. Perhaps the presence of the Velhari beneath Nol Krovos has attuned you to Aetheric currents.”
“Perhaps,” Jorem said. “Anyway, let’s get this over with. Do you have any idea where we should go once we’re inside?”
“Not yet, but I will,” Selvhara said, turning back to the half-open gate and empty battlements. “Come.”
Jorem’s nerves were so frayed he still expected to be ambushed at any moment, but thankfully they passed through the gate without any troubles. Vel’shannar was even more beautiful—and haunting—once they were actually standing upon its dark, winding streets. The seemingly endless dark, metallic spires practically hummed with magical energy, and he could almost see more clearly when he closed his eyes and focused exclusively upon the Aetheric auras. Some of them were so bright they glowed through his eyelids almost like sunspots. 
Selvhara led them left down an empty street, her nose twitching as she sniffed the air. Jorem didn’t smell or see anyone yet, but he had already learned to trust the druid’s senses. He wondered distantly if his own would improve once he mastered dragon magic—or rather, if he mastered dragon magic. At the moment, his only real accomplishment had been weaponizing bad breath…
He had just started to wonder if the entire city had been abandoned when they finally heard the sounds of civilization a few streets over. Hammers striking iron, saws cutting wood…apparently some craftsmen were busily working their trade. When he and the girls finally reached an intersection, they peered around the corner to an adjacent street and spotted a small market that wouldn’t have looked out of place in any surface settlement.
“Most of them are human or human hybrids,” Selvhara commented, her nose twitching. “I see very few dark elves.”
“More Darkwind refugees, maybe,” Jorem said. “They’re dressed about the same.”
“The city could easily support hundreds of thousands of people,” Kaseya commented. “Are they really all gone?”
Jorem pursed his lips but didn’t reply. From here they could easily glance down a few other streets, and the sights were basically the same. Vel’shannar hadn’t technically been abandoned, but it seemed like the population had been severely winnowed. Three quarters of the buildings were completely empty. 
“Other districts could be more populated,” he said. “Still, it is kind of creepy.”
“They do not seem bothered by our presence,” Selvhara commented. 
“That’s something, at least. But I’d still like to get out of here as quickly as possible.”
The druid nodded. “The Spire of Sorcery should contain what we are looking for. It’s down this street.”
Kaseya frowned as her eyes flicked back and forth between the towers. “How do you know?”
“Because I can read the language,” Selvhara replied, smiling and pointing at the glowing runes on a placard across the street.   
Jorem snorted softly. “Okay, then. Lead on.”
Even though it was mostly empty, the city was so vast that they took forever for them to actually get anywhere. Jorem’s heart raced every time one of the locals turned to look at them, but no one seemed remotely concerned by their presence. At first he couldn’t understand why. Their armor and clothing clearly pegged them as outsiders, after all, and he expected someone to eventually confront them. But then he remembered that Vel’shannar wasn’t a normal surface settlement where troublesome vagabonds could randomly stumble into town. No one just wandered around the Underworld looking for trouble; the fact that they were here was essentially proof in and of itself that their presence had been approved by the guards. 
“Do you think it would be worth talking with anyone?” Kaseya asked as they walked. “Surely these people could tell us what actually happened here.”
“Maybe, but I already feel suspicious enough,” he said. “The less attention we draw to ourselves, the better.”
“Mm,” she murmured, her fingers still twitching above the pommel of her sheathed sword. 
When they finally approached their destination, Selvhara paused and slowly shook her head. “Remarkable,” she breathed. “For all that has been lost on the surface over the millennia, the world below remains virtually undisturbed. This city is almost a reflection of Sulinor.”
“We’ll have to take your word for it,” Jorem muttered. The spire was impressive, even when compared to the hundreds of others surrounding it. The circular base was several feet wide, and it barely narrowed at all aside from the giant glowing crystal mounted at the top. Aetheric energy coursed through the metal as if the obelisk itself were a conduit of power, not unlike some of the more impressive buildings in Nol Krovos. Even to an amateur like him, the elven influences on the amazon island were increasingly obvious.  
“The entrance may be warded,” Selvhara said, pointing towards the purple-black archway. “Can you tell?”
Jorem nodded. A hundred small, glowing runes were scattered about the door, and he could feel the Aetheric energy pulsing off of them without even trying. “It’s definitely sealed,” he said. “Apparently this is the one building these people aren’t allowed to enter.”
“All the more reason we should,” Kaseya said. “That’s what Valuri would say.”
“Yeah, well, Val could just absorb the energy and bust through it. We aren’t so lucky.”
Selvhara eyed him for a long moment. “Can you unravel the wards?”
“Maybe,” he said with a sigh as he touched Kaseya’s arm. “Ready?”
She nodded and closed her eyes. Through their bond, he could sense her reaching out and analyzing the wards for any sign of weakness. To him, the magical protections felt like smooth, unbroken glass…he couldn’t detect even the slightest imperfection. Thankfully, she could: every few seconds she would notice a new bump or scratch, and once she had found them all Jorem knew exactly the right points to strike to cause the whole thing to shatter. 
“Here goes,” he breathed, opening his hand and releasing a nearly invisible burst of energy. The spell unraveled the wards one by one, as if he were carefully snipping away the strands of a vast web rather than torching the whole thing. The process took longer, but it was also probably a lot safer.  
“Impressive,” Selvhara said as the runes slowly winked out. “Every day I’m more convinced that the Vin Aetheri were right about your power.”
“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Jorem muttered. “There are probably a hundred more traps in a place like this. Besides, it’s mostly Kaseya who…uh…” He paused and mentally scolded himself for the verbal slip. “What I mean is that without her, I doubt I could focus.”
 The druid’s eyes flicked over to Kaseya. “She is able to aid you through the collar?”
“Yes,” Jorem replied a bit too quickly. “It’s hard to explain, but the connection really helps me concentrate.”
He couldn’t help but wince at how lame he sounded. This little charade of theirs was starting to wear thin. If they made it out of here alive, it would probably be worth telling Selvhara the truth about the amazon. 
“I see,” Selvhara said, eyeing the glowing ruby in the collar. “Perhaps we will find additional similar devices here. The original Vaetharri refugees must have known about the Dal’Rethi Blade Dancers and their bonding techniques.”
“Maybe,” Jorem whispered, taking a deep breath. “Let’s find out.”
The physical doors to the spire opened without a struggle, and to his mild surprise they didn’t set off any other traps as they strolled inside. The interior lightning was actually brighter than outside thanks to a diaspora of glowing but heatless magical torches and candles, and Jorem actually felt himself relax a bit for the first time in several hours. Compared to everything else down here, this place was exactly what he had expected—the lower level was filled with books, books, and even more books. Apparently library design was one of the only things that actually transcended cultures.
“Okay, now here’s the real problem,” Jorem said as he slowly crept inside and eyed the seemingly endless shelves. “We could spend a hundred years in here and barely scratch the surface.”
Selvhara smiled as her bare feet giddily glided across the floor. “We merely need to consult the Archivist.”
“The Archivist?” Kaseya asked, still holding her sword. “You expect someone to be alive in here?”
“It is a stone, not a person. Ah, there we are…”
The druid whisked across the room towards a large, spherical glass orb inset upon a stone table. The device hummed and glowed at her touch, and her eyes fluttered shut in concentration. “Mm…” she murmured. “This repository is even larger than I imagined. The Vin Aetheri would give anything to study it.”
“So would the Highwind Mage’s Guild,” Jorem said. “Before the Shattering, anyway…”
Images of books began flashing across the surface of the orb, but they were so fast and frantic Jorem couldn’t actually make them out. Selvhara paused in place for so long that he started to wonder if something had happened to her, but then her eyes abruptly popped back open. 
“I believe I found what we’re looking for,” she breathed, an excited, almost child-like smile tugging at her lips. “This way!”
She dashed across the room towards a narrow spiral staircase, and she didn’t even pause before she ascended the steps. Jorem followed, his head shaking the whole time. Under different circumstances—say, if they weren’t stuck a dozen miles below the surface inside a drow city—he would have found her enthusiasm infectious. But he just couldn’t bring himself to let his guard down even when the only things around them were books. 
Thankfully Selvhara only led them up a single flight, and in true library fashion the second level was virtually indistinguishable from the first. She slowly traced her fingers across one of the placards, muttering some drow gibberish to herself, then shuffled down an isle to where a handful of books were open and scattered across a table. 
“Looks like someone left in a hurry,” Jorem commented. The clutter was especially strange considering how well meticulously everything else in here was organized.
Selvhara was barely paying attention. Her eyes and fingertips were already scouring the shelves, and the crease in her brow became deeper and deeper the longer she searched. 
“As a girl, I assumed that the moshalim knew everything there was to know about sorcery,” Kaseya whispered from the opposite shelf. “We were taught to be so dismissive of mainlanders. We believed our women were the greatest warriors and our men were the most powerful channelers, yet I doubt our libraries contain a tenth of what is written here.”
“Yeah, well, just because something is written down in a book doesn’t mean it is valuable…or true, for that matter,” Jorem pointed out. “This is a drow library—half these books are probably about torture and mayhem.”
Selvhara whispered what sounded like an Elvish swear, and Jorem spun back around to face her. “Problems?”
“The Archivist said that all books related to draconic ascension would be here,” she said. “Perhaps they were taken or misplaced.”
“Or they never had many to begin with,” Jorem said, crossing his arms over his chest. “I really hope we didn’t come all the way down here for nothing.”
“I will not give up so easily,” Selvhara told him. “I can…wait…”
He paused and followed her eyes down to the table. “What’s wrong?”
“This is one of the books I was looking for,” she said. “So is this one…and this one…and this one!”
The hairs on the back of Jorem’s neck abruptly stood. “All of these books are about dragon magic?”
“Yes,” Selvhara replied, her face giddy with delight as she traced her fingertips across the Elvish script on the covers. “In Amlug Yassene… a translation from the original, obviously, but it’s still incredibly valuable. Most of the copies in Varellon were destroying during the—”
“Hold on a second,” he interrupted, throwing up his hands. “You’re telling me that the exact books you were looking for this whole time were just sitting out on a table waiting for us?”
“Evidently, yes.”
“And that doesn’t strike you as a bit odd?”
“We’re not that lucky,” Kaseya whispered. 
“No one is that lucky,” Jorem corrected. “There are thousands upon thousands of books here, all perfectly shelved and organized. This whole place is pristine—it looks like it was cleaned five minutes ago. Yet here we are standing by the only unsorted pile of books in the library, and they just so happen to be about the one thing we’re here for.”
Selvhara finally dragged her eyes up from the table. “It is rather…convenient.”
“Convenient is having someone along who happens to be able to read the placards outside,” Jorem said. “This…I don’t know what this is, but it goes way beyond happenstance. This smells like a setup.”
He hissed between his teeth and stretched out through the Aether. His first impulse was to assume this was all some kind of illusion, but if it was the magic was far too powerful for him to unravel. Valuri would have been able to see through even the most powerful veil, of course, but she wasn’t here. 
But she would be, if not for the information provided by Solemi. Was that intentional? Is this all some kind of elaborate trap?
“What would anyone have to gain by luring us here?” Kaseya asked, frowning at the books. “I doubt that Solemi would want us to know she has access to a drow city and all the magic within—it would only make her look worse in the eyes of the Council.”
“The simplest explanation is usually the correct one,” he said. “Varassa told us about the city and arranged for us to get inside, ostensibly to see some ‘magical arsenal’ her mistress was about to unlock.”
Kaseya shook her head. “But what does that have to do with these books?”
“I have no idea,” he admitted. 
Selvhara pursed her lips as she touched another book. “Could Varassa know that you carry the dragon blood?”
“I don’t see how,” Jorem said. “She knows I’m a sorcerer, but so are a lot of other people. There hasn’t been a Wyrm Lord in this part of the world in an age, even among the elves.”
“Then perhaps she had nothing to do with this,” Kaseya said. “Perhaps she wanted us to find something else.”
He sighed. “Maybe, but someone obviously set these out for us to find. The question is who…and why.”
Jorem pressed a pair of fingers against his forehead and forced himself to take a deep breath. No one had jumped out to ambush them yet, so indulging in wild conspiracy mongering was probably premature. Nevertheless, he refused to believe that all of this had just happened by accident. He felt they were being led around by an invisible leash. It certainly wouldn’t have been the first time.
“Perhaps someone is trying to help us,” Selvhara suggested. “Perhaps you have a mysterious benefactor.”
“That is easily the least believable theory of all,” Jorem muttered. 
The druid shook her head. “Why?”
“Stick around us a bit longer and you’ll figure it out.”
Kaseya grabbed the handle of her sword as she glanced around the library again. “Coming down here was a mistake,” she said. “We should leave. Now.”
“Agreed,” Jorem said. “Come on, let’s—”
“What about the books?” Selvhara asked, snatching his wrist when he tried to turn away. “This is what we came down here for!”
“No, this is what you came down here for,” Jorem countered. “Take them if you want, but we’re getting the hell out of here.”
“But we’re not in any danger!” the druid protested. “Please, I’m not asking you to stay forever. I just need a little bit of time, maybe a few hours. If I haven’t discovered anything by then, we can head back to the surface.”
He sighed and shared another wary glance with Kaseya. She looked even less thrilled by the prospect than he did, but Selvhara was right that they weren’t in any obvious danger…at least, not yet. The desperation in the druid’s face was almost painful, and on some level he could appreciate how she felt. There was something genuinely intoxicating about libraries, even ones created by a race of pointy-eared sadists. Growing up, he had spent so much time hiding in the warrens of Vorsalos that he’d barely had time for luxuries like books, but as an adult he’d spent most of his coins on them. The ones he hadn’t wasted on booze and women, anyway…
Besides, this was obviously far more personal to her than it was to them. She was a “Keeper of the Old Ways,” after all, and even more importantly she was an elf. This history was her history. He couldn’t really fault her for not wanting to let it go so easily. 
“One hour,” Jorem said, slumping against the table. “If you haven’t found anything interesting by then, we’re leaving this place and never looking back.”
 
***
 
Selvhara couldn’t stop smiling no matter how many pages she flipped through. It didn’t matter that these tomes were obviously just second-hand translations; it didn’t even matter that half the pages were smeared or barely legible. The only thing she cared about was that for a brief moment, she could pretend she was a little girl traipsing about the grand libraries of Tir Lanathel once again. 
The humans can’t possibly understand what they’re dealing with her. How could they? Their short lives doom them to wallow in ignorance. The old world is nothing to them, but it is everything to you. You lived in it…and you had to watch it die. 
Selvhara could feel Jorem and Kaseya looming over her shoulder. They were desperate for answers; they were desperate for a reason to leave this place behind. Their anxiousness was perfectly understandable, of course—the bizarre presence of these books was suspicious—but they also couldn’t comprehend what was truly at stake here. The One God would check in on Selvhara sooner or later, and if he learned about the existence of a second Conduit…
The truth is, you’re hoping that Jorem can save you, too. The Wyrm Lords defeated the Fallen Gods once, after all, and perhaps they could do so again. But no matter how powerful he becomes, he will never be able to save you from yourself. Without Dathiel’s power, you are nothing but a mindless beast. Even a dragon cannot tame the moon-curse…
“Fascinating,” Selvhara said, shaking away her demons and refocusing all her attention on the pages in front of her. 
“You finally found something worthwhile?” Jorem asked. 
“I believe so, yes,” she told him. “This translation is clearly imperfect, but it still includes many first-hand accounts from the early Second Era.”
“Uh…okay,” Jorem murmured. “Is that helpful?”
“Of course! Even at the height of the Avethian Empire, scholars were never able to definitely prove whether sorcery emerged from dragons or vice versa. It has always been the prototypical causality dilemma.”
He blinked. “The what now?”
“No one knows what came first,” Selvhara said, smiling. “The drolask have always claimed that the dragons of the ancient world were the original sorcerers. In their version of history, these dragons battled and ultimately destroyed the Fallen Gods during the Godswar. It was only later, when the dragons ‘intermingled’ with elves, that sorcery became the province of our people.”
“And the Avetharri believe the opposite,” Kaseya said. 
The druid nodded. “In official Avethian texts, the elves mastered sorcery on their own during the Godswar. It wasn’t until later, after the founding of the First Empire, that my ancestors mixed elven and draconic blood. This triggered an apotheosis where the first Wyrm Lords were born, each with his or her own brood ruling a corner of the world.”
Jorem shook his head. “Okay, well, as fascinating as all of that is, how does it possibly help us?”
“It’s important to focus on the similarities rather than the differences. While the timelines are different, both versions contain significant interbreeding between the species.”
Jorem braced his palms on the table. “You’re reading about elves fucking dragons?”
“Not exactly,” Selvhara said. “Well, actually…yes, I suppose so.”
He grunted. “I thought you wanted to steal ancient tomes of awesome power, not read a bunch of books about weird dragon sex. If you’re into that kind of thing, there are a few booksellers in Vorsalos who have—”
“That is not what I meant,” Selvhara said, her cheeks flushing. “The point is that draconic ascension is not so different from lycanthropy or even vampirism. They are all driven by a blood legacy—an original source of power from which all others are inexorably linked. This book contains many techniques for tapping into that legacy, but most of them are quite cumbersome even with magic. However, thanks to my…condition…I believe I can use these as a guideline and greatly accelerate the process.”
“I still don’t know what the hell you’re talking about,” Jorem said. 
“I promised the Vin Aetheri that my curse would give me the necessary insight to aid you, and this book confirms it,” she said. “But to do so…I will need to access your ancestral memories again.”
“In other words, she needs more of your seed,” Kaseya said.  
Jorem’s arms wobbled, and he nearly collapsed on the table. “You can’t be serious…”
“Other than tasting your blood, there is no other way,” Selvhara said. “And we have already discussed how much I would need to drain for a proper reading. It would not be pleasant, and I sincerely doubt you wish to hemorrhage that much of your vitality here while we are vulnerable.”
“I don’t want to hemorrhage anything while we are this vulnerable!” Jorem protested. “This is crazy.”
Kaseya turned and eyed the druid for a long moment. “Are you certain that this will work?”
“I am certain it will expedite the process,” Selvhara said. “There’s a great more I need to learn, obviously, but I believe I can follow these markers and get some answers.”
Jorem smacked his forehead. “Look, I’ve tried to explain this to Val a thousand times, but I am not a human faucet.”
The druid frowned. “Was the last time really so unpleasant?”
“Well, no, but…that’s not really the point!”
“Then I do not understand the problem,” Selvhara said, sliding out of her chair and sinking down to her knees in front of him. “This will not take long.”
She tucked her hair behind her pointed ears and reached for his trousers—at which point Kaseya snatched her wrist. 
“He is my Maskari,” she said. “I will drain him.”
After glaring at the druid for several seconds, Kaseya placed her sword and shield on the table, dropped down to her knees, and then pulled her own hair out of the way. She reached for Jorem’s trousers just like she had done a hundred times before, and he stuttered and shook his head even as she skillfully freed his cock. 
“This is insane!” he protested. “We’re in the middle of a…a…oh…oh, shit…”
Whatever meager willpower he might have had wilted at the same rate his cock stiffened, and Selvhara watched, mesmerized, as the amazon skillfully dragged her soft tongue up and down the shaft. Human females were usually such clumsy lovers; once again their short lives deprived them of the necessary experience to become true masters. But with her collar revealing Jorem’s innermost desires, the amazon had him hard, throbbing, and plunging between her lips in no time. 
Selvhara sank back on her haunches and touched her anklet. Her armor retracted, giving Jorem a clear, top-down view of her naked elven body. But she didn’t do it just for him; the instant her armor receded, she gently slipped a finger into her own quim. Her heart pounded in anticipation of taking a dragon in her mouth again, and her bestial blood yearned to taste his ancestral memories. Her toes curled, her quim slickened, and Jorem seemed like he was only seconds away from eruption…
Kaseya abruptly pulled her lips away, though she kept two of her fingers curled around the throbbing shaft. “You may help,” she whispered, a coy smile tugging at her lips. “Assuming your skills are up to the challenge.”
The amazon offered the druid Jorem’s cock as if she were sharing a prize piece of meat, and Selvhara happily leaned forward and swallowed the tip. She might not have had a collar to tell her what he wanted, but an eternity of experience easily made up the difference. She kept her eyes locked upon his even when she swallowed him to the hilt, and she made certain to grant him an unobstructed view of her breasts at all times. Every few seconds Kaseya would ask for another taste, and eventually they began lathering his shaft together. 
“I…can’t…believe…we’re…ooh!” Jorem groaned. 
As his cock throbbed atop her tongue, Selvhara tried to slip another finger into her quim…but Kaseya beat her to that, too. As if by magic, the amazon’s right hand was suddenly resting atop the druid’s clit, and when Kaseya eased two of her long, slender fingers inside Selvhara gasped and shuddered in climax—
“Oh, gods,” Jorem gasped. “Here it comes!”
Kaseya grabbed his cock and aimed it into Selvhara’s waiting mouth. The druid barely had time to brace herself before his searing seed blasted across her tongue and flooded her throat. His heady human taste ignited her quim like kindling, and Kaseya’s skilled fingers only stoked the flames. Selvhara had to dig her fingernails into his thighs just to hold herself steady while another climax shuddered through her, and she angled her chin upwards to make sure she didn’t spill a single drop. 
“Fuck…” he breathed, struggling not fall over. “That better be enough, sweetheart, because it’s all I have left…”
It was. Selvhara closed her lips and swallowed, and a river of ancestral memories washed over her as his seed slit down her throat. Just like before, she could visualize his entire sorcerous lineage for a hundred generations—their faces, their lives, their powers—all the way back to the original Wyrm Lord who had first started this draconic legacy. The similarities to the moon-curse really were striking…if someone had sampled her blood, they would have been able to see the first lycanthrope to spread his “gift” across Varellon. 
The key to unlocking Jorem’s powers was to rebuild the links between old and new. As Jorem’s ancestors had gradually forgotten their heritage, they had essentially built dams in the river that was his blood. All Selvhara needed to do was shatter enough of those barriers so the memories could freely flow…
“She’s in a trance almost like Valuri,” Jorem whispered. “Why do I keep meeting women like this?”
“Are you really complaining?” Kaseya asked. 
“Mm…no. No, I guess not.”
Selvhara’s eyes slowly fluttered back open as she licked the last few dribbles of seed from her lips. “The books were right,” she said. “I found the markers in your memories.”
“That’s great…I guess,” Jorem murmured as he slouched back against the bookshelf. “So can we get the hell out of here yet or what?”
“Soon,” Selvhara said, standing. “There is only one thing left to do.”
He shook his head. “What’s that?”
“Marhaak kûl drakatharri,” she told him. “We’re going to unleash the dragon.”
 
 
 



6
Separate Paths
 
The Duskwatch tunnels were longer and mustier than Julian Cassel remembered, but every time he caught a whiff of moldy, stale air he reminded himself that he and his companion didn’t really have any choice. With the Vorsalosian army parked outside Highwind—and getting larger every day—this was the only realistic means for them to leave the city and reach the Silver Tower. 
And just remember that the journey will actually be the easy part. Convincing the other knights to follow an Eternal Priestess…that’s going to be the real challenge. 
“Are you doing all right back there?” he asked as they passed beneath another ramshackle cross brace that looked like it was about to collapse. 
“Yes,” Tahira replied. “I was just thinking of how much these passages remind me of the abandoned orc tunnels outside our temple in the mountains.”
Cassel nodded. “I’ve heard all kinds of theories about why Highwind seems like it’s built on ant farm. Most sages seem to think the tunnels were all built by the dark elves over the course of the last millennia. Others believe they were built by rebellious slaves trying to escape the Avethian Empire.”
“What do you believe?”
“I’m no scholar,” he said. “But I am a pretty good gambler, and if I were placing a bet I’d say both are partially true. I’d also bet that half of these old tunnels would have collapsed by now if not for the smuggling cartels using them to ferry contraband into the city. In theory, the Lecasi Brotherhood is a pale shadow of its former self, but aspiring crime lords like the Black Mistress have swept in and picked up where the old guilds left off.”
“I do not understand how your people can abide such chaos,” Tahira whispered. 
Cassel shrugged. “I know it’s hard to fathom, but there are over a million people in the Northern Reaches these days, and well over half of them live in Highwind. ‘Order’ is a relative term when you’re dealing with that many bodies.”
“I know so little about…everything. You must find my ignorance quite tedious.”
He stopped and frowned at her. “I don’t find any part of you ‘tedious.’ It’s not your fault you lived your whole life in a monastery.”
Tahira smiled. It was so earnest, so innocent, that Cassel occasionally had to remind himself that this girl—this young woman—may have been the most powerful person in the whole bloody region. If he hadn’t seen (and felt) what she was capable of firsthand, he never would have believed it. Preconceptions about her age and affiliations were going to be a major obstacle in convincing the knights at the Silver Tower to trust and respect her. 
“I have spent much of this week wondering what my life would have been like if I had been born here rather than the temple,” she said. “I have no idea what I would have done with my life.”
Cassel shrugged. “You seem resourceful; I’m sure you would have figured something out. Who knows, maybe you would have joined the Order and become a knight with me!”
 She giggled—a sound so sweet and soft it almost hurt. “I doubt I could even lift your sword. And I know I would look ridiculous covered in metal.”
“Nonsense. There’s nothing sexier than a woman in armor.”
“You really think so?”
“Absolutely. There’s nothing quite like a figureless metal plate to get the blood pumping.”
Tahira arched a red eyebrow at him. “The library in the Eternal Temple contained many texts on sexual arousal designed to teach us how to efficiently extract seed from virile males. None of them ever mentioned armor as an aphrodisiac.”
“I might have been exaggerating a little,” Cassel admitted. Despite spending the last few weeks getting to know her, he still occasionally forgot just how insane her religion truly was—and just how naïve she could be. 
“General Serrane is still very attractive while wearing her armor,” Tahira said. “Though I doubt anything could mar her beauty.”
“Definitely not.”
The priestess’s smile faded ever so slightly. “You really do love her, don’t you?”
“Very much,” Cassel said.
Tahira nodded and glanced away. “Perhaps we should continue moving. I know you wanted to reach the forest as soon as possible.”
Cassel repressed a sigh and bit down on his lip when she abruptly walked past him. The more time he spent with her, the more he worried that her little crush on him would become a real problem. She might have been tougher than she looked, but he had learned long ago that it was unwise to overestimate the emotional stability of a teenager, especially in matters like this. 
Serrane probably sees you the same way, you know. You’re only nine or ten years older than this girl, but Serrane is almost a century older than you. Maybe age isn’t everything.  
Grunting softly to himself, Cassel shook his head and pressed on. Once they finally reached the exit shaft an hour or so later, he leaned down to examine the small glowing runes warding the locking mechanism. Bracing himself, he touched the symbols in the exact pattern Serrane had told him, and a moment later the seals opened and flooded the tunnels with the damp, earthy scent of the Duskwood. 
Cassel took a deep breath and placed his hand on the ladder. “Now we just have to hope there isn’t an army up there waiting for us…”
There wasn’t. The late afternoon sun splintered over the leafless trees, casting long, eerie shadows across the last few pockets of snow on the thawing ground. The Duskwatch Tower was visible on the horizon to the southwest, and every once in a while Cassel would catch a flicker of movement from the ramparts. Having driven Highwind’s rangers back into the walls, the Vorsalosians must have stationed at least a few scouts here to keep an eye out for reinforcements.  
“We’re not alone,” he warned as he helped Tahira up out of the passage. “I doubt there are many soldiers stationed out here, but we still need to be careful.”
The priestess nodded and pulled her fur cloak more tightly around her black robes. “I had almost forgotten the chill of the wind…”
“This should help,” Cassel said, reaching out to the Aether and wrapping her in a thin barrier of protective energy. It still felt a bit strange to be using the power she was granting him to protect her, but she still hadn’t demonstrated any ability to channel on her own. 
Aside from unleashing scorching beams of energy from her eyes, anyway. He was still waiting for her to do that again. 
“Thank you,” Tahira said, blowing air into her hands and rubbing her fingers together. “Shall we go?”
He nodded. “This way.”
Cassel kept a brisk pace as they headed north, and he did his best to remember everything Serrane had told him about potential routes through the forest. He might not have been a ranger, but he was competent enough outdoorsman to navigate without too much trouble. Still, he wouldn’t have complained if they’d had a guide. 
“A month from now, everything will be so green the forest will be practically unrecognizable,” he commented, pointing toward the endless canopy of withered, empty branches. 
“I would like to see that someday,” Tahira said. 
“I’m sure you’ll get the chance. Unfortunately, spring also means that all the hibernating nasties start waking up. Honestly, I’d rather try and fight through a Vorsalosian army than one of the damn black bears who—” 
Cassel abruptly thrust out his arm to block her from moving past him. The tiny hairs on the back of his neck tingled, and his eyes narrowed as he scanned the treetops for movement. He swore he had heard something, but perhaps he was just being paranoid…
The twang of a bowstring was his only warning, and Cassel hoisted up his shield a fraction of a second before an arrow split his head in two. Another shot quickly followed the first, and he thrust himself protectively in front of Tahira as they hunkered down behind a large, rotten stump for cover.
“Shit!” he hissed. “Stay down!”
Another arrow lodged into the stump right next to him—this one from a completely different direction—and Cassel knew they were screwed if he didn’t do something soon. Keeping his shield arced above them, he channeled a surge of energy through the enchanted steel and closed his eyes as the bulwark unleashed a blinding burst of light…
“Argghh!”
The staggered screams were the only cue Cassel needed to leap into action. Vaulting up onto the rotten stump, he quickly scanned the trees again until he saw the two archers. One had already fallen from his perch, and he was busy writhing around the forest floor, blinded and broken. The second was still desperately trying to blink the afterimage from his vision, but in another second or two he would recover and have a clear shot. It was now or never. 
Charging towards the tree, Cassel shifted his grip on his shield and hurled it up at the archer. The steel disc wobbled awkwardly, but the knight’s aim was true—the shield smashed squarely into the archer’s chest and knocked him from his roost. His leg snapped when hit the ground, and his pained scream echoed through the trees for a mile in every direction. He was still cogent enough to reach for the sword at his belt, however, and Cassel had to parry away a wild swing before he cut the man down. 
Tahira’s startled shriek snapped his attention back behind him, and he swiveled around just in time to see two more soldiers—both clad in light armor bearing the Raven insignia of Vorsalos—rushing out from the tree line. Tahira panicked when she realized that they were closer than her protector; she hopped out from behind the stump even before Cassel could even start running back to her. 
Gritting his teeth, the knight sprinted across the underbrush to try and intercept her, but the enemy soldiers weren’t willing to take that chance. One of them drew a small crossbow from his side, took aim, and fired. 
Cassel’s eyes gaped wide in horror when the small quarrel pierced Tahira’s thigh and knocked her off her feet. Her pained cry was like a clarion call straight into his soul, compelling him to recklessly charge forward like a Roskarim berserker. He didn’t even pause to consider the two to one odds; he battered through their meager defenses like they were children wielding toy swords, and within seconds both soldiers were screaming at the top of their lungs as they bled out on the forest floor.
Cassel didn’t even hear them. His eyes were locked upon the man clutching onto Tahira from behind, dagger held tightly at her throat. 
“Drop the sword or she dies, paladin!”
Cassel froze in place, his breastplate heaving as he caught his breath. “Let her go and you can still walk away from this,” he said. “You have my word as a Knight of the Silver Fist.”
The soldier scoffed. “The Silver Fist is broken!”
“Do I look broken to you?” Cassel said, stepping over the shrieking soon-to-be corpse at his feet. “Let the girl go. Now.”
For a brief moment, he actually thought the soldier would be smart enough to listen to him. The man’s face sank, his skin turned pale, and he was trembling as if he were on the verge of sprinting in the opposite direction. But then his expression abruptly hardened, and he pushed the dagger hard enough against Tahira to draw a thin line of blood. 
“Last warning!” he snapped. “Drop the sword or she dies!”
“Fine,” Cassel said. “Have it your way.”
He held out his blade and opened his hand…and the instant the sword hit the ground he reached into his bracer, drew the concealed knife within, and hurled it straight into the other man’s face. 
Tahira screamed when the body landed behind her, bloody knife jutting from its forehead, and Cassel rushed over to grab her before she collapsed.  
“It’s all right,” he soothed, turning her head away from the carnage and pressing it into his chest. She clutched him tightly, desperately, and he grimaced when he saw the crossbow bolt still embedded in her thigh. They couldn’t afford to linger here, but there was no way she would possibly be able to walk on her own without healing…
“Hold on,” Cassel said, lifting her up in his arms. “I’ll get you out of here.” 
He carried Tahira for what felt like a mile before they finally reached a rocky stream deeper in the forest. He gently set her down atop a soft, semi-frozen mound near the water, and he marveled at how well she was fighting through the obvious pain. Judging from her scrunched face, it was taking all of her willpower not to cry out in agony. 
“You’ll be all right,” Cassel assured her, glancing back over his shoulder for the fiftieth time to make certain they hadn’t been followed. “Just try and stay still.”
Cradling her leg in his hand, he slowly removed her long leather boot so he could properly inspect the wound. He channeled a healing spell into her flesh, numbing the area as best he could, before he abruptly yanked the bolt out of her thigh. Tahira closed her eyes and grit her teeth, but thankfully she didn’t cry out. 
“It’s not as bad as it looks,” he assured her. 
“I thought paladins were supposed to tell the truth.”
“We are, and I do.” He shrugged. “Most of the time…”
Cassel held her leg as motionless as he could while the restorative energies coursed through her body. Her smooth skin tingled beneath his fingers, almost as if he were touching a powerful Aetheric artifact rather than a person. He had healed hundreds upon hundreds of people since had joined the Silver Fist, but he had never felt anything like this. It must have something to do with the fact that she was his Conduit…
“The pain,” Tahira breathed as he worked, “it’s almost completely gone.”
“It will come back if you try and put weight on it,” Cassel warned. “Ideally you’d sit around on a cot for a few days, but we can see how you’re doing in the...”
He trailed off when the tingling between their bodies grew even more intense. A warm rush of power crashed over him, almost like when she had first restored his channeling abilities, but this time the Aether flowed through him so readily he swore he might actually explode…
Cassel gasped and withdrew his hand. His fingers continued tingling for several seconds, and he felt so thoroughly rejuvenated he swore he could have lifted her up in her arms and carried her all the way to the Silver Tower if he needed to. But when he glanced down at her thigh, he belatedly realized the wound was completely gone—her pale skin wasn’t even blemished. 
“It feels fine,” Tahira said, leaning up. She gently swiveled her leg off the rock and experimentally put a bit of weight on it. “Even Sister Basyle couldn’t heal wounds this quickly or effectively. You are truly gifted.”
“I don’t think it’s me,” Cassel breathed, curling and uncurling his fingers. “I’ve never been able to channel that much power before. When I touch you, it’s like…gods, I don’t even know.”
Tahira studied him in silence for a long moment, her green eyes glittering in thought, before she reached out and slid her fingers through his. “I only feel the warmth of your hand,” she told him. “It’s still…nice.”
He smiled and squeezed. The rush of power wasn’t quite as intense this time, but he still swore he had just been dunked in a bath of warm, soothing water. He found himself leaning forward without realizing it, almost as if her body were a magnet pulling him closer and closer…
“I, uh, I was going to suggest we set up camp,” Cassel said, clearing his throat and pulling away. His head actually started spinning for a second when he stopped touching her, but thankfully the sensation passed. “If you feel like you can keep going a bit longer, though, I wouldn’t mind pushing on until dark.”
Tahira eyed him longingly for several awkward moments before she nodded and stood. “My leg feels completely fine. I’m sure I can walk more…if you think it’s for the best.”
Cassel took a deep breath and shuffled a few feet away. The more time he spent with her, the more he was starting to realize why so many folk tales called the Eternal Priestesses “sirens.” She had an alluring aura about her that was getting harder and harder to resist…
“Putting more distance between us and the bodies certainly can’t hurt,” he said. “But if you’re not up to it, we can—”
“I will be fine, thanks to you,” Tahira assured him with one of her bright, wide-eyed smiles. “This way?”
Cassel nodded. “Yeah,” he rasped, clearing his throat again. “Yeah, I think so.”
 
***
 
“That is a lot more tents than I expected.”
Serrane Starwind nodded gravely as she squinted out towards the Vorsalosian war camp festooned around Highwind’s southern wall. “At least five-thousand, though the bulk are situated here and in the north. The rest will undoubtedly arrive by boat once Ostvara has been fully pacified.”
Valuri continued peering through her small spyglass for another few seconds before she pulled away and grunted in disgust. “I still can’t believe how quickly they’ve moved. The Inquisitrix must have had her ships armed and ready the instant she returned from Nol Krovos.”
“If even half the Silver Fist knights still had their powers, they could ride out and trample these fools into dust,” Serrane hissed. 
“At least until the wyverns showed up and started dropping fireballs on everyone.” Valuri sighed. “On that note, we should probably keep moving if we want to reach the Peaks by nightfall.”
Nodding, Serrane slowly pulled herself up off her stomach and slid down the back of cliff. She and Valuri had already snuck out of the city via Darkwind’s incalculable smuggling tunnels, and they were currently perched on the hills in the southwest where they could safely spy upon the river and the bridge. So far, the Vorsalosian army hadn’t bothering stationing any troops up here, though she had no doubt that Hastien’s Fall had been further reinforced over the past few weeks. Just thinking about it made her blood boil.
The lack of soldiers made this particular stretch of their trip quite easy, though, and they kept up such a brutal pace that they reached the tower well before dusk. Valuri seemed to have near infinite endurance, and she was obviously an experienced traveler despite her clear preference for urban terrain. At this rate, Serrane was confident the two of them could reach the hatchery by tomorrow. 
What the two of them would do at that point, of course, remained mystery. 
Serrane was tempted to push straight past the tower just to spare herself the annoyance of looking at it, but she ultimately decided that it would be foolish to pass up this chance to learn more about the enemy’s movements. She located another safe perch on hill about a quarter of a mile away, and she and Valuri took turns peering through the spyglass. 
“This is where you were ambushed on your way back home?” Valuri asked.
Serrane nodded gravely. “The Huntress and her men had already taken the tower. Julian and I—er, Captain Cassel and I—walked right into an ambush.”
“Well, I still say you’re lucky to be alive.”
“Captain Cassel lost his powers right when we arrived, otherwise we might have had a chance. Presumably that was about the same time you were fighting the Inquisitrix on Nol Krovos.”
“Jorem and Red were, anyway,” Valuri murmured. “I couldn’t afford to get to Marcella. She created the Senosi, and she can control us like we’re bloody puppets. It’s infuriating.”
Serrane sighed softly. “I felt the same way battling that Huntress on the tower. I was completely powerless against her. It was humiliating.”
“Well, I wouldn’t feel too bad about that if I were you. I kick the shit out of Jorem all the time. It builds character.”
Serrane was barely even listening. She tried to bury the memories before they rushed to the surface, but it was already too late. You knew it would be a mistake to look at this tower again, so why the hell are you even here?
“Sorry, bad joke,” Valuri murmured. 
“No, it’s all right,” Serrane soothed, putting away the spyglass and rolling onto her side. “It’s just…I still can’t believe how lucky we were to escape. If Lasille hadn’t been called back to the tower, we wouldn’t—”
“Wait, Lasille?” Valuri interrupted. “That was her name?”
Serrane nodded. “Yes. Why?”
Valuri grimaced and turned away. “I guess this shouldn’t surprise me anymore, but I knew her once,” she murmured. “I’ve been away so long I’ve started to forget how many of these girls used to be my friends. Among other things…”
“Mm,” Serrane murmured as she casually studied the other woman. “Perhaps someday you can tell me why you decided to leave the Senosi.”
“Would you believe I did it all for a boy?” she asked with a wry smile. 
Serrane chuckled softly and smiled back. “That sorcerer of yours?”
“Yeah, as hard as that is to believe. He has no idea how lucky he is.” Valuri glanced back east towards the city for a moment before she grunted and shook her head. “Anyway, I’m surprised Lasille didn’t drag you straight back to Vorsalos. You’re a sorceress and an elf…you’d be quite the prize back in the Castarium.”
“She was planning to. If we hadn’t escaped when we did…” 
Valuri nodded soberly. “If it’s any consolation, she will be severely punished when she returns to the Castarium. Hell, she might even be executed.”
“She’s already dead,” Serrane said. “Tahira killed her.”
Valuri blinked. “Really? How?”
“She unleashed a blast of magic…it was unlike anything I’d ever seen before. Lasille couldn’t absorb it. She just…disintegrated.”
“Strange,” Valuri muttered, frowning. “I should have met this ‘priestess’ before we left.”
“She is definitely not what I expected,” Serrane said. “I only wish we knew more about her powers. It’s hard to believe a cultist could be the city’s only salvation.”
“Only because you and I haven’t gotten started yet,” Valuri said, smirking. “Come on, we should keep moving.”
“Agreed.”
They continued west through the sparse forest, the jagged silhouette of the Shattered Peaks growing larger and larger until the sun finally drooped behind them. Valuri’s map was rough, but Serrane knew this terrain better than anyone. Finding a path up the rocky outskirts was easily enough, and they traveled up a few more miles before they finally decided to set up camp for the night. 
“The clouds make it difficult, but I’m reasonably sure I saw something big flying farther up behind that peak,” Valuri said, pointing upwards while Serrane cobbled together wood for a small fire. “Maybe we’re on the right track after all.”
“Assuming your information is correct, it will be a rough trek tomorrow,” Serrane said. “We’ll be lucky to reach the summit by nightfall.”
“Without men to slow us down, I’m sure it will be no trouble.”
Serrane snorted softly. “They aren’t always cumbersome oafs.”
“Just most of the time.”
“Exactly,” the ranger replied with a wry smirk. 
Valuri squatted next to the small fire pit and fanned out her fingers in front of the flames. “You must have it the worst. I assume you have to work with Silver Fist knights often.”
“Too often,” Serrane murmured. “Thankfully, Captain Cassel isn’t as arrogant or clumsy as the rest.”
The Huntress turned and cocked an eyebrow. “You’ve mentioned him a lot today. Are the two of you…?”
“We’re…” Serrane paused and bit down on her lip. Even after all this time she still felt compelled to lie about her relationships for some reason. It was a stupid, entrenched habit and she really needed to get over it. “We’re together.”
Valuri snickered. “Let me guess: he’s tall, dark, and/or handsome?”
“All three.”
“Lucky bastard. I bet he doesn’t know how good he has it.”
“Actually…I think he does,” Serrane said. “He’s not like most of the other knights.”
“Good, because I hate paladins.”
“So do I.”
They shared girlish grins before Valuri finally sat all the way down. Her green eyes were so bright in the flames they almost looked elven. 
“Earlier you said your knight friend was up to something with this Eternal Priestess,” Valuri prompted. 
Serrane nodded. “It’s a long shot, but they’re on their way to the Silver Tower in the northeast. The paladins in the city refuse to even consider talking to her…they practically accused Julian of heresy for bringing her into Highwind. But he believes that the officers outside the city are more likely to see reason, so he’s taking Tahira right to the source. If his plan works, he could return with a large enough contingent of knights to break the siege.”
“That would definitely make a huge difference,” Valuri said. “What are the odds he can actually pull it off?”
“Honestly? I have no idea. I have faith in Julian, but we still don’t know much about the girl. Her powers seem unpredictable, and frankly I’m still a little suspicious about her motives.”
“Funny, we met someone just like that recently.”
Serrane frowned. “What do you mean?”
“Never mind,” Valuri said, waving her hand dismissively. “So you’re not the least bit concerned that your man is out there alone with this pretty little priestess?”
“Julian has his powers back—he can take care of himself.”
“I wasn’t talking about his safety. Paladins around these parts have a reputation for thinking with their codpieces, and everyone has heard about the, uh, wiles of the Eternal cultists.”
Serrane snorted. “Tahira is human.”
Valuri arched an inquisitive eyebrow. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Julian would never—” Serrane cut herself off, and she felt a sudden rush of embarrassed heat in her cheeks. “Sorry, I wasn’t trying to offend you. I just meant—”
“That frumpy human girls can’t compete with fair elf maidens?” Valuri said, crossing her arms. 
“No, that’s not…” Serrane closed her eyes and swore under her breath. She had walked right into that chasm. “All I meant was that Julian and I have an understanding. My people rarely marry and consider human concepts like ‘monogamy’ foolish.”
“Uh huh.”
“Truly!” Serrane insisted. “I wasn’t implying anything else. Human women can be quite attractive. I mean you’re obviously very…”
The Huntress arched her second eyebrow. “Very…?”
“Pretty,” Serrane breathed, running a hand back through her hair. “I’m sorry, I’m never going to dig my way out of this, am I?”
Valuri snorted and burst into throaty laugh. “Oh, gods, I knew you would be fun,” she said, rubbing a tear from her eye. “You’ll have to work a lot harder than that to offend me, honey.”
A tiny smile tugged at the elf’s lips as the other woman continued cackling. “So, what, you were just teasing me?”
“Teasing, tormenting, whatever,” Valuri said, waving her hand dramatically. “I’m a bitch and I know it. I’m told it is part of my charm.”
“By whom?”
“Me, mostly.” The Huntress snickered again before she stretched her hands back over the fire. “Anyway, if you think I’m annoying now, just wait until we spend a few more days together. I figure you’ll either want to kill me, or we’ll fall in love.”
Serrane’s smile widened at roughly the same rate her embarrassment faded. “You’re starting to remind me of my best friend.”
“I’ll take that as a compliment.”
“You shouldn’t. Aluriel is very…impish. Usually to a fault.”
“I like her already.”
Serrane grunted and glanced back down the mountain path. “I sent her back to Icewatch not long after Julian and I returned to Highwind. At this point, she’s probably safer than the rest of us…though I still worry.”
Valuri nodded solemnly, and her devilish grin finally faded. After a few minutes of silence, she shuffled closer to the fire and actually shivered. 
“Are you that cold?” Serrane asked. 
“I’ll be fine,” the Huntress said. “It’s just the curse of my Senosi ‘gifts.’ I can’t block out the cold with magic, the longer I go without feeding the harder it is to stay warm the normal way.”
“We brought plenty of rations.”
“It’s not that kind of hunger,” Valuri said, smiling again. “I’m sure I’ll be fine, I’ve just gotten used to feeding every day…sometimes multiple times a day. With Jorem and Red around, I can be as gluttonous as I want.” 
“Can I help somehow?” 
“I’ll be fine,” Valuri said. “Don’t get me wrong, I appreciate the offer, but it seems like a breach of etiquette to ask the Ranger-General for a taste of her blood.”
Serrane nibbled at her lower lip and glanced away. For some inexplicable reason her stomach had begun fluttering anxiously. Did she actually want Valuri to feed on her? That made no sense at all.
Of course it does. Every time you remember that she is a Senosi, you can’t help but think about Lasille. You can feel her arms holding you down, her tongue at your throat, her fingers in your quim…
“Your curse must be a tremendous burden,” Serrane said, shuffling her legs closer together in the hopes of smothering the sudden, unexpected fire in her quim.  
“I’ve never thought of it that way,” Valuri said. “All power comes with a price, and frankly ours isn’t that steep. Shivering a bit here and there is no big deal.”
Serrane studied the other woman for a long moment, wondering what her tattoos would look like beneath her pale skin. She really was quite attractive, and her irreverent swagger did have a certain charm. Aluriel definitely would have been trying to crawl beneath Valuri’s legs already. 
But you’re not Aluriel, and this mission is far too important for silly distractions. The fate of Highwind could literally depend on whether or not you can stop those wyverns.
“Back in Hastien’s Fall, the other Huntress fed off me a few times,” Serrane said, staring into the flames. “The process was…strange. I couldn’t believe how strong it made her.”
“We get compared to vampires pretty often, and honestly it hits closer to home than I sometimes like to admit,” Valuri said. “Right after feeding, I usually feel strong enough to punch through a stone wall. The rush fades slowly, but after a couple days I start to feel as weak as a kitten.”
Serrane glanced up to the jagged peaks silhouetted on the moonlit horizon. “We won’t reach the summit until tomorrow night at the earliest. Won’t you be starving by then?”
“I’ll manage,” Valuri repeated. “For all we know the Inquisitrix will have several of her new channelers up there. Once they try and blast me, I’ll be strong enough to throw them off the damn mountain.”
“If the difference in your abilities is that significant, it would be foolish not to keep you at full strength,” Serrane said, her heart suddenly pounding in her chest. “You should feed off me now and then again before we reach the hatchery.”
Valuri arched an eyebrow again. “I appreciate the offer, General, I really do. But I can’t ask you to—”
“You don’t have to ask—I’m offering.” Serrane paused and glanced over at her bow. “I could conjure an arrow and shoot you, but that seems…awkward, to put it mildly.”
“I can absorb the energy without you shooting me, don’t worry,” Valuri said. “That should give me enough power to last for a while.”
“Just for a while?”
“The transference is less…direct,” Valuri said. “Feeding off of magical attacks is less efficient than tapping directly in the source. But that doesn’t mean—”
“So you need sorcerous blood, then,” Serrane said a little too quickly. What the hell is wrong with you? Why are you getting soaked just thinking about her holding you down and feeding off your blood?  
“It does last the longest,” the Huntress conceded. 
“Well, I brought plenty of healing salves,” Serrane told her. “You can take what you need.”
Valuri paused and eyed her for a long moment. “Are you absolutely sure about this?”
“Somehow I doubt you brought me all the way up her to kill me,” Serrane murmured, shuffling to the side until her back was pressed against a boulder. Turning her head to the side, she grabbed a handful of her blonde hair and pulled it out of the way. “This mission is too important for us not to exploit every possible advantage.”
Valuri continued looking at her for a moment, her lips parted ever so slightly. She was obviously trying to restrain herself, but Serrane could feel the Huntress’s hunger no matter how much she tried to hide it. The subtle dilation of her pupils, the intermittent twitching of her fingers…
It’s just like Lasille. She was practically drooling at the sight of you, and deep down you liked it. You enjoy being prey—you enjoy being treated like a piece of meat. 
“Well, I suppose a hungry girl should never turn away an offer of a free meal,” Valuri said, licking her lips and slowly creeping closer. “There’s, uh…there’s no way to do this that isn’t awkward.”
“Do whatever you need,” Serrane breathed. 
Nodding, Valuri slung her leg over the elf’s lap and straddled her. Serrane’s heart wouldn’t stop thumping and her quim wouldn’t stop burning, especially when the Huntress brought her lips in close. 
“Just try and stay still,” Valuri said, unsheathing one of the claws from her gauntlet. “This is going to hurt a little.”
Gods, I hope it hurts a lot.
“I can take it,” Serrane said. “Just get it over with so we can sleep.”
She closed her eyes and held her breath. Her skin tingled, her toes curled, and she clenched her teeth in anticipation when the cold metal touched her skin. She gasped when the blade sliced a thin gash in her flesh, and then again when she felt Valuri’s lips press against her throat. Every twinge of pain instantly transformed into a shudder of pleasure, and she squeezed her knees together in a desperate attempt to smother the raging fire in her quim.
You really are a submissive slut. You barely know this woman and you already want her to hold you down and dominate you over and over again just like Lasille…
Serrane grimaced. Her mind was desperately hoping that her arousal wasn’t obvious, but her body desperately hoping for the opposite. Valuri certainly wasn’t making it easy to resist; her arm clutched around the small of Serrane’s back, pulling her in closer and closer. She didn’t seem like she was going to stop feeding anytime soon, either. She kept sucking harder and harder and harder…
Valuri finally pulled away with a gasp, tiny trickles of blood still spattered across her lips. The tattoos beneath her skin glowed so brightly they were almost painful to look at, and her thighs gripped Serrane’s body in an ironclad hold as she shuddered from an obvious climax. 
“Shit,” she rasped when she finally came down. Her green eyes were glowing even more intensely than her tattoos. “Gods, I’m sorry. I just…I’ve never fed off an elf before. You’re so fucking sweet…”
Serrane swallowed heavily as she struggled to catch her breath. The pain in her neck was like a tiny pinprick compared to the raging inferno in her quim. “Are you…are you sated?”
Valuri glanced down and studied the elven woman clutched between her thighs. Her eyes glimmered ravenously, her lips curled into a mischievous smile, and she leaned back down until her mouth was back upon Serrane’s neck. “Not quite yet…”
She suckled at the wound for an instant as if she might keep feeding, but then her lips began slowly nibbling their way up the elven woman’s throat and across her jawline and cheek. Valuri hovered so close to Serrane’s mouth they shared desperate, yearning breaths for what felt like a small eternity before she gently leaned in and brought their lips together. 
Serrane melted. Valuri’s thighs clamped even harder, and her tongue hungrily plunged into the elven woman’s mouth. Serrane could taste the faintest hint of her own blood, and for some reason it made her even hotter. Her hips began rhythmically churning in the desperate hope she might extinguish her molten quim, but it only stoked the flames…
Valuri eventually pulled back and gasped for breath. Her fingers crawled up Serrane’s bare midriff and began unclasping the straps of her cropped breastplate. “You know, I think you may have been right,” she whispered. “Apparently I was a lot hungrier than I realized.”
“That’s all right,” Serrane whimpered. “Take whatever you need…”
The Huntress’s grin turned almost sadistic as she hurled the ranger’s breastplate aside and practically lunged for her freshly freed tits. Valuri’s mouth and tongue instantly made it clear that they knew precisely what they were doing; they licked, sucked, and nibbled with the targeted precision that only another woman could possibly hope to achieve. 
Meanwhile, the Huntress’s hands expertly worked their way beneath Serrane’s leather skirt, stripping off her panties and pushing up the leather straps of her skirt until the cool night air could chill her searing quim. Valuri didn’t leave the embers burning for long; she promptly kissed her way down the ranger’s flat stomach, pushed up her slender thighs, and dove in for a second feast. 
“Faarea!” Serrane cried out so loudly that half the orcs in the mountain probably heard her. Once again Valuri quickly proved her expertise; her tongue and fingers took turns plunging into the elf’s sodden quim, and she knew exactly when and how to lick, nibble, and finger-fuck to drive Serrane to shuddering climax after shuddering climax. She was even more skilled than Julian and Aluriel, as impossible as that seemed…
Valuri’s own climax paralyzed her barely a minute into her feast. Her eyes and tattoos had never completely stopped glowing, but they exploded in full force yet again when they tasted sorcerous nectar. She bucked and seized in place, her lips and cheeks glistening with Serrane’s juices, and for a moment the Huntress genuinely looked like she might pass out.
“Oh, fuck!” she cried out. “Gods, you’re even sweeter than Red…”
As the two women both panted, desperate for air, Valuri crawled back up Serrane’s body to kiss her on the lips again. The ranger eagerly reciprocated, apparently unaware of just how badly she had missed the touch of another woman these past few weeks.
But you still want more. You don’t just want her to feed upon you—you want her to hold you down and take you over and over just like Lasille…
When Valuri finally pulled away, she smiled and gently kissed the tip of Serrane’s nose. “You know, I think I’m still up for some desert if you are.”
The ranger nodded, and her entire body tensed in anticipation. “Absolutely.”
 
***
 
Valuri stared down in wonder at the breathless, mostly naked elven woman beneath her. Just twenty minutes ago, Serrane had been a completely different person: calm, collected, and exuding an unmistakable aura of competent, borderline ruthless professionalism. But now that same woman was little more than a quivering slab of flesh just waiting—no, begging—to be thoroughly ravaged in every one of her tight elven holes.
If Valuri had been a man, she probably would have exploded all over Serrane’s tits and face a half a dozen times already. Jorem certainly wouldn’t have been able to restrain himself, though given his historic lack of willpower that probably wasn’t a fair standard…
Regardless, Valuri was completely enraptured by Serrane’s otherworldly beauty, and the prospect of feasting on her delicious elven nectar all night was impossible to resist. Valuri dove back in for another long, desperate kiss while simultaneously unbuckling her belt and wriggling out of her skin-tight leather trousers. She reached out for her pack, more thankful than ever that she had brought the phallus from Darkwind with her, and hastily fastened the harness around her waist. The instant she activated the runestone, one magical phallus slipped deep inside her quim while a second sprouted outwards just above Serrane’s taut, heaving stomach. The ranger gasped when Valuri pulled away, momentarily confused, before her bright blue eyes shot open at the sight of the glowing phallus now throbbing an inch above her belly button. 
“I brought a little friend along in case you wanted to play,” Valuri said. “Why don’t the two of you get better acquainted?”
Before the ranger could even move, Valuri shuffled forward, grabbed a thick handful of the elf’s long hair, and shoved the phallus straight between her open lips. It was a gamble, obviously, and Serrane could have responded in about a hundred negative ways ranging from “annoyed” to “frothing with rage.” But Valuri trusted her judgment where other females were concerned, and she was confident she knew a true submissive slut when she saw one. 
And she was right. Serrane practically shuddered from an orgasm when the phallus slid down her throat, and when the Huntress clutched the sides of the ranger’s head and began fucking her pretty elven face in earnest, her taut little body began convulsing in euphoric delight. The enchantment in the phallus let Valuri feel everything as genuinely as if the cock actually belonged to her, and once again she found herself sympathizing with Jorem for a fraction of a second. Suddenly his total lack of control made a great deal of sense…
“I knew the two of you would get along,” Valuri said, smirking as she buried to phallus so deep Serrane couldn’t possibly breathe. “Now flip over and show him that tight little elven ass of yours.”
Valuri yanked the cock free, and just like she expected Serrane obediently flipped over onto her stomach atop the bedroll. She arched her back and stuck her ass straight up in the air, and she whimpered pitifully when the tip of the conjured phallus nudged inside her sopping quim. 
Shalassa’s tits, how is it even possible for any woman to be this wet and this tight at the same fucking time? Apparently Jorem was right about elf cunts…
“Oh, gods!” Valuri stammered when she finally slipped all the way inside. The sensations from the phallus had set her own quim ablaze, and every thrust felt like she was fucking a cunt and having her own cunt fucked simultaneously. If this was what Red experienced all the time with her silly collar, Valuri was going to have to figure out a way to get herself one of those, too. 
“Harder,” Serrane blubbered. “Please…”
Grinning, Valuri leaned forward until she could lick the elven woman’s pointed ear. “You like being prey, don’t you, slut?”
The ranger whimpered pitifully between thrusts. “Y-yes.”
“I bet your big, strong knight takes you like this all the time, doesn’t he?”
“Yes.”
“Do you beg him to hold you down?”
“Yes.”
“Do you beg him to hurt you?”
“Yes!”
Valuri grinned as she grabbed a thick clump of Serrane’s hair. “Well, you don’t have to beg me for anything, slut. I am a Huntress, and you are my prey. I take what I want…and right now, I want your perfect little ass.”
Slamming Serrane’s head into her bedroll, Valuri held the other woman down and shifted the magical phallus from her tight quim to her even tighter ass. The elf tried to thrash and wriggle away, but she was powerless against the might of a freshly-fed Senosi. 
“Take…it…all!” Valuri said through clenched teeth as she thrust the phallus all the way inside. Serrane squealed, half in pain and half in delight, as the Huntress began pounding her bowels into submission. 
Valuri cried out in joy, though it was taking every scrap of her willpower not to explode. She had always intuitively known that there was something extra special about fucking a woman in the ass. She had done it many times—and had it done to her many times—back in the Castarium with her Senosi sisters. But the sensations shooting through the phallus made everything even more intense. That, coupled with the fact that the Ranger-General of Highwind—one of the most beautiful and deadly women in the whole region—was a naked, quivering, suffocating mass beneath her…
“Fuck!” Valuri screamed, finally losing control. At the same instant her quim seized in climax, the magical phallus exploded. Volleys of thick, scalding seed showered over Serrane’s ass, back, and hair. Every splatter made her even lovelier, and when Valuri finally came down she rolled the elf back over and drizzled the last few droplets over her pretty face. 
“This thing should be illegal,” the Huntress said as she idly stroked the phallus. 
“It is,” Serrane breathed.  
“Oh, yeah…” Valuri said, snickering. “From the first moment I saw you in Icewatch, I just knew we’d get along. The bitchy ones are always the filthiest. I should know…”
Serrane, still panting, looked up at the throbbing phallus. “It’s…it’s still quite early.”
“Believe me, I know,” Valuri said, stroking the shaft and marveling that it never truly went flaccid. “We’re only just getting started.”
 
 



7
The Hatchery
 
By the time the first splinters of daylight cracked over the Shattered Peaks, Serrane Starwind was so sore she could barely move—and not because of the rocky ground she was sleeping on. Her cheeks actually flushed in embarrassment when she leaned up, partially because she felt negligent for not setting watch and partially because of what she had done last night. 
Or rather, what had been done to her last night. 
She winced when the cool mountain air blew across her naked flesh, and she dug through her pack for the healing salves to try and numb her sore muscles…and other parts. Her new partner, unsurprisingly, did not seem uncomfortable in the least. Valuri was lying face down on the bedroll, her raven hair spilled across her shoulders and back. The howling of the wind barely drowned out her snoring.
“Faarea,” Serrane muttered, rubbing the salve across her body. A part of her still couldn’t believe she had just spent the whole night underneath a woman she barely knew, but the rest of her was still basking in how amazing it had felt. Valuri had been absolutely ruthless in the best possible way…
Shaking her head, Serrane pushed the memories aside and gathered up her armor and equipment. Duty called once again, and if they wanted to reach this wyvern hatchery by nightfall they needed to get moving as soon as possible. 
“Come on,” she said, shaking the other woman’s shoulder. 
“Ughhhh…” Valuri groaned. “Shalassa’s tits, what time is it?”
“Time to move.”
“Gods, you sound just like Red.” The Huntress slowly rolled over onto her back, but her eyes remained fastened shut. “Look, why don’t you go ahead without me? I promise I’ll catchup.”
Serrane sighed. Why in the bloody hell am I always cursed with lovers who want to sleep in?
She considered a number of strategies ranging from dumping a waterskin over Valuri’s face to pushing apart her legs and eating her out, but the ranger settled on a third option she knew for a fact would work: she held out her arm, pricked herself with a knife, and drizzled the blood across the Huntress’s lips. 
Valuri’s reaction was so immediate it was almost horrifying: her eyes shot open, her tongue lapped up the blood, and the tattoos beneath her naked flesh blazed to life. Serrane pulled her arm away a moment later.
“Better?”
“Fuck,” Valuri rasped. “Not what I really wanted for breakfast, but if you insist…”
Without warning, the Huntress pounced atop Serrane and pinned her back against the ground. Her hands slipped beneath the elven woman’s armor and threatened to remove it again, and Serrane was seriously tempted to go limp and let Valuri use her body however she wanted. But then she thought about Julian and his mission and how many people were depending on them…
“We need to go,” she said as the Huntress frantically kissed and nibbled at her neck. “Seriously.”
Valuri slowly leaned back up, her eyes blazing hungrily. “A few extra minutes won’t hurt.”
“It might,” Serrane said, stretching up just enough to softly kiss the other woman’s lips. “Come on.”
The Huntress groaned and rolled over. “Amazons, generals…you’re all way too serious for your own good.”
Serrane chuckled softly and gathered the rest of her things. Thankfully Valuri was slightly less obstinate than Julian, at least insofar as mornings were concerned, and the two women were heading back up the rocky trail a few minutes later. This stretch of the journey was far more difficult than the first; within an hour they were already climbing more than they were walking. Thankfully Serrane knew these mountains even better than she knew the city, and they managed to avoid the most perilous cliffs and ascents while still making excellent time. 
They approached their final goal several hours before dusk, which almost made Serrane reconsider her decision to get started so early. But they were finally up high enough that she didn’t recognize the terrain, and thanks to the thinner air they needed to pause more and more frequently for her to catch her breath. After one final break, she was just about ready to push for the summit when her ears abruptly perked up. 
 “Get down.”
Valuri frowned from behind her. “What are—?”
“Get down!”
Serrane tackled the other woman onto a pile of rocks a split second before a shrill, bestial cry echoed down the face of the mountains. The shadow of a great winged beast surged across the nearby rocks, and the ranger pulled her cloak as tightly as she could over them while still craning her neck enough to track their enemy. Mercifully, the wyvern didn’t seem to have noticed them; it soared straight east back in the direction of Highwind, and after half a minute the beast completely vanished into the clouds. 
“Okay,” Valuri rasped as she rolled over. “I guess that means we’re here…and that this place is real.”
Serrane gulped down a long, slow breath and a channeled a spell to enhance her hearing even further than normal. The buffeting winds and crumbling rocks drowned out almost everything, but eventually she picked out the rattling of armor and clomping of heavy boots. 
“The camp must be over that ridge,” she said, pointing about a hundred feet above them and to the right. “There’s no way to know how many we’re dealing with from here.”
Valuri nodded and shielded her eyes against the orange rays of sunlight now splintering through the peaks on the western horizon. “Then we might as well wait for the cover of darkness. Approaching with this much light would be suicidal.”
“Agreed,” Serrane said, grabbing her own bow just in case. She couldn’t imagine that the enemy would bother deploying patrols along such a remote, jagged approach, but if another wyvern took off and happened to look down they might be in trouble. “That outcropping should be large enough to completely block us from view.”
The two women shimmied about a dozen yards to the side and hunkered beneath a particularly large stone awning. Between the rocks and their cloaks, they should have been practically invisible outside of point-blank range…but Serrane kept an arrow knocked on her bowstring just in case. 
“You know, if there actually is an army up there, I have no idea what we can do,” Valuri murmured while they waited. “Without a bunch of beasties to fly our own force up there…”
Serrane nodded and glanced down the cliff face below them. Even if Highwind could still field an army, soldiers would never be able to get up here. She and Valuri may have literally been the only hope of sabotaging the Inquisitrix’s war effort…
They resumed their climb the moment the sun finally set over the mountains, though they altered their approach to favor stealth over speed. The closer they got to the jagged ridge, the more voices Serrane could pick out on the other side. The faint light of multiple campfires flickered off stones ahead, and she started mentally revising her estimate of how many defenders they would find up here. Any fewer than fifty seemed careless, but any more than a hundred seemed wasteful. She really, really wished they’d had better intelligence than a single mark on a map.
Once they finally reached the ridgeline, Serrane signaled for Valuri to spread out so they could get a better view. The Huntress nodded after she had shuffled over a few steps, and both women lifted their weapons as they peered over the edge…
“Vinyathrim, caela sulil,” Serrane gasped as her eyes widened in horror. The area beyond the ridge was less of a plateau than a valley, complete with tall, shearing cliffs and a half a mile of interlocking snow-covered streams and small mesas. The area was undeniably gorgeous, especially when dappled in starlight. It was almost like the gods themselves had hidden away a tiny fragment of the ancient world beyond the reach of mortals. If the valley were empty, Serrane could have happily sat here marveling at its raw beauty all day. 
The problem was that it wasn’t empty. Not in the least. 
“Remember when I said the Inquisitrix wouldn’t waste a whole army defending a single base in the mountains?” Valuri asked. “Well, I was wrong. Jorem levels of wrong.”
Serrane slowly shook her head. There were definitely more men than she had expected—dozens upon dozens of tents were littered about the area, easily enough to support a whole battalion of soldiers. But the presence of an army was far less disturbing than the seemingly endless rows of wyverns lined up in rows behind them. 
“How is this possible?” Serrane whispered. “There must be a hundred of them out there…”
“Not counting the dozens already flying over Ostvara and gods know where else,” Valuri said. “This is insane. How long does it normally take for these things to mature?”
“Several years, at least, and the females only lay a few eggs at a time.”
The Huntress grimaced. “I don’t understand. Marcella would have had to start breeding these things not long after she conquered the city. I grew up in the Castrium—I would have heard about something like this.”
Serrane shrugged. “I suppose she could have found a clutch of eggs somewhere, but even then it doesn’t seem possible to have bred so many…”
She sat there in horrified silence, a thousand separate visions of Highwind’s fiery destruction flashing through her mind. Even without riders, a handful of these beasts would have been a serious threat to the city. A hundred of them might as well have been the heralds of the apocalypse. 
“Well, I may have the smallest amount of good news,” Valuri said as she carefully squinted through a spyglass. “The Inquisitrix doesn’t have anywhere near enough of these new channelers to ride in the saddle of every wyvern.”
Serrane frowned. “How can you possibly know that? Can you sense their magic all the way up here?”
“Not even close. Even if they were actual sorcerers I couldn’t sense them from this far away.” 
“Then how—?”
“Two reasons,” Valuri said as she adjusted the spyglass and panned it across the length of the enemy camp. “First, only a few of the idiots down there are wearing the colors of these ‘Knights of the Crimson Flame’ we encountered in Riverbend. I doubt there are more walking around incognito.”
Serrane nodded. “And the second?”
“If she had a hundred channelers at her disposal, Marcella wouldn’t have bothered stockpiling an entire vault full of oil. Look.”
Valuri offered Serrane the spyglass, but the elf shooed it away and squinted instead. The campfires and torches spread throughout the valley had actually masked the one darkened area a few hundred yards down the cliff to their right. Once her eyes adjusted, she spotted the shadowy silhouettes of men hauling barrels into a wide-mouthed stone cavern. 
“How do you know they’re carrying oil?” she asked. 
“Because there are a couple of especially brutish guards making sure no one gets a torch within a hundred feet of the entrance,” Valuri said. “It’s also reminiscent of Ayrael’s strategy back at Icewatch. Except instead of dropping hordes of Roskarim berserkers over the walls, these assholes plan to drop oil.”
“At which point the channelers among them could ignite the spills,” Serrane reasoned, her stomach clenching so tight she almost wretched. “They could burn the whole damn city to the ground.”
Valuri nodded solemnly. “If I recall correctly, the orcs tried something similar during the Winter War. They catapulted barrels over the walls and then tried to ignite the pools with arrows and magic.”
Serrane pursed her lips. “I remember reading about that in General Hastien’s journals. He sent his rangers out into the enemy ranks to sabotage the catapults before the flames spread. Most of them didn’t make it back.”
“Well, if we try going down there we won’t be coming back, either,” Valuri muttered. “I don’t mind an uphill battle, but I draw the line when I’m outnumbered two hundred to one.”
“Le’thos,” Serrane hissed, slumping back behind the ridge and running a hand back through her hair. “They won’t even need to burn the whole city. If they set fire to enough buildings, panic and fear will do their jobs for them. The Council will be forced to surrender.”
“A woman who sees herself as a living god obviously has ambitions beyond conquering one city-state,” Valuri said. “Torching a few buildings and forcing surrender will leave Marcella’s armies almost completely intact.”
Serrane closed her eyes and swallowed the bitter lump in her throat. More than ever, she wished that Julian were here…
“I’m not sure what else we can possibly learn from this vantage point,” Valuri said after a minute. “We might as well start heading back. If we reach flat ground before—”
“I’m not going anywhere,” Serrane said. “Not until I’ve at least figured out a way to slow them down.”
Valuri turned and stared blankly at her. “Slow them down? There are a hundred bloody wyverns down there!”
“And we have to figure out a way to keep them grounded. That’s the whole reason we came up here.”
“No, the reason we came up here was to scout out this hatchery. I never volunteered for a suicide mission.”
Serrane glared at the other woman. “I almost forgot that you were a mercenary.”
“Oh, don’t even start with that sanctimonious bullshit,” Valuri grumbled. “I have far more reasons to hate the Inquisitrix than you do, honey. I’m just not interested in throwing my life away for no reason, especially not while my tits and ass are still this young and firm.”
“We don’t need to kill all those wyverns,” Serrane said. “We just need to delay whatever the Inquisitrix is planning long enough for Julian and Tahira to get back to the city.”
Valuri snorted. “I don’t care how tall, dark, and handsome this guy is, one silly little paladin isn’t going to win this war.”
“If he’s able to muster allies at the Silver Tower, we’ll have a fighting chance,” Serrane insisted. “In sufficient numbers, the knights are capable of channeling a powerful barrier—one large enough to shield entire sections of the city.”
“Wait, what?”
“The technique hasn’t been used since the Winter War, but it could help hold off the wyverns,” Serrane said. “At the very least, we’ll force the Inquisitrix to commit more of her soldiers. She’ll have to take the city the old-fashioned way, and that will buy us even more time.”
Valuri paused for a moment and glanced back over the lip of the ridge. “You said yourself that you aren’t sure if he can actually convince anyone to help. And what if this Eternal Priestess isn’t up to the task?”
“Then Highwind is doomed anyway, and your former mistress will have even more power at her disposal. But it won’t come to that. Julian will figure out a way to make it work, I promise.”
Serrane could feel the other woman’s green eyes boring into the side of her head, searching for any signs of weakness or doubt. There were plenty, but none of them had anything to do with Julian. Somehow, he would get the job done. Serrane was absolutely certain of it. 
“You really are as crazy as Red,” Valuri muttered. “Okay, let’s assume your paladin boy toy really does return to the city with an army of knights. I still have no idea what we could possibly do to help.”
Serrane pursed her lips and studied the camp again. “We may not be able to kill all the wyverns, but what about their oil?”
“What about it? There’s still an army of soldiers between us and that cave.”
“We don’t need to get into it—we just need to open it up long enough for me to line up a shot.”
Valuri arched a black eyebrow. “How big of an explosion can you make?”
“Big enough,” Serrane said. “I just need to get within a few hundred yards.”
“In this wind? Are you kidding?”
“I’ve made harder shots before. I just need someone to open the vault door for a few seconds.”
Valuri groaned and squinted back down into the shadows. “Well, no one else seems to be hauling barrels, and I doubt they’re going to mess with it any more now that it’s dark.”
Serrane shrugged. “Maybe not, but one of those guards probably has a key.”
“You mean one of those guys standing within shouting distance of a hundred soldiers?”
“Aren’t you a professional assassin?”
“I was a professional assassin,” Valuri corrected. “Now I’m…fuck, I don’t even know.”
“If you think you can make the shot, I’ll gladly take care of the guards and open the door for you instead.”
“For one, my crossbow bolts don’t explode. For two, those cute little elven arms of yours won’t be able to open that giant stone door without help.”
“Then I guess we’re lucky that my arrows do explode and that your cute little Senosi arms could rip that door off its hinges.”
Valuri’s face soured. “I walked right into that one, didn’t I?”
Serrane grinned. “If we can creep down this incline without being spotted, I can take up position there by that boulder. It should be close enough to cover you and hit that vault.”
“So all I have to do is sneak around a whole army and kill a dozen guards without being spotted,” Valuri muttered. “That’s great. Just great.”
“We might as well wait a few more hours so more of the men are asleep. I’d like to wait even longer, but it would be nice to have darkness to cover our escape too.”
“I like that you think there’s going to be an escape.” Valuri took a deep breath and nodded. “All right, let’s wait a bit. We might as well plan as much as possible before everything inevitably goes to shit…”
 
***
 
The sweet scent of cooking fires eventually wafted over the ridge, and most of the soldiers in the war camp ate, sang, and otherwise relaxed for the evening. The wyverns ate too, though that was far more revolting to watch. Valuri genuinely wondered how these idiots were ferrying enough livestock up into the mountains to sustain so many beasts. Perhaps the Shattered Peaks had far more mountain goats than she had realized. 
A few hours later, after the fires had simmered down to their embers and the men had shuffled into their tents, Valuri and Serrane finally decided to make their move. It was stupid, it was reckless, and it was almost certainly suicidal…but it was also probably their only real shot of accomplishing anything up here. Valuri still had her doubts about this new Conduit and the Knights of the Silver Fist, and if she’d had her way they would have already been halfway down the mountain. But Serrane had that same crazy glint in her eye as Kaseya—the one that said she was going to try this whether she got help or not—and Valuri was apparently a sucker for a lost cause. Or maybe she just couldn’t resist the temptation of the wild victory sex they would have if they survived…
“All right, let’s do this,” Valuri said, checking her crossbow cartridge for the fiftieth time in the past ten minutes. 
“Don’t you need to feed first?” Serrane asked. 
The Huntress bit down on her lower lip. “If you want me to tug open that door by myself, definitely.”
The general nodded and pushed aside her hood enough to expose the soft, flawless skin on her neck. “Then take what you need and let’s get moving.”
Valuri paused for a moment before she leaned in and extended the tip of her wrist blade. She had been resisting the urge to suggest this for a while, mostly because she didn’t know if she could control her hunger. The instant that first drop of sorcerous blood touched her tongue, she would just want to tackle Serrane and repeat last night’s festivities over and over until the sun came up. For some reason, the thought of climbing between a gorgeous elven woman’s legs was far more appealing than fighting off a whole army.
“Hold still,” Valuri said, gently nicking Serrane’s neck. A few tiny beads of blood hemorrhaged from the wound, and the Huntress quickly leaned in and licked them up. Unsurprisingly, her prediction instantly came true: her hunger flared out of control, and her quim became a sopping mess. When her arm wrapped around the elf’s bare, slender waist, Valuri could feel Serrane struggling to resist her own pangs of desire…
“That’s enough,” the general said, clearing her throat and pushing the other woman away. She channeled a quick healing spell into her neck, but she kept her eyes closed and visibly braced herself against temptation. Apparently her sense of duty was strong enough to overpower her lust. 
Valuri wasn’t so lucky, mostly because she didn’t have a sense of duty. As the vatari crystals in her flesh fed, her ravenous Senosi hunger quickly spiraled out of control. It certainly didn’t help that her tattoos were now growing brightly enough to bathe the elven woman’s perfect body in green light. Her smooth stomach, her tantalizing cleavage, her sparkling blue eyes…

“Fuck,” Valuri said, stumbling backwards and clutching the nearby rocks so hard they shattered in her grip. “Gods, you are so unbelievably delicious…”
“If we get out of here, you can feed all you want,” Serrane said, smiling. “I know all the best spots in the mountains, I promise.”
Valuri grimaced. “I’ll hold you to that,” she murmured. “Here goes nothing…”
One by one the women hopped over the jagged ridgeline and began carefully creeping down the other side. The terrain was loose and gravelly enough that they couldn’t have sprinted even if they had wanted to, but they also didn’t want to trigger a loud landslide. Valuri watched her steps as carefully as she could, more thankful than ever that her Senosi powers allowed her to see almost as well in darkness as daylight. All told, it probably took them at least five minutes before they reached the boulder Serrane had chosen for her sniper’s perch. 
“Getting out of here is going to be fun,” Valuri muttered as they crouched behind cover. “Do you have any idea how hard it’s going to be to climb back up that hill?”
“If everything goes as planned, they’ll be so distracted we’ll have plenty of time to escape,” Serrane said, calmly nocking an arrow to her bowstring. “I’ll cover you as best I can from here. Try not to attack anyone until you’re close to the cave door.”
Valuri nodded and swallowed, her mind flashing back to when she, Red, and Jorem had sabotaged the Roskarim catapults before the battle at Icewatch. At least then they’d had the option of running back to the walls of the fortress. Here…well, here they had nothing.
“Caro lle ilindyth thand,
desh'iriai,” Serrane whispered. 
“I assume that means ‘good luck’ or something,” Valuri muttered. “I suppose it’s now or never…”
Taking a final deep breath, the Huntress crouched low and dashed across the rocky ground towards the mouth of the cave. There weren’t any tents between her and her target, thankfully, but there were plenty of stacked equipment crates she was able to use for temporary cover. All things considered, this definitely wasn’t the most difficult stealth approach she’d ever had to make; between the darkness and the wind an amateur probably could have gotten reasonably close without being spotted. With every step she became more convinced that the real challenge here was going to be the escape.
Don’t get ahead of yourself. One obstacle at a time, otherwise you’ll get sloppy and make a stupid mistake. 
Her Senosi instructors had all been unrepentant cunts ninety-five percent of the time, but they had been good at their jobs. Their old warnings had just popped into Valuri’s head when she spotted a patrol of three soldiers passing in front of the cave. 
Diving behind a cluster of rubble, she flattened herself as low as she could and readied her crossbow. Killing them wouldn’t be a problem—killing them quietly and hiding the bodies before another patrol stumbled this way was another matter entirely. Valuri held her breath as they approached, mentally plotting out her plan of attack as their footfalls drew closer and closer…
The soft but unmistakable whistle of an arrow cut through the air a split second before she heard a suit of heavy armor thud against the ground. Valuri froze in place for a moment, but then she heard a second whistle and a second thud. Confused, she popped up out of cover and gasped when she saw two of the patrollers lying dead in a pile, arrows jutting out of their helmets. The third soldier had just turned and spotted his companions, and he swore viciously under his breath—
Valuri lifted her crossbow and shot him before her mind could fully process what was going on. He staggered backwards, his lungs unable to muster the air to scream as they filled with blood, and he glanced up at her in horror for a fraction of a second before a third and final arrow put him out of his misery. 
The mountain wind whipped across the corpses and ruffled their tabards, but Valuri didn’t detect any other movement nearby. She was already far enough away that she couldn’t even see Serrane, which made this whole thing even more unbelievable. How in the bloody hell could anyone make those shots in the dark with this much wind?
She said she would try and cover you. Apparently she wasn’t fucking around.
Shaking her head in disbelief, Valuri quickly grabbed the corpses and hauled them behind her cover. The bodies were heavy, especially when covered by fifty pounds of steel, but in her freshly-fed state they felt as light as straw. Once they were hidden, the Huntress continued her approach. The hourglass had officially tipped over—it was only a matter of time before someone noticed that the patrol had vanished. 
Valuri crept through the shadows towards the mouth of the cave, her eyes scanning the area for any signs of movement. She pressed herself flat against the side of the rock wall when she finally arrived, then dropped into a crouch and pivoted out of cover to study the actual door. The cave mouth was natural, but the slab sealing it shut was not—the smooth stone surface had obviously been shaped by magic. She didn’t see any obvious handholds or locks, either; this was clearly meant to be more of a wall than a door. Only the channeler who had shaped the rock in the first place was meant to be able to open it. 
They really are paranoid about protecting this. The oil must be even more explosive than normal. 
Frowning, Valuri glanced down at her new wrist blade. Silver was far too soft to function as a pry bar, unfortunately, though even if it had been made out of steel she wasn’t sure it would work. Bashing in the rocks the old-fashioned way was another option, but that would obviously make a ton of noise and draw half the camp down on top of her…
“What the bloody hell…?”
Valuri’s head whipped around as another trio of soldiers materialized out of the shadows about a hundred feet to her left. They hadn’t spotted the bodies, thank the gods, but they had apparently noticed the splatters of fresh blood on the ground. She only had a few seconds to silence them before this whole plan went to shit…
Lifting her crossbow, she took aim and fired as quickly as the repeating cartridge would allow. The first bolt struck one man in the back, flattening him to the ground, while the follow-up struck his friend in the arm. One of Serrane’s arrows streaked in a fraction of a second later to finish the man off, and the third soldier—
The third soldier didn’t go down so easily. 
Valuri knew they had a problem when the man blocked her bolt with his shield, and she knew they had an even bigger problem when he whirled around and blocked Serrane’s follow-up arrow a heartbeat later. He thrust out his free hand as he crouched low, and a glimmering suit of spell armor materialized around his upper body. Even if it weren’t dark, the mantle of energy would have been almost blinding. 
“Intruders!” the man yelled. “We are under attack!”
Valuri hissed through her teeth. His voice had probably carried halfway across the camp even with the wind, and anyone who wasn’t already asleep had surely seen his radiant spell armor anyway. Apparently tipping the hourglass had been pointless because the fucking thing had been empty all along… 
“Fuck,” she snarled, unloading the rest of her cartridge. She needn’t have bothered—the man blocked every shot with his shield or barrier even while he drew his sword and rushed straight at her. Judging from his armor and spells this must have been another of these “Knights of the Crimson Flame” Jorem had fought back in Riverbend. Sadly, Valuri couldn’t breathe fire and roast him.
But she also didn’t need to. Tossing aside her crossbow, she extended her wrist blade and met the knight head-on. She caught his sword mid-slash, showering the air with sparks, and thanks to her superior strength and speed she had no trouble pushing him away and kicking him in the chest. Sharpened or not, her heel couldn’t quite pierce his barrier and armor combined, but the force of the impact still hurled him backwards into side of the mountain near the mouth of the cave. 
“How…?” he wheezed as he brought himself to his feet. She could see his eyes widen beneath his helmet, first in disbelief that a woman half his size could overpower him and then in terror when he recognized her for what she was. 
“You must be the latest goon in Marcella’s arsenal, huh?” Valuri said. “Sorry, I’m not impressed.”
“Traitor!” the man snarled, leaping right back at her. He obviously knew how to handle a blade—even with her physical advantage he managed to drive her back several feet. Perhaps he had been a mercenary or a member of the Ravenguard who had been promoted. 
Either way, it made little difference. Channelers were still her prey no matter how many layers of armor they hid behind. Valuri waited patiently for him to make a mistake, and the instant he overextended she slapped the sword from his grip, swept out the back of his legs, and speared her blade through his chest. 
“Sorry you had to learn the hard way, kid,” Valuri said as blood frothed from the dying man’s mouth. “But no matter what armor and titles your bitch of a mistress gives you, the Senosi are still the queens of Vorsalos.”
“You’ve no idea how right you are.”
Valuri glanced upwards just in time to see a shadowy figure leap down from the rocky arch above the vault and fire a crossbow in mid-air. The bolt struck the Huntress in the shoulder so hard she whirled a hundred-eighty degrees before she hit the ground. Her head spun and her flesh screamed, but she knew she had to keep moving. Despite the pain, she was already rolling to the side before a second and third shot struck the ground nearby. 
“I see you haven’t lost your edge after all. Good. But the real question is where you’re hiding that sorcerer of yours…”
Valuri didn’t bounce back to her feet until she had rolled behind a boulder for a cover. Staying low, she ripped the bolt out of her shoulder and tried not to scream. “He’s right over here,” she hissed, digging her fingers into the rock. “Come on over and take a look.”
“Did you seriously believe you could destroy this whole camp yourself? I always knew you were an arrogant cunt. Honestly, I used to respect you for it.”
Valuri frowned. The shadowy figure was clad in the familiar skin-tight leather of another Huntress, but her red hood concealed her full identity until she stepped closer. The woman’s face had been burned so badly even her Senosi regeneration hadn’t fully repaired her flesh, but her eyes were as dark and intense as ever.   
“I assume that amazon of yours must be here as well,” Lasille said. “I can’t wait to feed upon her, too…”
Valuri hissed. “Maybe you should worry about putting on some more makeup first. You know, to get some color back in those melted cheeks.”
“When I feed off your little harem, I’ll have more than enough power to repair the damage. Sadly, you won’t be so lucky. The Inquisitrix will hang you by your tits right in the public square.”
“Sorry, the girls don’t give free shows,” Valuri said, checking the cartridge on her crossbow. “But I’ll make sure to—”
A sudden explosion shook the air, followed promptly by the screams of burning, terrified men. Valuri turned and watched as Serrane loosed a barrage of magical arrows into the camp, detonating supply carts and igniting tents in a calculated attempt to sow as much chaos as possible. 
In other words, now that stealth and subterfuge had failed, the general had apparently fallen back on the contingency plan they had never made, otherwise known as “blow as much shit up as possible to buy us time to escape.” Valuri doubted the confusion would last for long, but it was better than nothing. All she had to do was kill an old friend who should have already been dead.

“That’s not your sorcerer,” Lasille said, her glowing eyes narrowing. “You came here with the elf general, didn’t you?”
“Surprise!” Valuri said, popping out of cover and firing. Lasille flipped away, easily dodging the first two bolts, but the third struck her in the arm and knocked her own crossbow from her grip. Valuri didn’t hesitate; she unsheathed her wrist-blade and charged. Lasille deflected the first slash with her claws, and soon the two women were madly slashing and swiping for each other’s throats. 
 They were so similar in size, strength, and training that every move was essentially a mirror of the other. The problem was that all Lasille had to do was stall…and she knew it.
“Marcella will want me to keep you alive until we’re back in the Castarium,” Lasille said, grabbing Valuri’s wrists and holding her in place. “I promise you: before this night is over, every man in this camp will have had his cock buried in your ass.”
“Then you better get a thicker hood,” Valuri snarled. “Otherwise they might accidentally look at your face and shrivel up.”
She kicked the other woman backwards and vaulted a few yards away to catch her breath. Serrane was still launching arrows into the camp, but it was only a matter of time before the army swarmed over her…
 “When I bring the Inquisitrix your treacherous head, she will give me the elf cunt as a reward,” Lasille said. “I will drag her through the streets until every wretch in Highwind sees their Ranger-General on a leash…and there is nothing you can do to stop me.”
Valuri grimaced as she glanced over to the vault door and the oil stored within. “I guess we’re about to find out.”
 
***
 
“Vinayathrim sana lle!” Serrane hissed as she fired yet another fiery arrow into the camp. The stacked crates exploded on impact, showering the nearby tents with enough flaming debris to ignite the fur and linen. After half a dozen shots the once disparate puffs of smoke had merged into a single black cloud, and as long as she kept shuffling positions she was reasonably safe from a direct counterattack. 
For the moment, at least. But her arms were already tingling uncomfortably from Aetheric backlash, and it was only a matter of time before the enemy organized a defense and tracked her down. She had used almost this exact same tactic back in the north to scatter the Roskarim horde, but these soldiers were far better trained—and far better provisioned—than a horde of near-starving barbarians. If Valuri couldn’t figure out a way to get that vault open soon…
Serrane snarled and dashed towards another rocky outcropping for cover. Between the darkness and the smoke, she could barely make out the Senosi Huntresses dueling by the cavern vault. Even if the elf could have seen them, the women were moving far too quickly to shoot; their bodies were little more than a blur of leather and steel. In theory, Valuri could still prevail and open the door, but the odds of her succeeding in time were diminishing by the second. Serrane needed to figure out some way of opening it herself…
Swearing viciously under her breath, she rolled out of cover and conjured another arrow to her bowstring. One of the night guards had mounted his horse and started charging her position, but he didn’t actually spot her until it was too late. The arrow struck the ground in front of him before it burst into flame, startling his horse so badly it bucked him from the saddle and charged in the opposite direction. 
There has to be something you can do. There has to be some way to…
She bit down on her lip and crouched as several other horses squealed in protest near the raging fires. Back in the Roskarim camp, she had used the Aether to manipulate the minds of their wolves, stirring the beasts into a frenzy against their own masters. She could easily do the same with the mounts here, assuming she could reach the stables. Horses wouldn’t be quite as terrifying as wolves, obviously, but the chaos could still buy her a little more time. 
Grimacing, Serrane vaulted back out of cover and sprinted directly into the camp. She fired as she ran, shooting normal arrows at individual soldiers and magical ones at groups. She was only about thirty yards from the stables when she saw one of the enemy riders attempting to mount a chained wyvern to her left, but the beast clearly wasn’t interested. It smacked the soldier with its venomous tail and roared in protest. Apparently these fools didn’t have total control over their mounts after all. Perhaps the channelers were using some kind of spell to—
Some kind of spell. 
Serrane froze in place and stared into wyvern’s yellow reptilian eyes. The beast snarled and bared its massive fangs when it noticed her, and its barbed tail twitched back and forth like an angry cat. Her decades of ranger training had taught her how to understand and control the creatures of the forest, from mighty bears to cunning owls, but wyverns were far more intelligent than normal animals. Still, perhaps the basic principles were the same…
“It’s all right,” she said, taking a step forward and holding out her hand. “You want to get out of here as badly as I do, don’t you?”
The shouts of the approaching soldiers grew louder and louder, but Serrane forced herself to concentrate solely on the wyvern. Reaching out to the Aether, she gently touched its mind the same way she would any other beast. She could feel its fear and rage swirling together, driving it to attack. Its emotions were more complicated than a horse or wolf, but the fundamental impulses were the same as any creature. It wanted food, safety…and freedom. 
“I can help you,” Serrane said, keeping her hand extended. “I’m not like the others. I won’t harm you or chain you. I want to set you free.”
She had stepped into stinger range now, but didn’t allow herself to tense up. At this point she already committed—the soldiers were only seconds away, and if this didn’t work she was dead regardless. Her only hope was to stay calm and focused.
“That’s right, I’m not your enemy,” she soothed, creeping within a foot of the creature’s horned, scaly skull. Its eyes were still dilated, and she could feel its confusion threatening to transform back into fear. Closing her eyes, she continued massaging its mind with the Aether as she would any other beast. It grew calmer and calmer with every second…
“Fire!”
Her eyes snapped open as she heard the twang of bowstrings. The wyvern roared the instant her spell broke, and Serrane spun around in anticipation of a dozen arrows piercing her flesh—
Only to freeze in shock when the wyvern abruptly thrust its massive wing in front of her, shielding her from the barrage. Most of the arrows deflected harmlessly off its scales, but a few pierced the skin. The beast roared and lashed out in equal parts pain and anger, slamming the wing into the wall of soldiers and pummeling them backwards. The creature’s head swiveled back to Serrane, its yellow eyes narrowing dangerously. The creature may have lacked the ability to speak, but she could sense its desires through the Aether as clearly as ever. It wanted exactly one thing, and it was convinced that she was the only one who could give it to him. 
Freedom. 
“Hang on,” Serrane said, rolling into a crouch and hoisting up her bow. Another magical arrow materialized on the string, and she fired near—but not at—the soldiers as they struggled to regain their footing. The explosive blast unearthed a veritable tidal wave of dirt and debris, knocking them even further backwards and buying her a few more seconds of cover. She then turned to the shackles holding the wyvern in place, and she drew one of her blades and slashed the steel chains one after another. The beast roared its approval, but it didn’t instantly leap into the sky—it crouched down and lowered its wing in front of her. 
Smiling, Serrane vaulted up into the saddle. The wyvern took off so suddenly, so explosively, that she absolutely would have fallen off without the straps holding her in place, and she still had to grab the reins and hold on for dear life when its wings began flapping in earnest. Her eyes burned from the wind and the smoke, but she forced herself to squint and stay focused on the battlefield. More clusters of soldiers were now scrambling for their weapons, some still in their skivvies from sleeping, but a wave of terror quickly cascaded over the camp when they realized what was happening.
She let out a triumphant howl as the wyvern surged across the camp. The rush of wind on her face was exhilarating, and under different circumstances she would have gladly flown across the entire length of the Shattered Peaks. But as easy as it would have been to bank down the edge of the mountains and head straight for Highwind, she wasn’t willing to leave just yet. 
“We need to head back,” she said, tugging on the reins and trying once again to massage the wyvern’s mind with the Aether. “My friend needs our help…do you understand?”
For a few stomach-clenching heartbeats, Serrane feared the creature would snap free of her influence. If it decided to keep flying, there was absolutely nothing she could do to stop it. She would have abandoned Valuri and done virtually nothing to stall the coming attack…
But mercifully, the wyvern unleashed a stalwart roar as it lowered its wing and banked back around towards the camp. Serrane squeezed her thighs together to hold as steady as she could, and the moment they dipped beneath the smoke she began nocking and firing arrows at anything that moved. Shooting accurately at this speed was almost impossible, but her wild barrage still pelted several potential riders as they attempted to mount wyverns of their own. 
“We just need to land for a few seconds,” Serrane promised the beast. “Then we’ll get the hell out of here, I promise.”
 
***
 
Valuri crashed into the pike of jagged rocks so hard she was lucky she didn’t get impaled. The force of the impact still popped her shoulder out of its socket, however, and she screeched in agony even as she rolled and stumbled back to her feet. At this rate she was going to need another meal or two just to recover. Her left thigh was still burning from three wicked slashes, and her right eye was half swollen shut from a kick to the face. Her only saving grace was that Lasille wasn’t in any better shape.
“You’ve lost a step,” Lasille sneered, her bloody claws glinting in the moonlight. “And here I thought that amazon cunt of yours would have taught you a few tricks.”
“Oh, she did,” Valuri said, biting down on her lip as she punched her shoulder back into place. “Allow me to demonstrate.”
She charged back in, and once again the two women became a blur of steel and leather. Valuri’s blade gave her an edge in reach, but her gimped arm had become a serious liability. She had no idea how much longer she could keep this up…though at this point, it didn’t really matter. With Serrane flying out of here on the back of a wyvern (how in the bloody hell had she pulled that off?), Valuri was alone and out of options. At least being gutted by Lasille would be a far cleaner death than Marcella would give her back in the Castarium…
“Your general won’t escape me for long,” Lasille hissed as they grappled with their blades barely an inch from one another’s throats. “She can fly back to Highwind. She can fly halfway across the world! I promise you that wherever she goes, I will find her…and I will break her.”
Valuri snarled defiantly, but she couldn’t wrench her wrist blade free of Lasille’s claws. The two women remained locked together in a pure battle of strength, but inch by inch Valuri was losing ground…
And then the world exploded. A wave of magical fire crashed over them, followed swiftly by a thundering shockwave that knocked both women from their feet. When Valuri’s head finally stopped ringing she spotted a wyvern strafe by overhead, Serrane firing arrow after arrow from its back. 
“What?” Lasille hissed, madly trying to pop her own shoulder back into place. 
Valuri smiled. “What do you know? Making friends and not being a bitch all the time actually paid off for once…”
Lasille’s eyes gaped wide as the Ranger-General unloaded another barrage at the camp before the wyvern abruptly whirled around and banked straight for the vault. The other Huntress tried to hop back to her feet, but thanks to her injuries she stumbled for a fraction of a second…
It was more than enough. 
Lunging forward, Valuri drove her knee straight into Lasille’s gut, pushed her away, and then kicked her right in the cunt. The other Huntress yelped and nearly fell over, but to her credit she still didn’t give up. She slashed wildly with her claws, forcing Valuri to parry over and over with her wrist blade until she was almost out of space…
At which point Serrane’s wyvern landed almost on top of them, showering the area with dust and debris. Lasille snarled and braced herself as if she were about to pounce right up into the saddle—
She never had the chance. The wyvern whirled around and smashed the Huntress with its tail, throwing her body so far away she actually vanished in the darkness. 
“Hop on,” Serrane said, leaning down and stretching out her hand. “We need to move!”
Valuri recoiled from the beast. “Are you fucking kidding?”
“It’s the only way out. Come on!”
Grimacing, the Huntress glanced back to the vault. “What about the oil?”
“There’s no time. We’ll just have to—”
“Can you freeze things or just burn them?”
Serrane blinked. “What?”
“Can you fire a freezing arrow at the lock?” 
The ranger nodded. “I can, but—”
“Then do it,” Valuri said. “And let’s finish this.”
The Huntress back towards the vault, fully aware of the army bearing down upon them. Serrane fired a blue arrow right past her head, and it coated the locking plate in a thin sheen of magical ice. Valuri had no idea how much the cold would actually weaken the metal, but it was the only chance they had. 
Screaming in exertion, the Huntress grabbed the handle and pulled as hard as she could. The metal groaned and the stone rumbled, but even with her Senosi strength it didn’t seem to want to budge. She pulled harder and harder, mentally conjuring up the most infuriating things she could imagine to fuel her rage. The Inquisitrix, the Castarium, her childhood, the fact that Jorem always seem to get whatever woman he wanted…
“Argh!” she cried out as the lock finally popped free. The stone door slowly swung open, revealing an even larger cache of oil barrels than she had expected. There had to be enough here to torch every city in the Northern Reaches.
“Valuri!” Serrane cried out. “Move!”
The Huntress didn’t need to be told twice. Whirling back to her feet, she sprinted towards the wyvern and vaulted up onto its back. The saddle didn’t seem designed for two riders, so she clutched onto Serrrane’s waist and held on for dear life. 
“Do it!”
The wyvern roared as it launched back into the air, and Valuri nearly puked up the lunch she hadn’t eaten when the beast abruptly changed course and picked up speed. Several other riders had taken to the sky behind them, their hands flashing with magical energy even in the darkness. 
“Shit,” Valuri hissed. “How the hell do we outrun them?”
“We don’t,” Serrane called back. Drawing her bow one last time, the ranger conjured yet another flaming arrow to the string. “We give ourselves cover instead.”
She fired. The arrow streaked down to the vault and vanished into the darkness of the open door. For a long heartbeat nothing happened, and Valuri wondered if Serrane had somehow missed…
And that was when the world actually exploded. The entire cave detonated in a single, glorious fireball, and the explosion was so loud Valuri almost let go of her handhold to cover her ears. The wyvern abruptly dove down the side of the mountain as if it were racing to escape the inevitable shockwave, but their pursuers won’t so lucky. Their mounts were completely engulfed by the smoke, flames, and debris, and even when the thunderous rumble finally faded there was no sight of them. 
“I’ll be damned,” Valuri rasped, squinting as the cold air blasted across her face. “We’re not dead.”
“Not yet, anyway.”
“So what the hell do we do now?”
“We get back to Highwind,” Serrane told her. “Because I have a feeling that the real war is about to begin.”
 
 
 
 



8
The Dragon Unleashed
 
“Unleash the dragon,” Jorem whispered, echoing Selvhara’s words from a moment earlier. 
“I know what we need to do,” the druid told him. “I was right all along. The dragon blood isn’t as different from lycanthropy as most scholars believe.” 
Jorem braced himself against the bookshelf, still breathless and bewitched by the sight of the two beautiful women on their knees in front of him. His cock had barely even wilted despite how much seed he had just pumped down Selvhara’s throat, though the rest of his body already wanted to take a nap. 
“Let me get this straight,” he said, holding up his hand, “you give me a second blowjob and suddenly you think you’ve figured out the whole mystery?”
“Your seed has always contained the answers I required,” Selvhara said. “These books simply told me where I needed to look.”
“Uh huh,” he muttered, shaking his head. This whole situation still seemed patently absurd on so many levels, but as usual their new tagalong seemed convinced about what she was saying. Then again, so did most lunatics. 
“Imagine that your heritage—your blood legacy—is a river flowing between the past and the future,” Selvhara said. “We simply need to clear away the detritus obstructing the flow.”
“What, like eating spicy food? Because there are plenty of places we could have done that in Highwind.”
“There are rituals for such things,” she replied, standing and turning back to the open books on the table. “But I believe I can mimic their effects with another potion. “
Jorem grunted. “How did I know you were going to say that…?”
He watched her work while he recovered, still mesmerized by her sleek, slender body. As usual, she seemed utterly oblivious to her own nakedness…but he wasn’t so lucky. His cock was already stiffening again at the thought of exploring her slick, tight elven quim…
Jorem cleared his throat and wiped his hand across his face. He would never understand why or how the multiverse had conspired to give him—a man with no discernable willpower and an insatiable libido—so many awesome and terrible gifts. The fact that he of all people could channel the Aether was all the evidence anyone should need that the gods were truly dead. 
“Are you all right?” Kaseya asked. He hadn’t even realized she had gotten up and shuffled over to him. 
“I’m fine,” he told her. “But sometimes this all just feels so incredibly…surreal. I can’t believe we’re actually standing in a drow city. And I really can’t believe that a blowjob taught someone how to brew a potion…”
The amazon smiled and shrugged. “It is how we first met…and bonded.”
“True,” Jorem conceded. 
“It taught me that you were my Maskari. Now and forever.”
She leaned in and kissed him. His hands clasped around her back, and for a single perfect moment they were completely calm, safe, and content. The world wasn’t on fire, and they weren’t stuck in the middle of an underground city. Everything made sense. 
Kaseya eventually pulled away and leaned into his ear. “Whatever happens with this potion of hers, I definitely think Selvhara can teach me a few things.”
“You don’t need any help,” Jorem assured her. 
She shrugged. “I’ve told you before—I am a warrior, and a warrior always seeks to perfect her technique.”
He grinned. “When are you planning to practice?”
“The instant we get out of here,” Kaseya told him. “Every single morning…”
She leaned in and kissed him again, and he was seriously tempted to pick her up, carry her over to the table, and fuck her right then and there. If they had been alone, that was exactly what he would have done. Though it wasn’t as if Selvhara was likely to mind…
Kaseya eventually pulled away, and she took a few steps backwards to brace herself against the edge of the table as if she were taunting him. She lifted up the leather flaps of her skirt and then her leg—
“Curious,” Selvhara mumbled, her brow furrowing intently as she flipped through more of the pages. She seemed utterly obvious to anything around her. 
“What’s curious?” Jorem asked. He shuffled over and gently pushed Kaseya’s knees together, triggering a playful frown in return. 
“This particular book actually mentions the Dal’Rethi Blade Dancers and their bonding collars,” the druid said. “The items were a powerful tool…if we had another one, I likely could have used it to help guide your progress.”
Jorem examined the faintly glowing ruby within Kaseya’s collar. “I guess that makes sense.”
Selvhara finally glanced up from her book. “Do you think it would be possible for me to…borrow it?”
Kaseya’s eyes narrowed. “What?”
“If Jorem put it on me for a time, I could use its power to—”
“Absolutely not,” the amazon said. “The tan’ratha is not a toy to be shared.”
“I see,” Selvhara said, glancing between the two of them. “I only ask because—”
“The answer is no,” Kaseya said flatly. “Do not ask again.”
Jorem arched an eyebrow. Apparently she was more than willing to share his cock and even his seed, but she drew the line at sharing his emotions. It made sense, in a bizarre kind of way…
“I will focus on the potion, then,” Selvhara said after a moment. “It shouldn’t take me long to…”
Her face abruptly froze, and the moment her nose twitched Jorem knew something was wrong. 
“What now?” he asked. 
“Someone is coming,” Selvhara warned.
She had no sooner spoken the words before the loud groan of the spire doors echoed up the nearby staircase. Jorem hopped away from the table and struggled to fix his trousers while Kaseya snatched up her sword and shield. 
“There are two orcs,” the druid whispered, holding up her fingers for quiet. “They are accompanied by some kind of beast.”
“Shit,” Jorem hissed, reflexively summoning a ball of flame to his hand. The heavy footfalls of armored boots were accompanied by an odd clomp that sounded more like a horse’s hoof than a foot. Jorem could hear the intruders shuffling around and talking, clearly searching for something or someone on the first floor, and it was obviously only a matter of time before they came up here…
“Can you understand what they are saying?” Kaseya asked. 
“Yes,” Selvhara nodded. “They are looking for us.”
“Obviously.” 
“I mean us specifically, by name and description.”
Jorem hissed softly between his teeth. He had known all along that this would end badly. He was just surprised they had been able to loiter here for so long… 
“From their tone, they are definitely concerned about our presence in Vel’shannar,” Selvhara went on, squatting and pushing the pointed tip of her ear closer to the floor. “They do not understand how we made it past the guards in the cavern.”
Jorem shared a concerned glance with Kaseya. He really, really wished he understood why Varassa had set all of this in motion. Surely there were easier ways to get them killed or captured than sending them on a wild goose chase through the warrens of a drow city. And the suspicious presence of the books on dragon magic made absolutely no sense at all…
“We could go up higher,” he whispered. “Or we could try to find another stairwell and double back when they—”
“Le’thos,” Selvhara swore abruptly. 
“What now?”
“I finally recognize the scent,” she told them. “It’s a minotaur.”
Jorem’s lip twitched. He had never actually seen one of the hulking half-man, half-bull monstrosities in person, but the drow allegedly kept all manner of creatures as slaves. This one must have been freed during the war. 
“One beast is no match for us, no matter how large,” Kaseya said. 
“I am not worried about it killing us,” Selvhara replied. “I am worried about it smelling us.”
Jorem grimaced. That thought hadn’t even occurred to him, but it essentially meant that trying to hide was pointless. The minotaur would have already caught their scent by now, and it would probably be able to track them no matter where they went…
“As long as we kill them quickly, they still won’t be able to sound an alarm,” Kaseya said. 
“I don’t want to kill anyone if we don’t have to,” Jorem told her. “We still don’t know what the hell is going on down here.”
“I have an idea,” Selvhara said, rummaging through her pouch of herbs. She had gathered an impressive collection from the Darkwind vault, and she mashed together a few particularly pungent reagents before tossing them in a small, slender flask. She mixed them together so quickly it almost seemed like magic, but somehow it still didn’t seem fast enough. The minotaur and his allies had started clomping up the stairs, and Kaseya hoisted up her sword and shield as she prepared to rush in—
“Stay back,” Selvhara said, standing up and hurling the flask across the library. The sound of the glass shattering was completely drowned out by the boots and hooves, but the stench was not. Jorem had to clasp his hand over his mouth to keep from gagging, and a few seconds later he heard the minotaur snort and yell something in a deep, guttural language that sounded like a cross between snoring and retching. 
Grinning, the druid pointed in a different direction and bade them to follow her. They meandered between the shelves, essentially doubling back to the stairwell. By the time they arrived, the guards had completely passed them by. Skulking down to the first floor was easy at that point, and a minute or so later they were back out on the streets and hiding in the closest ally they could find. 
“Escar’s mercy,” Jorem breathed, slumping back against a wall and nodding at Selvhara. “Nice work.”
“Indeed,” Kaseya said. “Well done.”
The druid was barely paying attention. Her eyes remained glued upon the spire even as she clutched the books her arms. “The mixture should hamper their ability to track us for some time. Once they leave, we could easily return and continue our research.”
Jorem blinked. “You’re kidding, right?”
“We barely had a chance to investigate,” Selvhara said.
“But you said you found what you needed, right? You can brew the potion?”
“Yes, but…” she swallowed heavily, and her entire body seemed to wilt. “Imagine the history. Imagine the secrets!”
“Imagine getting caught down here and never seeing the sun again,” Jorem muttered. He still sympathized with her, and he understood exactly where she was coming from…but he also knew that lingering here any longer was foolish. If Solemi’s people were looking for them in earnest, then they needed to get the hell out of here as quickly as possible. They could sate their curiosity later.
“We’re leaving,” Jorem said after a moment. “Sorry, but that’s just the way it has to be.”
Selvhara opened her mouth to protest but sighed instead. “You are the sorcerer,” she said. “Your will is mine.”
The disappointment in her eyes was almost enough for Jorem’s guilt to override his good sense, but for once even a pretty face couldn’t change his mind. 
“Come on,” he said, taking her hand. “We may need you to conjure up another trick or two before this is over.”
 
***
 
The dragon and his amazon dashed from street to street, eager to escape the endless dark and return to the surface. Selvhara longed to feel the sun on her skin again as well, but her feet felt so heavy she could have been wearing saddlebags for shoes. She had known all along that actually leaving this place would be difficult; the weight of history pressed down upon her shoulders more and more with every step. Long-buried memories stirred in the back of her mind, and just like when they had first arrived she could imagine herself flitting about the beautiful, seemingly endless libraries of Tir Lanathel once again. 
Oddly, the fact that she had taken the books with her was actually making the problem worse. The rough texture of the covers, the smell of the ink and parchment…every tactile detail threatened to open yet another door to her past. As always, she fought back by reminding herself that her old life had been anything but easy. She hadn’t been a princess or a noble; she had been little more than a glorified slave for most of her youth. She was objectively more powerful today than ever before. 
But you are still a slave. You have merely traded one master for another, and the One God is far less forgiving than anyone you have served before…
“Selvhara,” Jorem beckoned from a doorway just up ahead. “Come on!”
Burying the memories one last time, she raced forward and caught up with them. The city itself was actually even emptier than when they had arrived, and they had no trouble staying out of sight as they maneuvered their way back towards the side entrance. In theory, everything had worked out far better than they could have possibly hoped—they had found exactly what they had been looking for in just a few short hours. But Jorem continually insisted that their luck wouldn’t hold out…and he was soon proven right. 
The sudden roar of a large crowd rumbled through the empty streets, and Selvhara and the others quickly dove into an alleyway to hide. Frowning in confusion, she angled the tip of her ear towards the noise and concentrated. 
“What the bloody hell was that?” Jorem asked.
“The reason the city is so empty now,” Selvhara told him. “The townsfolk seem to be gathered in a plaza a few streets over.”
He chewed anxiously at his lip. “Do you know what they’re doing?”
She closed her eyes and concentrated. Individual conversations were almost impossible to make out from this distance, even for an elf, but she did occasionally hear one female voice shouting above the others. It shifted back and forth between the drow tongue, Qevlâs, and the regional human dialect. 
“An orator is speaking to the crowd,” Selvhara said. “I cannot tell precisely what she is saying from here.”
“Does it really matter?” Kaseya asked. “If they are distracted, we will never have a better opportunity to slip away unnoticed.”
Jorem blew a thin stream of air through his lips. “You’re right,” he said. “Let’s just keep moving.”
 They continued scurrying through the streets, constantly on the lookout for anything or anyone that might spot them and sound the alarm. But the locals were completely fixated upon the gathering in the plaza, and Selvhara watched in real-time as Jorem’s curiosity eventually got the better of him. Instead of making a final turn onto the path leading out to the side gate, he doubled back to an abandoned cluster of buildings on the opposite side of the street.
“What are you doing?” Kaseya asked, her eyes still flicking around as if she expected to be ambushed at any moment. “The longer we linger here—”
“I know,” Jorem interrupted. “But I’m going to take a look anyway.”
Swearing softly under his breath, he climbed a pile of lichen-covered rocks to get a better view. Selvhara hopped up and joined him, assuming that her elven eyes would have an easier time piercing the perpetual twilight far better than his human ones. The plaza was actually far better lit than the rest of the city, however, thanks to the fact that there were apparently a few thousand people here, most of whom were holding torches or glowstones. 
“Escar’s mercy,” Jorem murmured, shaking his head. “What the hell is this supposed to be?”
Selvhara frowned as she studied the crowd. She couldn’t make out many faces from here, but it was obvious that the group was every bit as diverse as the army in Darkwind. Humans, orcs, half-breeds…she even spotted several other minotaurs and a handful of creatures she didn’t recognize. There were also considerably more dark elves here than they had seen before, including the orator herself. 
Like most female Vaetharri, she was a tall and slender with a thick mane of pure white hair. Her shimmering purple adamantine armor had been meticulously sculpted to cradle her feminine physique, though the elongated fingers of her gauntlets were so sharp they were essentially claws. Combined with the bizarre leathery wings sprouting from her pauldrons, she almost looked like a half-elf, half-monster. 
“It seems like some kind of ritual chant,” Jorem whispered, pointing to the group of shirtless, heavily-tattooed drow males stoking the large fires along the sides of the plaza. “Can you tell what they are saying?”
Between the crackling of the fires, the shouts of the crowd, and the natural distortion of voices in a cavernous space, Selvhara had trouble hearing the orator’s entire speech. But she was able to pick out pieces here and there…
“She speaks of casting aside the old traditions and the old gods who enforced them,” the druid said, closing her eyes. “She says that it is time to move forward, not as the servants of a cruel and capricious goddess but as the subjects of a wise and powerful queen…”
Jorem’s cheek twitched. “I guess that would explain the spider effigies.”
Selvhara followed his eyes to the fires. A few members of the crowd had brought forward several large wooden spider sculptures, and the tattooed males began tossing them into the flames. The crowd roared its approval as the orator spurred them on. 
“She says that the surface world is broken,” Selvhara translated. “An age of darkness and despair has finally ended, and the lost, abandoned children of the Underworld are the only ones fit to bring order to chaos. Their queen promises to be their champion and protector. Her ascension will be their ascension. The powerless will become the powerful, and all shall bask in the glory of…”
Jorem shook his head. “What?”
Selvhara paused as a bitter chill wormed its way down her spine. “Yutsu d'lil tagnik'zun,” she whispered. “The return of the dragons.”
He stared right back at her, every bit as confused as she was, and before either of them could figure out what was happening another loud, thundering roar shook the cavern. This one hadn’t come from the crowd, however.
It had come from a dragon. 
Selvhara turned back to the plaza a split second before the massive, purple-black beast swooped down from somewhere in the shadows of the cavern and strafed across the city. The crowd screamed its approval, and the drow female leading them hoisted up a staff and flexed her bizarre metallic wings. 
“Zor kalah,” Kaseya breathed. “How is this possible?”
Selvhara slowly shook her head as the dragon looped around Vel’shannar and eventually perched atop the largest, widest spire at the center of the city. Its scales shimmered just like adamantine in the dim light, and when it unfurled its wings and roared it felt like the entire Underworld trembled. 
“This is what she wanted us to see down here,” Jorem whispered. “Son of a bitch…”
Selvhara slowly dragged her eyes away from the giant beast. “What?”
“Varassa,” Kaseya reasoned. “She wanted us to see the dragon. She wanted us to know what’s really going on beneath Highwind.”
“Exactly,” Jorem said, nodding. “She knew were searching for information and probably guessed we would end up in the Spire of Sorcery. That’s why those books were sitting out in the library—not because she knew I had the dragon blood, but because someone else had been reading them recently.”
“But that’s…” Selvhara paused and shook her head. She still didn’t quite believe what she was seeing. First there were rumors of another Conduit, and now there is another dragon? How is this possible? How could the One God have been so thoroughly mistaken?
“It’s insane is what it is,” Jorem whispered. “But it’s also the truth. Think about it: the rows and rows of burned bodies outside the city, the fact that most of the drow seem to have been driven off while all their slaves were set free… Vel’shannar wasn’t abandoned and sealed—it was conquered.”
“By a sorcerer,” Kaseya whispered. “One powerful enough to transform himself into a dragon like the Wyrm Lords of old.”
Selvhara felt the blood drain from her face as the crowd’s chanting became louder and louder. “I don’t understand,” she whispered. “You were meant to become the first true dragon on this land in an age. You were meant to destroy the Conduit!”
“Yeah, well, prophecies are funny that way,” he muttered. “A few months ago we were convinced that Kaseya was the ‘Daughter of Destiny’ and her sister was the ‘Betrayer’ of Nol Krovos. Well, it turns out we had that one pretty damn wrong too.”
“You don’t understand,” Selvhara said. “These were not mere mortal portents. They were delivered by—” 
Jorem frowned when she abruptly cut herself off. “Delivered by…?”
Selvhara’s throat nearly closed off. “The Vin Aetheri mystics are rarely wrong about such things,” she rasped. “They should have sensed the presence of another dragon.”
“Yeah, well, maybe what they were sensing is right over there,” Jorem said. 
A dragon will destroy the new Conduit, the One God’s words echoed through Selvhara’s head. And once I have reclaimed her stolen Godsoul, I will have more than enough strength to eradicate the sorcerer and all his cursed kin myself. The blood that was stolen shall finally be returned…and this wretched, broken world will once again know the glory of my rule.
“We have to get out of here,” Kaseya said. “We have to warn the Council.”
“If they can’t stop Marcella, what hope do they have against this?” Jorem asked. “Highwind doesn’t even have an army of its own!”
“An army cannot win this fight,” Selvhara whispered as the enormous, winged beast once again took flight. “Only another dragon can.”
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