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Barely a month had passed since I’d fled
Vorsalos, the crazy cult capital of the Shattered Coast, but it
felt like a completely different lifetime. Over the last few weeks
I had been magically bonded to an amazon warrior (and fucked her),
rescued my old lover (and fucked her), entered into a business
arrangement with the Headmistress of the Highwind Academy (and
fucked her), and learned that an otherwise unassuming half-elf
whore was apparently the city’s underworld crime boss. Oh, and
naturally I had fucked her once, too.

I couldn’t have concocted a more ludicrously
implausible scenario if I had been a lonely sixteen year-old boy
stroking himself into his bedsheets. And yet here I was, surrounded
by beautiful women who couldn’t get enough of my cock. It wasn’t a
lotus-induced hallucination; it wasn’t a hastily-scribbled fantasy
penned by a bard desperate for sales. It was my life now, and it
was pretty fucking wonderful.

Well, other than the fact that almost
everyone we met these days wanted to kill me.

“I do not understand how you could have
possibly built of all of this in just over a year,” Kaseya
commented as Silhouette escorted us through her underground city,
dubbed “Darkwind” by the people who lived here.

“I didn’t have to build much of anything,”
the silver-haired half-elf explained. “Nearly all of these caverns
were here before I arrived. I just encouraged a different group of
people to move in.”

I grunted softly. “In other words, you drove
out the thugs and replaced them with refugees.”

“Something like that, yes.”

I shook my head in disbelief. Even though I
had solved the mystery myself, I was still a bit flustered by the
fact that Silhouette was the Black Mistress. Judging the age of
elves—full-blooded or half—was notoriously difficult, but she only
looked a year or two older than the rest of us. And while I had
seen the power of her enchantment and illusion magic first-hand, it
was still difficult to accept the scope of the underworld empire
she had created in such a short period of time.

Then again, the Inquisitrix had all but
conquered Vorsalos in just a few years, too. The comparison did not
make me feel better.

“They say you butchered half the Grim Fangs
in one night, then finished the job a week later,” Valuri put in.
Of the three of us, she was definitely the least enamored—and the
most suspicious—of everything we had seen so far.

“I don’t know who ‘they’ are, but suffice to
say that’s not a particularly accurate portrayal of what happened
here,” Silhouette replied mildly. “I am not the leader of a lotus
cartel. I do not have an army of goons at my command.”

“So then how did you wipe out your
competition so quickly?”

“The Fangs weren’t my competition—they were
my enemies. And for the most part, I didn’t need to take
direct action at all. I merely helped the ‘proper’ authorities in
their search. The Silver Fist and the Highwind Guard deserve much
of the credit.”

“I’ll bet,” I murmured, studying our
surroundings again. I had spent most of my youth eking out a meager
existence in the warrens of Vorsalos, so I was no stranger to life
in the proverbial cistern. The people down here—probably several
thousand of them, at a quick glance—weren’t exactly living it up,
but the conditions were far better than anything I had experienced.
Darkwind wasn’t just a big cave with rocks and cubbies; there were
actual houses and roads down here, almost like someone had
teleported a random Highwind neighborhood underground.

“I’m serious,” Silhouette insisted. “Ask any
knight on the street—they’ll gladly take credit for destroying the
Grim Fangs and the Lecasi Brotherhood and every other gang that
used to plague the city. It took the better part of a year, but I
provided the Silver Fist with all the information they needed to
win their little crime war.”

“At which point you moved in,” Valuri
reasoned. “And thanks to your magic, they can’t find their way back
down here.”

“Not just my magic, but yes. The
Highwind Council is convinced that I’ve merely consolidated the
gangs into a new, more powerful group of slavers and smugglers, but
they couldn’t be more misguided. Darkwind is a safe haven for those
who have nowhere else to go—and for those who will one day save
this city from itself.”

“Meaning what, exactly?” I asked.

Silhouette smiled. “All in due time. First, I
have a few allies I’d like you to meet.”

She escorted us past the residential area
towards a large, palatial structure that had obviously been shaped
by magic. Faint trails of Aetheric energy still clung to the
purplish stones, and when I stretched out I could sense the
presence of much more powerful enchantments lurking within.
Something about the design of this building and many of the others
struck me as familiar, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on why or
how. Perhaps they reminded me of a painting or illustration I had
seen somewhere…?

Two impressively large men—a half-orc and a
human who was every bit as ugly as a full orc—guarded the entrance,
but they calmly stepped aside when we approached. Neither of them
were wearing armor or carrying weapons, but I could sense the
Aether swirling around them. I wondered idly if they were Academy
drop-outs or exiled sorcerers. Either way, Silhouette obviously had
plenty of protection if she needed it.

The sweet scent of bath oils greeted my nose
inside, and I whistled softly as I my eyes drank in the sights and
sounds. The chamber was essentially one big circle with numerous
cubbies evenly-spaced along the walls. The ceiling was quite high
despite the fact the spire had several floors—probably six or seven
at least—all of which were connected by a winding staircase near
the back wall. This particular level appeared to be something of a
public bathhouse.

To my left, crystal blue water drizzled down
from a natural fountain into a central basin that fed at least
eight other distinct pools. Dozens of people—at least half of whom
were stark naked—were currently bathing or swimming or otherwise
relaxing in the water. To my right, dozens of other folks were
enjoying baths of pure steam from the eruptions of
magically-enhanced geysers.

“It’s beautiful,” I whispered, genuinely
impressed. “And not at all what I expected to find in an underworld
lair.”

Silhouette grinned. “The dark places of the
world are often the most beautiful, so long as you know where to
look.”

“What does that mean?” Kaseya asked.

“It means she spent time with the drow,”
Valuri said, her eyes narrowing as she examined the fountains. I
followed her gaze to an elven man with grey skin, white hair, and
smoldering red eyes sitting near the side of one of the pools.

I gasped as I belatedly solved my own
mystery. A few years ago, Valuri and I had hidden in a network of
caves beneath Vorsalos. We had later learned that the passageways
had been built by the drow—that was where I had seen this
type of architecture before. The dark elves had abandoned the caves
a long time ago, but many of the structures remained intact,
including a spire magically sculpted from this same purplish
rock.

“You are very perceptive,” Silhouette said,
one of her silver eyebrows arching in surprise. “I would not have
expected a Senosi Huntress to know much about the drow.”

“I don’t, but I’ve seen this type of
architecture before,” Valuri said. “And everyone in the Northern
Reaches had heard stories of raiders from the Underworld kidnapping
surfacers and taking them as slaves.”

Kaseya’s brow creased with concern. “You were
a slave?”

“Yes,” Silhouette confirmed. “I was captured
by a dark elf raiding party just outside Riverbend a few years ago.
Not long afterwards, a priestess of the Spider Queen claimed me as
her personal pet.”

“Gods have mercy,” the amazon breathed. “I am
sorry.”

Silhouette touched her arm. “It wasn’t as bad
as it could have been. My mistress was harsh, but I learned a great
deal about myself down there. My strengths, my weaknesses….my true
desires.”

I raised an eyebrow and shared a glance with
Valuri. We had fled to Highwind in search of some kind of normalcy,
but the people here were proving to be anything but. The Archmage
was a cuckhold, the Headmistress had a rape fetish, and apparently
the city’s most powerful crime boss had enjoyed being a drow slave.
Perhaps there was something in the water here…

Then again, Valuri was basically a
semen-sucking vampire, so none of us really had any room to
judge.

“I also had the chance the opportunity to
study magic without the same cultural taboos and restraints as
people here on the surface,” Silhouette went on. “I was a fledgling
channeler when I was captured, but thanks to the drow I learned I
could be much more. They nurtured my natural abilities, and I
eventually grew powerful enough to escape.”

“You’re incredibly fortunate,” Valuri said.
“I’ve never heard of someone escaping the Underworld before.”

“I had help, of course. And many of those
same allies still serve me now.” She paused at the center of the
chamber, and a brief, wistful smile touched her lips.
“Unfortunately, things in Riverbend weren’t the same when I
returned. My family and friends barely recognized the woman I had
become, so I quickly moved to the city. And it didn’t take me long
to realize that Highwind had changed as well…and not for the
better.”

“Is that your goal here?” I asked. “To make
things better?”

“It wasn’t…at least not at first,” Silhouette
conceded. “But when I saw how our fellow sorcerers are treated, I
wanted to establish a haven for them. And then once I learned about
the Inquisitrix…well, it became obvious that a simple haven wasn’t
enough. The Highwind Council, the Silver Fist, the Mage’s
Guild…none of them are prepared for the war that is to come. They
may shun people like us, but ultimately we are the only ones
capable of saving them.”

I glanced back over my shoulder to the “city”
outside. “Do you consider these people your soldiers? Are you
building an army?”

Silhouette shook her head. “Highwind
has an army. What it lacks are leaders willing to see the
situation for what it is. Archmage Beloran and his wife understand
the gravity of the threat better than most, and Ranger-General
Serrane is cunning and competent. But defeating the Inquisitrix
will require more than a few brave souls willing to stand against
the Council.”

Valuri eyed the other woman pointedly. “So
what is it going to require?”

“Powerful allies, for one,” Silhouette said.
“Allies like a former Senosi Huntress with intimate knowledge of
the Inquisitrix and her servants. Allies like an amazon warrior
whose sister sits at the enemy’s right hand.”

Kaseya’s mouth opened. “How do you…?”

“Information is my profession, honey,”
Silhouette said. “I know all about Ayrael’s rebellion against her
people, and I know that so far you have been unable to stop
her.”

I glanced between the two women for a moment.
“Okay, so that’s why you need Kaseya and Valuri. What about
me?”

Silhouette smiled and patted my cheek.
“You’re the pretty face, of course. We can always use another one
of those around here.”

Valuri chortled. “I changed my mind—I like
this place after all.”

“This is a haven for sorcerers,” Silhouette
went on. “You have a strong connection to the Aether—one of the
strongest of anyone here, I think. And your bond to Kaseya is…well,
it is unlike anything I have encountered before.”

“Still, you just said that a few brave souls
weren’t going to be enough,” I pressed. “So what’s the rest of your
plan?”

“I’m afraid we’re at a point where the only
way to save this city’s institutions is to destroy them. Hopefully,
whatever arises from the ashes will be strong enough to save
us.”

“That sounds like one hell of a gamble,”
Valuri said, her laughter fading and her eyes narrowing.

“Doing nothing is a far greater risk,”
Silhouette said. “You understand better than anyone how
ill-equipped we are to deal with an army of mage-slayers.”

“Sure, but that doesn’t mean—”

Silhouette held up a hand. “We have many,
many more things to discuss, but for now you should all get some
rest. Your travels have no doubt been draining, and Jorem’s wounds
need time to heal.”

I paused for a moment, recognizing a polite
dismissal when I heard one. I briefly considered pressing the issue
but decided it wasn’t worth the trouble. It was late, we were
tired, and at least for the moment we were probably safe.

“It’s not that bad,” I said, touching my
side. “I just need a few days to relax.”

“Then that’s exactly what you will receive.”
Silhouette touched my arm again before she beckoned towards the
public baths. “My assistants will ensure you are well-fed and
comfortable. I am needed elsewhere at the moment, but I promise I
will return soon. Please, enjoy yourselves.”

She smiled at each of us in turn, then
promptly turned and strode away while her servants—one male and one
female—took her place. The man was tall, muscular, and so
objectively handsome that just looking at him made me question my
own masculinity. The woman, perhaps even more surprisingly, was a
drow.

“This way, please,” she said in a
thickly-accented voice. “The steam baths will wash away your
troubles.”

“I bet they will,” I murmured, eyeing her up
and down. She was naked, just like many of the others currently
enjoying the baths, and I couldn’t help but marvel at her slender
elven frame, glistening gray skin, and bright blue eyes. She had a
spider-shaped gemstone in her navel, and when she turned to escort
us I noticed the similarly designed spider tattoo on the small of
her back. I assumed they were religious symbols. Had this woman
been a prisoner along with Silhouette? I didn’t know enough about
dark elf culture to speculate.

“Just try and stay focused for once,” Valuri
said into my ear as we walked. “I have a bad feeling about all of
this.”

“You have a bad feeling about most things,” I
countered.

“I’m serious. Something’s not right here. We
need to be cautious.”

“Don’t worry,” I soothed, placing my arm over
her shoulder even as my eyes remained glued on the mesmerizing sway
of the dark elf’s hips. “I know what I’m doing.”

 


***

 


“You can thank me later for not returning to
Telanya,” I said, leaning back against the edge of the pool “Forget
living in a mansion—this is the life.”

“Gods, you really are pathetic sometimes,”
Valuri muttered. “This isn’t a bloody brothel.”

I glanced back over my shoulder and scowled
at her. She was still sitting up on the ledge above the pool, fully
clothed and alert. She had spent the past twenty minutes glaring at
everyone who walked by like a bitter old miser guarding his last
coin.

“No, it’s even better,” I said. “It’s
free!”

She rolled her green eyes and continued idly
tapping her fingers against the handle of her crossbow. Most of the
people down here were already giving her a wide berth thanks to her
Senosi powers, and she seemed determined to drive them even further
away.

“There is nothing wrong with being cautious,”
Kaseya said. She was wading in the pool next to me, though hadn’t
allowed herself to fully relax, either. “I appreciate your
vigilance.”

“Thanks, Red,” Valuri said. “I appreciate
being able to see your tits, so I guess in the end we’re all
even.”

I sighed and leaned back even further. The
nameless dark elf servant was busy bathing me with a cloth while
the towering human man was doing the same with Kaseya. I had paid
for a similar service at a brothel once. When I closed my eyes, I
could hear the whore’s soft little whimpers when I fucked the
living hell out of her afterwards. I had paid her double for her
enthusiasm.

This drow was more skilled and more
attractive, though, and her exotic nature certainly didn’t hurt.
When she eventually set aside her towel and snuggled up next to me,
I wasn’t the least bit surprised to feel her fingers curl around
the shaft of my cock.

“You have an impressive stem for a
rivvil,” she said. “Would you like to spill inside me?”

Before I could do anything besides blubber
incoherently, I heard a loud smack and yelp beside me. I turned to
see Kaseya twisting the male servant’s arm with one hand and
grabbing him by the throat with the other.

“What do you think you’re doing?” she
growled.

“I was…just trying to…please you…” he
stammered.

“You are not my Maskari. I did not
give you permission to touch me there.”

“I am…sorry…please!”

She released her grip. “Your services are no
longer required. Leave us.”

For a moment I thought he might actually
argue the point, and he tossed a quizzical glance to Valuri. She
grinned and shook her head.

“You’re cute, honey, but you should probably
go before Red here really gets mad,” Valuri said. “Maybe I’ll come
and see you later.”

The servant nodded and hoisted himself out of
the pool. The moment he was gone, Kaseya snuggled in next to me and
placed her hand upon my chest. I smiled and turned towards the
drow.

“You should probably go, too,” I said.

“She can stay,” Kaseya said, shifting her
eyes to the other woman. “Jorem was enjoying your attention.
Please, continue. I may be able to learn something from your
technique.”

The dark elf smiled—a wide, wicked grin that
suddenly made me fear for the safety of my stem—before she began
stroking me again. She was unmistakably talented. Her long gray
fingers would constantly change their speed and pressure, and her
thumb could occasionally rub across the swollen tip. I had a
feeling that she had used this particular skillset to great effect
in the Underworld…

She expertly delayed my climax over and over
again, and Kaseya watched the whole thing as intently as if she
were learning a new fencing technique. As my arousal rippled
through her collar, she began slowly grinding her quim against my
leg. When she abruptly moaned in release, racked by the waves of
her own climax, I felt a sudden rush in my cock and threw my head
back—

The dark elf seemed content to watch me erupt
straight up into the air like the geysers on the other side of the
cavern, but Kaseya had other plans. She dunked her head beneath the
water line and clasped her lips over my cock the instant I burst.
As usual, I grabbed a clump of her red hair and held her in place
as I painted the back of her throat with my burning seed.

“You really are something else, Red,” Valuri
commented from above us.

Kaseya swallowed and swung her legs onto my
lap as she locked eyes with the drow. “Thank you for the lesson.
You may leave us now.”

“As you wish, abbil,” the dark elf
replied, an amused glimmer in her eye.

After the three of us were finally alone,
Kaseya swung her leg over mine and straddled me beneath the water.
“This is not so different from when you claimed me for the first
time. Do you remember?”

“I’m pretty sure I’ll never forget,” I
whispered, leaning forward to kiss her.

“If you two are going to fuck, the least you
can do is save some of the good stuff for me this time,” Valuri
muttered. “If I’m taking watch first tonight, I’ll need the extra
energy.”

I reclined my head back on the edge of the
pool so I could see her. “You’re really that paranoid?”

“You’ll forgive me for not trusting the
master illusionist who has surrounds herself with local
sycophants.”

I grunted softly. “I never said we should
trust her. We shouldn’t trust anyone in this city, given
what we’ve learned. But I don’t honestly believe that Silhouette is
interested in harming us.”

“Interests change.” Valuri sighed and crossed
her arms. “Look, aside from the fact that her ‘escape from the
drow’ story is almost certainly bullshit, I don’t particularly care
for her little spiel on how she’s planning on saving Highwind from
itself.”

I remembered her strong reaction earlier, but
then I had completely forgotten to mention it—probably because I’d
had an attractive dark elf giving me a massage and a handjob.

“The city needs saving, or at least
protecting,” I pointed out. “I mean, isn’t that half the reason
we’re here? We want to stop the Inquisitrix, and this is the best
place to find allies.”

“That’s all well and good, but it’s not what
I’m talking about,” Valuri said, lowering her voice. “Not of that
struck you as odd? Not even the part where she said she needs to
‘destroy the city’s institutions in order to save them?’”

I opened my mouth to reply but stopped
mid-word when I belatedly realized what she meant. “You’re talking
about Vorsalos.”

“The Inquisitrix used almost those exact same
words for years,” Valuri said. “When I was growing up in the Senosi
learning how to fight and kill channelers, the instructors would
constantly talk about the ‘revolution’ and how the city needed to
be burned to the ground before it could be rebuilt. Look where that
led.”

“Just because the words are the same does not
mean the intentions are as well,” Kaseya pointed out.

“I know that,” Valuri said. “I still find the
similarities…unsettling.”

“It’s a fair point, but I think we’re getting
ourselves,” I told her. “We haven’t signed up for anyone’s
‘revolution’ just yet. For now, Silhouette seems able and willing
to help us. Given our shocking lack of alternatives at the moment,
I think we should let this play out for a while.”

“You just want to fuck her again.”

“It’s a potential bonus, I’ll admit, but it’s
not the reason I think we should stay.”

“Uh huh,” Valuri murmured, glancing back out
into the commons. “You two have fun. I’m going to poke around and
see what else I can learn around here.”

I nodded. “Just try not to get under anyone’s
skin yet. I’d rather not have to fight our way out of here,
too.”

“No promises.”

Valuri slipped away into the shadows outside,
and I was once again reminded just how silently she could move when
she wanted to. I didn’t even hear a single click of her heeled
boots on the stone outside.

“I cannot fault her for being suspicious,”
Kaseya said after a moment. “We are surrounded by liars and
thieves.”

“We’re surrounded by refugees who’ve had to
rely upon lies and theft to survive,” I countered. “It’s not the
same thing.”

“Perhaps not,” she conceded. “Still, I
appreciate Valuri’s vigilance. She is far more complex than
I originally thought.”

I grinned. “You’ve no idea how happy I am
that the two of you can get along.”

“I’ve never met another woman like her
before.”

“Nor have I,” I said, studying the amazon.
Her blue eyes twinkled with concern for an ally, but I could also
see the unmistakable glimmer of lust. I probably should have been
at least a little bit jealous, but instead my cock throbbed at the
thought of watching the two of them eat other again. I was a man of
simple tastes.

“For now, let’s just give Val some space,” I
said, reaching up and brushing several wet locks of red hair from
Kaseya’s eyes. “It was a long day, and we almost got ourselves
killed trying to protect nonexistent cargo. I’d say that calls for
a few hours of relaxation.”

I lifted one of her ample breasts to my mouth
and sucked her nipple between my lips. My cock had already sprung
back to life, and I used my free hand to guide the tip inside her.
I fit so snugly, so perfectly, that I wondered why in the bloody
abyss I even bothered fucking other women.

“I want you to spill inside me,” Kaseya
breathed into my ear. “But I am concerned about leaving Valuri
without sustenance.”

I licked her other nipple and chuckled. It
really was adorable how quickly she had taken to Val. We were like
a pack now, and Kaseya was worried about protecting—and
serving—both of us.

“She’ll be fine,” I said. “Val always has a
way of extracting whatever she needs.”

I left out the part where she was able to
feed off of Kaseya now, too. The amazon still wasn’t comfortable
with that reality, and this wasn’t the time to press her on it.

“She is quite resourceful,” Kaseya said,
smirking as she began grinding her hips against me. The walls of
her molten hot quim cradled my cock so tightly I probably would
have spilled if I hadn’t already done so a few minutes ago. “And I
enjoy helping you feed her.”

“Good,” I managed between increasingly
frantic breaths.

“But right now, I want to enjoy a moment
alone with my Maskari,” she cooed into my ear. “Assuming he
doesn’t mind.”

I grinned as I hoisted one of her nipples
back to my lips. “Not in the slightest.”
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Without daylight as a guide, I had no idea
how long I slept after I filled Kaseya’s quim and passed out with
her in my arms. The only thing I knew for certain was that Valuri
was there when I woke, and to my astonishment Kaseya was still
unconscious on top of me.

“You must have fucked her pretty hard to keep
her under like that,” Valuri said when she realized I was awake.
“Good thing I’m here to protect the two of you, eh?”

I cleared my throat and leaned up. Kaseya and
I had managed to drag ourselves out of the pool and onto a towel,
but we hadn’t actually made it to a private room. We were alone
inside the cubby, and as far as I could tell no one had come in
here and bothered anything. Still, it had been irresponsible of us
both to fall asleep, even for a little while. Someone could have
easily snuck in here and shivved us while we were defenseless…

“It was a long trip,” I groaned. “And in case
you forget, I did get impaled on that wagon yesterday. At least, I
think it was yesterday…”

“Zor kalah,” Kaeya said, lifting her
head. “I did not mean to sleep.”

“It’s all right, Red—I got you covered,”
Valuri said, smirking as she sat down in one of the chairs and
propped her boots up on the table next to the empty glasses of
wine. “I’m still wary about this place, but I’m reasonably sure
they don’t actually want to hurt us.” Her face soured. “Of course,
I didn’t think Koth and his Falcon Guard goons wanted to hurt us,
either, so maybe my intuition isn’t as keen as it used to be.”

I smiled sympathetically. Knowing Val, it
would be a long time before she forgave herself for getting fleeced
by the mercenaries. They had led us right into Ayrael’s clutches,
and we had eagerly followed along like lambs to the slaughter. It
was hard to believe that fight had been less than a day ago, but
then a sudden twinge of pain in my side reminded me of the details.
We were lucky to be alive and even luckier to be free.

“Anyway, I was only gone a few hours,” Valuri
said, pouring herself a glass. “My snooping wasn’t especially
productive, but I did learn that this place is a lot larger than we
thought. There are thousands of people living down here and space
for several thousand more.”

I leaned up and began channeling another
healing spell into my sore flank. “How is Silhouette keeping all of
them supplied?”

“That part I don’t know,” Valuri lamented.
“Stealing food can only get you so far. If I had to guess, she
probably has a private deal with some of the farmers in the plains.
There’s also a lot of fungus and lichen.”

My mouth twisted. “That’s disgusting.”

“What do you think the drow eat?”

“Good point,” I murmured, leaning up and
peering out of the cubby. Silhouette must have instructed her
servants to give us as much privacy as we wanted. There were plenty
of other people lounging about by the pools outside, but they were
all keeping their distance.

“I couldn’t get a firm answer out of anyone,
but I don’t think our new ally will be back until tonight at the
earliest,” Valuri said. “I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s moving
her people around to keep a closer eye on the Archmage and his
wife. They’ll have learned about their missing cargo by now.”

“And discovered that our bodies weren’t among
the wreckage,” I muttered.

“They might assume we were captured. Or
they’ll follow our tracks and realize we were chased most of the
way back to the city.”

“Or Telanya will think we just stole the
cargo and gave it to the Black Mistress,” I said. “Regardless, it’s
only a matter of time before she hires a bounty hunter to try and
find us. She doesn’t strike as the forgiving type.”

“We did not betray her,” Kaseya pointed out.
“We attempted to complete the contact and would have done so if my
sister had intervened.”

“Yeah, well, I doubt Telanya or Beloran will
see things that way,” Valuri muttered.

“So why don’t we tell them? Silhouette must
have a way of getting messages to important people. She could
explain that the Senosi stole the cargo, and that we are merely
seeking shelter.” Kaseya shrugged. “Telanya may not believe it, but
we are not actually her enemies, are we?”

“Not really,” I admitted. “That’s a good
idea, actually.”

She cocked a red eyebrow at me. “Why do you
sound so surprised?”

I opened my mouth but nothing came out.
Valuri filled the silence with an impish giggle.

“He doesn’t appreciate how clever you are,”
the Huntress said. “Though in his defense, subterfuge isn’t
normally your area of expertise.”

“I do not consider that an insult.” Kaseya
looked at me for a moment and smiled. “But I am also a fast
learner.”

I grinned back at her. She really was, in
more ways than one.

“I did learn a few other interesting
tidbits,” Valuri said, sipping at her glass. “Everyone around here
is eager to confirm Silhouette’s story about her captivity in the
Underworld. They say she eventually turned the tables and enslaved
her own mistress.”

I whistled softly. “Do you believe them?”

“I’m not sure, but I buy it more now than I
would have a few hours ago. You remember that dark elf servant with
the magic fingers? I think she’s a former priestess of the Spider
Queen.”

“That would explain the tattoos,” I said,
pursing my lips in thought. I didn’t know much about the drow
religion, but the priestesses of their Spider Queen had a
reputation for being cruel and domineering. For some insane reason,
that made me want to summon the servant back here so I could fuck
her senseless. I really was messed up in so many ways…

“I also met a man who claims to be one of
Silhouette’s childhood friends from Riverbend,” Valuri went on. “It
took a little convincing, but I eventually got him to share some
juicy tidbits.”

I grunted. “You fucked him, didn’t you?”

“I wish,” she muttered. “He might have been
even more gorgeous than that blonde servant Red almost choked. If
we end up staying here for another day or two, I might arrange to
take both of them at once…”

I rolled my eyes. She was probably just
teasing me, though I certainly wouldn’t put it past her.
Historically, she had almost as much difficulty keeping her
trousers on as I did. At first I’d been unbelievably jealous, but
she had quickly made it clear that she wasn’t a “one man” type of
girl. Thankfully, she had never expected me to be a “one woman”
type of man, either, and back in Vorsalos she had loved
hearing about my conquests, especially while I was fucking her.

We’d always had a weird relationship, to be
sure, but as long as I was willing to kiss her softly, fuck her
roughly, and spray my magic seed on her tits ad face, she seemed
perfectly content. And not surprisingly, so was I.

“So what did this guy actually tell you?” I
asked.

“Mostly boring stuff about growing up in a
fishing town,” Valuri said. “But after a while he did let her real
name slip: Solemi.”

“Solemi,” I echoed. “That certainly sounds
like an elven name.”

“Definitely. Anyway, the main takeaway is
that she got a lot of the people here out of tough spots. And
despite all the rumors in town, I don’t see any evidence that she’s
running a secret slave trade or anything like that. I wouldn’t be
surprised if almost every salacious rumor we heard topside was pure
bullshit.”

“Probably,” I said. “So does that mean you
trust her now?”

“Of course not. I just don’t think we have
any better options right now. At least we’re probably safe down
here.” Valuri grunted and finished her glass. “But make no mistake:
sooner or later Silhouette is going to ask us to do something for
her, and I have a feeling we’re not going to like it.”

“That seems like a pretty safe bet, given the
circumstances.” I sighed softly. “Well, for the moment we might as
well get some sleep and relax while we can. I’m still pretty
tired.”

“You can sleep all you like,” Valuri
said, swinging her legs off the table. She kicked off her boots,
scuttled up behind Kaseya, and gently cupped her hands over the
amazon’s breasts. “Red and I still need to have some fun.”

Kaseya grinned and leaned back over her
shoulder. The two women shared a long kiss, and I couldn’t resist
the urge to toggle on my ring so I could feel everything. Kaseya’s
lust struck me so hard I actually had to brace myself to stay
upright—I knew she had come around with Valuri, but I hadn’t
realized just how much…

I was rock hard long before Kaseya had
stripped off Valuri’s armor and clothes, and I started actively
stroking myself when they jumped back in the pool together. They
kissed and ground against each other for what felt like an hour
before Val suddenly sunk down to her knees and brought her lips to
the amazon’s tits.

I was genuinely still tired, and my wound
absolutely needed more time to heal. But I doubted there was a
single man in the entire multiverse who could fall asleep with two
beautiful women making love right in front of him. And if there
was…well, I wanted to meet him so I could punch him in the face and
ask what the fuck was wrong with him.

I closed my eyes and imagined my cock
penetrating one tight, wet cunt after another. I imagined grabbing
a hold of Kaseya’s red hair and relentlessly fucking her throat; I
imagined sliding my cock between Valuri’s tits until I erupted all
over her sweet smiling face.

But when my eyes popped back open they
weren’t greeted by two beautiful, naked women kissing each other in
a pool—they weren’t greeting by much of anything at all besides an
impenetrable white wall of sleet.

“What the hell?”

I almost panicked when I glanced down and saw that I
was apparently standing straight up inside an enormous snow drift.
I jerked away, wondering if Silhouette’s dark elf servant had
slipped something into the wine, before I realized the snow wasn’t
actually cold. My breath caught in my throat, and my brain refused
to put two and two together for at least a solid minute.

I was dreaming. Or, more specifically, I was inside
an Aetheric dreamscape.

Like most sorcerers, I had unwittingly been sucked
into plenty of dreamscapes as a child. The Aether would sometimes
intrude upon our consciousness, often when we were sleeping but
sometimes when we were wide awake. Usually there was a trigger,
like physical contact with a powerful enchanted relic, but
sometimes the visions just happened—and this, apparently,
was one of those times.

I forced myself to swallow and relax. Priests from
every religion in the world coveted these kinds of experiences as
windows in the minds of their god, but every sorcerer I had ever
known treated dreamscapes like a plague—they were often brief,
usually nonsensical, and almost always terrifying.

But I already knew that this one would be different.
When my breathing finally returned to normal, I tried to shuffle
forward through the wall of sleet. Dark, humanoid shapes began to
appear at the corners of my vision, and I eventually realized I was
looking at the outline of two people having a conversation in front
of a log cabin. One was tall, broad, and distinctly masculine; the
other was almost as tall but distinctively feminine. They appeared
to be speaking, but the wind in my ears drowned out all sound
besides the storm.

“Hello?” I called out.

I continued forward and wiped the snow from my eyes.
I still couldn’t make out many details, but I could see that the
two figures were arguing about something. After another few moments
the woman backhanded the man across the face. He flipped over and
crumpled onto the ground before her, at which point she drew a
long, slender sword from her waist.

I started jogging forward in an effort to pierce the
veil, but the sleet refused to relent. I couldn’t even tell if I
was making any progress; their silhouettes never seemed to get
larger no matter how far I moved. The woman brought her sword to
the man’s throat, but just when I thought she was going to
decapitate him she kicked him onto her back instead.

It was only then, for seemingly no reason at all,
that I finally emerged from within the sleet. A small village
materialized around me: twenty, perhaps thirty ramshackle huts all
nestled snugly around a frozen lake at the heart of a narrow
valley. I didn’t recognize the location, but the blonde, statuesque
female figure had become annoyingly familiar over these past few
weeks.

“Ayrael.”

Her name soundlessly escaped my lips as she loomed
over her victim, a sinewy old man covers in thick furs. She glared
at him contemptuously for several seconds before she abruptly
sheathed her sword, turned on a heel, and stormed off through the
snow. The man watched her go, a thin line of blood trickling from
his chin.

Time was all but impossible to discern in the
dreamscape, and I had no idea whether I was witnessing the past,
present, or future. All I knew for certain was that this was a hell
of a lot more vivid and specific than any other vision I’d ever
had. Whether that was good or bad I couldn’t say.

The sleet began to swirl around me again, and a dense
fog followed it on the wind. An instant before everything vanished
into a blinding white cloud, the old man turned and looked directly
at me.

“The sister,” he said, his voice perfectly clear
despite the storm. “You must bring her to me.”

My throat went dry. “What?”

“Bring the sister to me,” the man repeated. “Or die
along with the rest of our people.”

The dreamscape shattered. I inhaled sharply, and when
my eyes snapped open I realized I was back in the real world again.
I was slumped on the cushion next to the pool with both girls
looming over me.

“Jorem?” Kaseya asked, her face creased with concern.
“Jorem, are you all right?”

“More or less,” I rasped, wincing at the sudden
pounding on the back of my skull. I must have fallen over and hit
my head. “What the hell happened?”

“You were standing next to the pool with your eyes
closed and your cock in your hand,” Valuri said. “I had just
started feasting on Red here when you collapsed.”

“When you fell over, I couldn’t sense anything from
you,” Kaseya asked, her hand squeezing mine. “I thought you were
dead.”

“That’s…weird,” I muttered. After what I had just
happened I was a bit wary about reaching out to the Aether, but the
pain in my head was getting worse. I tentatively channeled a
healing spell to numb the soreness.

“What happened?” Valuri asked. “Do you even
know?”

“I had a vision,” I told them.

“A vision? You mean like prophecy?”

“I wouldn’t go that far. I’m still trying to figure
out what it all meant.”

Kaseya touched my cheek. “When we first met, you told
me you lacked the gift of foresight.”

“I do, generally speaking,” I said. “I’ve never had
much success with divination magic, and I’ve definitely never been
sucked into a dreamscape while standing upright before.”

“You used to have those strange hallucinations while
you were sleeping,” Valuri said. “Remember that time you freaked
out and accidently swatted me in the nose?”

“I do now,” I murmured, wincing as the memory washed
back over me. Maybe that was why she didn’t like to cuddle anymore.
“Most sorcerers have visions now and then, but they aren’t usually
so…vivid.”

Valuri shrugged. “Well, what did you see?”

I swallowed heavily and took a deep breath. “I was
somewhere in the mountains—don’t ask me which ones. It was cold and
snowing, and there was a small fishing village on a lake inside a
valley. A man and a woman were arguing, but I couldn’t make out
their voices.”

“Did you recognize them?” Kaseya asked.

“Not the man,” I said. “But the woman was your
sister.”

The color drained from her face. “Ayrael? You are
certain?”

“She’s pretty easy to recognize at this point,” I
muttered. “She beat up the old man and then stormed off. Just
before the vision ended, he looked right at me and said that I need
to ‘bring the sister to him,’ otherwise all our people are
doomed.”

“Charming,” Valuri said. “You’re sure you don’t know
him?”

“Pretty sure,” I told her. “But I get the feeling
he’s the one who pulled me into the dreamscape.”

“Is that even possible?”

“I have no idea,” I admitted. “It’s possible to send
message through the Aether, obviously. Maybe this was just a more
aggressive version?”

Valuri frowned and leaned back on her haunches. “If
that’s true, he must also be a sorcerer. That would explain why
Ayrael would be attacking him, but why wouldn’t she just kill
him?”

I threw up my hands. “I have no fucking clue. But he
seemed to know who I was, and he was definitely asking me to bring
Kaseya to him.”

“I do not understand,” the amazon whispered. “I do
not know any other sorcerers on the mainland, and he was obviously
not one of the moshalim.”

“Not unless there are snowy mountains on Nol Krovos,”
I said. “For all I know this was a vision of the future and hasn’t
actually happened yet. I don’t see how it could be the
present—Ayrael was just outside Highwind yesterday, and she
couldn’t have possibly made it up into the mountains already.”

A flicker of recognition crossed Kaseya’s face. “When
Hestiah and I were sent to find her, we were told that she had been
sighted near the Frozen Tear just north of Highwind. That would
have been about two months ago.”

“So maybe this was a vision from the past,” I
reasoned. “Still, the mountains in the north stretch for hundreds
of miles. I have no idea where this village could be.”

“If this sorcerer was trying to communicate with you,
you’d think he would leave better instructions,” Valuri grumbled.
“Do you think you could reach out to him again?”

“I don’t know,” I said, sighing. “Maybe? This is way
beyond anything I’ve ever attempted.”

A long silence settled over us as we tried to process
what had just happened. None of us seemed to get anywhere.

“Silhouette is basically an information broker,”
Valuri said after a moment. “She’s also a powerful sorceress. If
anyone might know something about this, it’s her.”

“Maybe our little alliance will pay off even faster
than we hoped.” I snorted softly and leaned back on the cushion. “I
have to say, that was…unsettling. And not just because I cracked my
skull.”

“Well, you also managed to completely kill the mood,”
Valuri grumbled. “I hope you’re happy.”

I snorted. “I’m sure the two of you can find another
excuse to have some fun.”

I turned to Kaseya, but her eyes were oddly distant.
I couldn’t blame her. Having a vision about her sister was bad
enough, but the fact the old man had very clearly wanted me to
involve Kaseya somehow…well, it was all very confusing.

“All right, well, maybe we should actually get some
real sleep for when Silhouette gets back,” Valuri suggested. “I’m
sure the servants will have prepared a room for us. Maybe we’ll
even get one of these houses to ourselves.”

“You’re probably right,” I said.

“I will get dressed and locate the dark elf
handmaiden,” Kaseya said. She didn’t even wait for a reply before
she scrambled over to her discarded clothes and armor. She was
dressed and ready in record time.

“She seems especially shaken,” Valuri commented. “You
think she knows something she’s not telling us?”

“Possibly,” I admitted.

“Can’t you use that fancy ring of yours and find
out?”

“Maybe, but I’d rather not.”

Valuri grunted. “You’re no fun. She has to feel what
you feel all the time, right?”

“It’s…complicated,” I managed. “She’s probably just
upset about the fact her sister was involved. I would be, in her
position.”

“True enough,” Valuri said, shifting her eyes towards
the exit from the cubby. “Seriously though, your timing was
horrendous. I was about to feed like crazy from that sweet cunt of
hers.”

I sighed. “And you think I’m pathetic.”

“You’re really going to deny it?”

“No.”

“I didn’t think so.” She smiled and leaned down to
give me a kiss. “I am still hungry, though. It’s bad—I can already
feel my arms shaking.” She glanced back over her shoulder, and her
hand gently cupped my testicles. “Red will probably be gone a few
minutes at least. Think you can whip me up a quick batch to tide me
over before she gets back?”

I grinned. My cock stiffened at roughly the same rate
my headache faded. “I’m always willing to try.”
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Kaseya took a bit longer than we expected to
fetch one of Silhouette’s servants, which gave me plenty of time to
conjure up a fresh load for Valuri. She was still lying on her back
in a feeding trance, thick globs of my seed dribbling from her lips
and chin, when the dark elf servant entered the cubby. The woman’s
silver-white eyebrows arched in surprise.

“She’ll be fine,” I said, fastening my belt.
“Though maybe I should just carry her…”

I hoisted her into my arms and followed the
servant up the winding staircase in the back of the chamber.
Apparently Silhouette wasn’t going to bother putting us up in a
house on the “streets” outside—she was just going to give us a nice
room inside her personal palace.

The upper levels continued to remind me of
the drow caves back home. The high ceilings, the smoothly-sculpted
purple stone, the wide arches over every doorway—they were all
eerily familiar. The furniture and decorations were just as exotic;
the art styles on display were clearly not human, and the silk
fabrics on the beds and cushions were almost certainly spun from
the enormous (and terrifying) spiders native to the Underworld.

“Well, this definitely isn’t creepy at all,”
Valuri muttered after I set her down. Her eyes were still glowing,
and she still hadn’t bothered to wipe the globs of semen from her
face. “She does realize these people enslaved her, right?”

Kaseya frowned at her. “What do you
mean?”

“If you were taken captive by orcs for a few
years, would you return home and redecorate your house with skulls
and spikes everywhere? I’d think you would want to do everything in
your power to forget the whole experience.”

“It is strange,” I admitted, running my hand
along the bedsheets. They were ridiculously soft. “But we
can’t really complain. A room this nice would cost a fortune
topside.”

“Mm,” Valuri murmured. Feeding must have
revived her suspicious streak.

“The amount of dormant magical energy in this
place is astonishing,” Kaseya commented as she studied the rest of
the room. “Do you think any of this was crafted by hand?”

“I doubt it,” I said, flopping down on the
bed. It was every bit as comfortable as it looked. “I don’t know
much about the drow, but from everything I’ve read they don’t have
any of the same taboos against magic as folks on the surface. Who
knows, maybe they have artificers whose sole purpose is to carve
furniture all day.”

She nodded idly as she dragged her fingertips
across the paintings. I could see the strain on her face, and I was
tempted to ask her to describe exactly what she was feeling. But
she still didn’t have any interest in discussing her nascent
sorcerous abilities, so I let the matter rest.

Bring the sister to me, or die along with the
rest of our people.

“Well, I’m going to get some sleep,” I said
as images from the dreamscape washed back over me. I’m a little
drained for some reason.”

“I can’t imagine why,” Kaseya muttered. She
gently scooped some of seed from Valuri’s chin into her mouth, then
smiled when the Huntress began suckling at her fingers.

“You two have some fun,” I said, turning away
before I became enraptured by their antics again. Maybe if I closed
my eyes I could reconnect with the vision and get some more
answers…

I didn’t. No matter how hard I stretched out
through the Aether, the dreamscape refused to suck me back in. It
was probably a blessing in some ways. I fell asleep instead, and
when I awoke several hours later the wound in my side already felt
much better. I treated it with another healing spell, plucked some
fresh fruit from the nightstand, and passed out again not long
afterwards.

The girls were awake and chatting softly when
I finally got up for good, and we didn’t have to wait long before
the servants brought us a full meal. A few hours later, our hostess
finally returned.

“I apologize for my extended absence,”
Silhouette said as she glided into our room. She was wearing a
snug, floor-length silver robe that was so thin it almost looked
more like a dress. “I hope my people have treated you well.”

“They’ve been very helpful,” I replied with a
smile. “How are things topside?”

“About as well as can be expected. The Silver
Fist is investigating the ambushed caravan, and I made sure to let
the appropriate people know what really happened. I admit, I’m
genuinely curious how the Council will react they learn about a
Senosi attack this close to the city.”

“What about Telanya and the Archmage?” Valuri
asked. “Have they put out a bounty on us yet?”

Silhouette shook her head. “My people will
ensure that they know what really happened as well. I doubt they’ll
be inviting you over for dinner again, but I don’t think they’ll be
overly worried about tracking you down, either. The loss of their
shipment is a far bigger problem—especially if the Council learns
about their secret vatari smuggling operation.”

A warning bell rang in the back of my mind.
“You’re blackmailing them.”

Her green eyes sparkled. “I’ve simply made it
clear that the Archmage and the Headmistress of the Highwind
Academy have higher priorities than tracking down one rogue
sorcerer and his accomplices—especially since the three of you had
nothing to do with stealing the crystals.”

I grunted softly and shared a meaningful
glance with Valuri. “Well, I suppose we should be thankful. I
didn’t realize you would go to such lengths to protect us. It’s not
like we’ve done anything for you yet.”

“Like I told you before, I have no doubt that
we will accomplish many great things together,” Silhouette said.
“But for that to happen, I needed to ensure that you were safe
first. I am a firm believer in protecting my investments.”

Her words were smooth and her smile was soft,
but I could sense an unmistakable aura of quiet menace behind them
both. Just because she wore the face of a young, bright-eyed woman
didn’t mean that was who I was dealing with. She knew
exactly what she was doing, and every time we spoke it
became more and more obvious just how calculating she really
was.

I should be terrified of this woman. So why
is my cock getting hard again?

“I’m, uh, I’m glad to hear it,” I said,
clearing my throat. Maybe she had placed another charm spell on me
and I didn’t even know it…

“One way or another we’re going to need each
other before this is over,” Silhouette said. “I’m happy to let you
stay here as long as you like, but the three of you don’t strike me
as the type to just wait around while their enemies gather at their
doorstep.”

“Here it comes…” Valuri muttered, crossing
her arms.

Silhouette arched one of her silver eyebrows.
“I beg your pardon?”

“This is the part where you finally ask us to
do something. I’ve been waiting for the other boot to drop from the
moment you led us down here.”

“You misunderstand—I am no one’s
taskmistress. As I said before, Darkwind is a sanctuary for the
exiled and the oppressed. I don’t give these people a list of
chores to earn their keep. Everyone helps out willingly, and our
growing community is stronger for it.”

“Uh huh.”

I was tempted to elbow Val in the gut.
“You’ll have to forgive her,” I said. “She’s always grumpy after a
nap.”

Silhouette smiled and laughed. “I don’t blame
you in the least for being suspicious. All I meant was that the
moment I hear anything about Ayrael, I will be sure to let you
know.” Her eyes shifted over towards Kaseya. “I suspect you have a
score to settle with your sister.”

“Yes, I do,” the amazon confirmed. “But she
is powerful.”

“When the time comes to face her, you will
not have to do so alone,” Silhouette promised. “I have my people
searching for her right now. I have been attempting to retrace her
steps over the past several months, and the trail has led to
some…unexpected places.”

The hairs on the back of my neck suddenly
tingled. “Such as?”

“She’s been almost everywhere in the region,
but especially the north,” Silhouette said. “That was where I first
became aware of an amazon working with the Inquisitrix, actually.
One of my people spotted her near the Frozen Tear a few months ago.
He had no idea who or what Ayrael was at first, but the elite squad
of Vorsalosian scouts following her around was suspicious. She and
her minions were searching the mountains for something.”

Both Kaseya and Valuri shot me a meaningful
glance, and the tingle in my neck became a full-blown shudder. “Do
you know what?” I asked.

Silhouette’s eyes glimmered in recognition of
my strange reaction, but she didn’t press me on it. “Not
specifically. At first I assumed she was scouring the mountains for
new vatari deposits, but my top lieutenant in Icewatch believes
Ayrael was actually looking for someone rather than
something. There are a few small fishing villages nestled in the
valleys up there. He is investigating as we speak.”

I nodded slowly, debating whether or not I
should tell her about my vision. I decided there probably wasn’t
much harm in it, at least not at the moment.

“There’s an old man who lives up there,” I
said. “Gray beard, surprisingly muscular figure for his age. His
hair is too light to be a Roskarim.”

One of Silhouette’s silver eyebrows twitched.
“You know of this?”

“Not exactly,” I said, swallowing and bracing
myself against the wall. “I had a vision not long ago—an Aetheric
dreamscape where I saw Ayrael fighting with an old man in the
mountains. He seemed to want me to find him.”

“You are a seer?” she asked, taking a step
closer. “I had no idea.”

“I’m definitely not a seer—this vision was a
lot more detailed than anything I’m used to.” I pursed my lips. “I
don’t claim to understand everything I saw, but this can’t be a
coincidence.”

“I should think not.” Silhouette reached out
and touched my cheek for a moment. I could feel her clawing through
the Aether for answers. “I will send a message to my ally in
Icewatch. Perhaps he can solve this mystery for us.”

“I hope so,” I whispered. I had a feeling
things weren’t going to be that easy, but perhaps that was just my
innate pessimism talking. I wasn’t accustomed to having allies with
actual resources who could do things on my behalf…

“From the first moment I spotted you in the
Rose, I knew you would be an interesting man, Jorem Farr,”
Silhouette said, cupping her hand around my chin.

I could feel Valuri’s eyes roll even though I
wasn’t looking at her. “He’s not that interesting, believe
me.”

“For now, there’s nothing left for us to do
but wait,” Silhouette said, ignoring the comment. “I didn’t
actually come up here for business. I was hoping we could all get
better acquainted.”

“Really,” I said, my hands instinctively
falling to her slender waist. “And here I was hoping for the exact
same thing.”

I heard the smack of Val’s hand
striking her forehead but did my best to ignore it.

Silhouette smiled at me for another moment,
her eyes practically begging me to kiss her, before she
unexpectedly pivoted away and touched Kaseya’s arm. “I was
especially hoping to spend some more time with your amazon
companion. You enjoyed our time together in the Rose, didn’t
you?”

“Yes,” Kaseya confirmed. “You are quite
skilled.”

“I’m glad you think so.” The half-elf’s eyes
glimmered again. “There’s something else I would like to show you—a
technique I’m convinced you’ll appreciate.”

Kaseya turned towards me as if she were
asking for permission. “We have time,” I said, waving my hand.
“Enjoy yourself.”

“Your friends are welcome to watch, of
course,” Silhouette said. “I’ve no doubt they’ll enjoy the
show.”

She stretched up on her tiptoes and brought
her lips to the amazon’s. I couldn’t explain why, exactly, but the
sight of two women kissing had always made me stiffen faster than
just about anything else. By the time Silhouette’s fingers began
fiddling with the straps of Kaseya’s breastplate, my cock was
almost ready to burst.

“I need to sit down,” I breathed,
backpedaling and sinking down in one of the room’s plushy chairs.
Valuri rolled her eyes, but she followed and sat down in my lap
regardless. A few seconds later she began grinding her calves over
the lump in my trousers.

While Kaseya gently ran her hands through
Silhouette’s silver hair, she opened her eyes just enough to wink
at me. She could feel my arousal, and she knew how much I loved
watching her and Val go at it. Now she was going to give her
Maskari a show.

The women stripped each other piece by piece.
Just like when we had first met her back at the Silken Rose,
I couldn’t help but notice how Silhouette’s body combined the
sleek, slender frame of an elf with the plump, perky breasts of a
human. I desperately wanted to lie her down, straddle her stomach,
and fuck her tits until I left a hot, steaming load all over her
pretty elven face.

Val’s grinding grew more intense with every
article of clothing Silhouette removed. Once the other women were
both naked, she replaced her calves with her hand.

“Fuck,” she whispered. “You better still have
something left to give me…”

“Have I ever let you down?” I asked.

“There’s always a first time.”

Silhouette finally pulled away and smiled,
then gently led Kaseya to the thick carpet and floor cushions
decorating the other side of the room. “I can’t wait to taste you
again,” she cooed, leaning down just enough to lash her tongue
across the amazon’s nipples. “But while I was in the Underworld, I
learned the importance of playing with your food.”

She opened her right hand and reached out to
the Aether. A clump of white, faintly glowing webbing appeared in
her palm, and I suddenly remembered how she had pinned me against
the wall back in the Silken Rose. The dark elves were
obsessed with spiders and their webs—I should have made the
connection earlier.

Before Kaseya fully realized what was
happening, Silhouette took her strong arms and pinned them tightly
behind her back, then fastened them together with the magical
webbing. The pose forced Kaseya to thrust out her already ample
breasts—it looked just uncomfortable enough to be incredibly
hot.

“It’s a start,” Silhouette said, a truly
devilish smile on her lips. “Now get on your knees.”

Kaseya blinked. “What?”

“Get on your knees,” the half-elf repeated.
Her voice echoed across the room, and I could feel the power of the
Aether behind her words. “Now.”

The amazon obeyed as if she were in a trance.
The moment she touched the ground, a soft moan escaped Valuri’s
lips. Her fingers quickly and desperately wormed their way into my
trousers to free my cock.

“Good girl,” Silhouette said, tracing her
finger along the edge of Kaseya’s jaw. “Now show me what you
learned on that island of yours.”

The half-elf shuffled forward until her quim
was less than an inch from the amazon’s face. Kaseya eagerly
stretched out her tongue and began lashing the bald slit up and
down. Grinning in approval, Silhouette lifted her slender leg and
slung it over the other woman’s shoulder, then grabbed a handful of
red hair and closed her eyes.

“Fuck…” Valuri breathed, grabbing her belt.
“Get this shit off of me.”

She didn’t need to tell me twice. I helped
her tear off her boots and trousers in record time, and I traced my
fingers up her smooth, pale legs all the way to her smoldering
cunt. She was already soaked, which didn’t surprise me in the
least. We might have had very different personalities, but she was
the only woman I’d ever met whose quim could slicken even faster
than my cock could harden.

As I plunged a finger into her, the nails on
her left hand clawed into my shoulder. Her right returned to my
cock, and she was slowly and torturously stroking me as only she
could. I knew from experience that we could both keep this up for a
long time if we wanted to. And we usually did.

“Mmm…” Silhouette moaned, snapping my
attention back to the show. “Not bad. Not bad at all…”

She continued holding Kaseya against her for
another minute before she lifted her leg and pulled away. The
amazon’s face was glistening with her juices.

“I want to taste you, but there’s something
else I wanted to show you first,” Silhouette said. “I know another
spell I guarantee you never saw on Nol Krovos.”

Her devilish grin returned as she lowered her
right hand in front of her quim and reached out to the Aether. The
air around her wet slit began to shimmer, and I watched in
disbelief as a hard, thick cock inexplicably sprouted from inside
her.

“By the gods,” Valuri whispered. “It’s…it’s
actually real.”

I swallowed and forcibly dragged my eyes
away. “What?”

“I can see through illusions, Jorem. That
cock is real.”

I turned back and stared. I had automatically
assumed that the master illusionist had just crafted an illusory
phallus…but apparently Silhouette knew some actual transmutation
magic, too.

Kaseya looked even more bewildered than we
did. The swollen head dangled a breath away from her lips, and her
mouth kept opening and closing like she couldn’t decide what to do
with it.

“I had a feeling you’d like it,” Silhouette
snickered. “Now open wide.”

Once more Kaseya obeyed without question, and
the half-elf slowly fed her magical cock through the amazon’s lips
and deep into her throat. Having watched her gorge herself on my
own member countless times, I probably shouldn’t have found the
sight of Silhouette face-fucking her so arousing. But I did.

“Take it, Red,” Valuri said. “Take it
all…”

I don’t think I had ever properly appreciated
how deep Kaseya could swallow a cock until this moment. Once
Silhouette had pushed her member all the way in, she grabbed the
amazon’s red ponytail and began thrusting in earnest. Kaseya’s loud
gurgles and muffled moans filled the room and inexorably pushed me
towards a climax.

“Shit,” I gasped. “It’s coming.”

“Not yet,” Valuri growled. “Get inside
me!”

She pivoted around in my lap and swung her
leg all the way over until she was straddling me. Her quim was so
wet my cock slipped inside her without the slightest bit of
resistance.

“You better not finish before I do,” she
warned, grabbing the back of my head and pulling my face into her
tits. She wasn’t even looking at me; her green eyes remained
completely fixated on the show even while she fucked me with her
hips.

I had just about reached my limit when
Silhouette withdrew her now glistening member. “Perfect,” she said,
brushing Kaseya’s chin again. “Now I’m going to fuck that sweet
little cunt of yours.”

The amazon froze and balked away. “You
cannot.”

Everyone in the room seemed to pause at once.
Unsurprisingly, Silhouette was the first to find her voice.

“What?”

“My body is for Jorem’s stem alone,” Kaseya
said. “I cannot and will not sheathe another.”

“It’s okay,” I croaked. “Seriously.”

Kaseya shook her head. “It is a clear
violation of the Maskari-Shan pact.”

“Oh, for the love of…” Val smacked her
forehead. “Red, what the hell is wrong with you?”

“I cannot break my vow.”

Silhouette touched her face again. “I am
familiar with your culture’s pledge. It promises that you will not
sheathe any male stem other than your Maskari.” She grinned.
“But as you know, I am not a man and this is not a male stem.”

Kaseya stared blankly ahead, and I
legitimately had no idea what she was going to say. Did amazons
care about technicalities? Were they as fond of fudging the rules
as the rest of us?

I got my answer a second later when she
suddenly flopped forward on the carpet and thrust her ass straight
up into the air. Silhouette darted behind her without the slightest
pause, and she roughly slammed her cock into the amazon a split
second later.

“Now fuck her,” Valuri groaned. “Fuck her
until she begs for more!”

Silhouette clearly had plenty of experience
taking other women. She thrust with the raw intensity of an orc
barbarian twice her size. While her right hand repeatedly slapped
Kaseya’s ass, her left grabbed the amazon’s red ponytail and yanked
it back as hard as she could.

This is exactly what Kaseya looked like when
I fucked her from behind the first time. So powerless. So helpless.
So breathtakingly beautiful. The way she yelped in delight, the way
her eyes rolled back into her head, the way her tits slapped
against the floor…

“Oh, gods,” I breathed. “Here it comes!”

“Not yet!” Valuri said, clutching my throat
so hard I couldn’t breathe. “Not…yet…ooh!”

She climaxed so hard I felt the seizure
shudder through her body like an earthquake. Her red hot quim
clamped around me even tighter, begging me to spill. But I knew how
much she would want me to splatter her stomach and tits…

“Inside,” she said, biting my earlobe while
she choked me even harder. “Cum inside me, Jorem. Now!”

I was already firing before she finished the
sentence. I painted the walls of her quim with at least half a
dozen volleys, amazed that she actually wanted it inside her. I
relished the rare opportunity, clutching her tightly against me so
I could feel the remaining tremors of her climax. Once I finally
came down, I roughly kissed her lips and grabbed a thatch of her
black hair.

Silhouette’s cry of exultation finally
snapped us both out of our trance. We separated and glanced back
just in time to watch her pull out and drench Kaseya’s back with
blast after blast of seed. I didn’t understand how it was even
possible for a transmuted cock to spill like that, but in the heat
of the moment I didn’t really care. It was so unbelievably hot to
see the amazon crouched forward, arms pinned, her back and hair
soaked in someone else’s cum.

“I knew you’d enjoy it,” Silhouette said, her
eyes sparkling. “They always do…”

Kaseya looked broken and exhausted, but also
completely content. Valuri actually chuckled softly as she gathered
up some of the seed seeping out of her and placed it on her tongue.
“Red’s not the only one…”

I smiled as her eyes and tattoos began to
glow. Having allies really was a rare and wonderful thing after
all.
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Bring the sister to me, or die with the rest
of our people.

Despite how drained I was when I passed
out—despite the fact I slept so soundly than an earthquake probably
wouldn’t have dragged me back into the waking world—the strange
sorcerer’s ominous words continued looping through my mind all
night. I saw the snow covered peak and the tiny fishing village
from a great distance, but no matter how hard I tried I could never
get any closer. I swore I could actually feel someone reaching out
to me, but every minute that ticked by they grew farther and
farther away…

I was finally yanked back into the waking
world by the now familiar sound of soft moans and smacking lips,
and I wasn’t surprised in the least to find both Kaseya and Valuri
crouched over my waist and taking turns nibbling at my swollen
cock. It was still a bit sensitive from last night, and I was
almost tempted to ask them to stop and give me a day to
recover.

Almost. Somehow I still had sufficient
reserves to glaze Valuri’s tits and neck before I slumped back into
my pillow. The girls shared a kiss and a giggle, and Kaseya
eventually started her exercise regimen while the Huntress fed.

“You know, maybe we should reconsider our
vendetta against the Inquisitrix,” Valuri said as she gently ran
her fingers across the tiny hairs on my chest. She had pressed up
against me, her leg slung lazily over my waist. She was being
uncharacteristically snugly; I couldn’t even remember the last time
she had wanted to cuddle after sex.

“You think so?” I asked, clearing my throat
in an effort to find my voice.

“All I’m saying is that we escaped the lion’s
den, and a life of idle luxury doesn’t sound so bad,” she said. “I
can hang up my crossbows, Red can put down her sword…we’ll just lie
around drinking, smoking, and fucking all day.”

I grunted as I traced my fingers along the
soft skin of her silky smooth leg. “You’d get bored.”

“Not for a long while. Red is still full of
mysteries for me to explore, and I haven’t gotten tired of your
apprentice just yet.”

I cocked an eyebrow. “My apprentice?”

“Yeah, this guy,” Valuri said, gently cupping
my cock in her hand again. “Though I guess I should start calling
him ‘your master’ instead considering how often you listen to
him.”

I mock sighed and slapped her thigh. “You’re
unusually snarky this morning.”

“That’s a lie—I’m always snarky. I’m just not
usually this pensive to go along with it.” She nipped at my earlobe
and giggled. “Anyway, I’m just saying…we’ve never really talked
about how we could just try and start over and forget about all of
this. We could just ride to Silver Falls or Falcon Ridge.”

“We could,” I admitted, “but we both know
that’s not going to happen. We still have a score to settle.”

Val’s eyes slowly drifted over to Kaseya. The
amazon, apparently unfazed by the pounding she had taken from
Solemi last night, was busy with her morning exercise regimen. She
was still stretching out her legs while performing some kind of
hand-stand that seemed borderline impossible.

“Red does most of all, I suppose,” Valuri
murmured. “You know, I kind of hope this vision of yours was just a
random hallucination.”

“It doesn’t seem likely, given what
Silhouette said,” I pointed out, debating whether or not I should
mention that I’d heard the old sorcerer’s voice in my head all
night.

“No, it doesn’t,” Val murmured. “But I really
don’t like the idea of you suddenly having visions.”

“Because it will make me all-powerful and you
don’t want competition?”

She grunted. “Because the Aether isn’t to be
trusted.”

I frowned. “You make it sound like it’s a
person.”

“That’s how the Inquisitrix sees it. Back
during my training, she used to tell us how the Aether had a will
of its own. She didn’t think it was fully conscious, exactly, but
she was convinced it was alive. And like all living things,
its base instinct is to consume and grow.”

I didn’t respond right away. Every once in a
while I forgot just how much she distrusted magic. She didn’t hate
sorcerers out of principle like the rest of the Senosi, obviously,
but she wasn’t naïve about the risks we posed, either. Just like
how city guardsmen only ever saw people at their worst, her Senosi
training had focused on truly deviant and depraved individuals who
probably deserved at least some of what was coming to him. The
experiences still shaped her worldview whether she was aware of it
or not.

“I don’t know,” Valuri murmured after a
minute. “The whole idea of being fed visions by some random,
invisible energy field gives me the creeps.”

“Me too,” I agreed.

“One of these days, Red is going to have to
confront her own powers, you know,” she went on, lowering her
voice. “Maybe Silhouette could help her with that. She’s obviously
skilled, and the two of them seem to have a pretty strong
connection.”

I grunted. “Because of last night?”

“That’s part of it. I don’t know, I just
think it might be useful to have an outsider give her the same
message.”

“You just want Silhouette to teach Kaseya how
to grow a cock so she can fuck you with it.”

Valuri shrugged. “Would that really be such a
bad thing? You’d get to sleep in more often.”

I snickered and gently pushed her off me.
“I’m going to hit the pools and clean up.”

We spent most of the day relaxing and
exploring the rest of Darkwind, and the day after that was more of
the same. My wound completely healed in the interim, thankfully,
though I came perilously close to tearing open a bunch of new ones
when I fucked the girls one after the other. Kaseya took an
immediate liking to Silhouette’s chains and other assorted toys,
and I got the distinct feeling we were going to involve a lot more
healing magic in the near future…

On the third day, Silhouette finally returned
with real news, and unfortunately my earlier prediction proved
right: solving this new mystery was going to be a lot more
complicated than we thought.

“My contact learned more than I expected,
though not quite as much as I’d hoped,” Silhouette said, her voice
and expression more grave than I had ever seen. She sank down into
one of the room’s cushy chairs and crossed her legs. “Thankfully,
he was able to find and identify the man Ayrael was searching
for.”

“Let me guess: the old man is another
sorcerer who escaped from Vorsalos,” Valuri said.

“That was my assumption, too, but it turns
out we were both wrong. The sorcerer is an exile, but not from
Vorsalos.” Silhouette’s eyes shifted to Kaseya. “He is from Nol
Krovos.”

The amazon’s eyes immediately narrowed. “That
is not possible. None of the moshalim have left the island
since…” She paused, and the color slowly drained from her face.
“Zalheer.”

Valuri and I shared a confused glance when
she didn’t elaborate. “Should we know that name?” I asked
eventually.

“He is a powerful sorcerer who was banished
from Nol Krovos almost fifty years ago,” Silhouette said when
Kaseya remained silent. “Evidently he’s been living as something of
a hermit in the mountains for many years. Most of the hunters and
fishermen who live there are refugees from the Winter War—people
who aren’t welcome in Highwind but don’t want to be crushed by the
Roskarim barbarians beyond the White Ridge.”

I glanced over at Kaseya, but her face was
still creased in shock. “Do you know anything else about him?”

“Not much, unfortunately,” Silhouette said.
“My agent wasn’t actually able to reach the village—the area around
Therascor’s Peak is infested with ice trolls. But he was able to
speak with some of the merchants who occasionally ferry supplies up
from Icewatch. They said that Zalheer’s magic is the only reason
the villagers are still alive. Apparently he has been acting as
their protector for some time.”

“That’s impossible,” Kaseya said, her head
snapping up. “Zalheer would never help anyone.”

An awkward silence settled over the room. The
amazon eventually sighed and began pacing back and forth.

“Zalheer hates our people every bit as much
as Ayrael does,” Kaseya said, her voice brittle. “Everyone on Nol
Krovos assumed he died years ago. Once she learned that he was
still alive, she probably tried to forge an alliance with him.”

“But she’s a Senosi now,” Valuri pointed out.
“Why would she ally with a sorcerer?”

“Because she probably assumed he would help
her lead an attack on the island.” Kaseya paused in place for a
moment and shook her head. “The Matriarch still speaks his name as
a curse and a warning. He is the last and only moshalim to
turn.”

“Turn how?” I asked. “Abusing his power like
us mainlanders?”

Her eyes met mine. “He raped and murdered
another moshalim’s amazon, then later attempted to murder
his own.”

I grimaced, suddenly wishing I hadn’t been so
glib. “Oh.”

“When the other sorcerers tried to confront
him, he struck them down one by one. He was not banished—he
destroyed much of the island before he was finally overwhelmed and
forced to flee.”

“That certainly doesn’t sound like a man who
would spend decades defending refugees in the mountains,” Valuri
commented. “Or the person you saw in your vision.”

“Helping those people could be some kind of
personal penance,” I said. “When people get older, they
sometimes—”

“No!” Kaseya growled. “This is obviously some
kind of trick. He sent you that vision to deceive you.”

I frowned. “To what end?”

“I don’t know. Does it matter?” She spun away
and seethed quietly for a few seconds before she finally regained
her composure. “He must be working with Ayrael. He’s using himself
as bait to draw us out.”

Valuri frowned. “You did have your vision
just a few hours after we escaped. It’s not the craziest theory
I’ve ever heard.”

“I suppose not,” I said, turning back to
Solemi. “How reliable is this information from your contact?”

“Very,” she said. “He spoke with several
local merchants, and they all repeated similar stories. They
believe Zalheer is a good man protecting desperate people.”

“He could have twisted their minds for all we
know,” Kaseya said. “Zalheer is a murderer and a monster, nothing
more!”

“He was fifty years ago,” I said. “That
doesn’t mean he’s the same man today.”

She turned and shot me a glare so withering I
actually backpedaled a few steps. “You don’t know what you’re
talking about,” she spat. “None of you do!”

For a moment I actually thought she might
punch her fist through the wall or perhaps even my face. But then
she clenched her jaw and took a deep breath, and the worst of her
rage seemed to melt away.

“Zalheer is not our ally and never will be,”
she insisted. “If my sister asked for his aid against Nol Krovos,
I’ve no doubt he would help her.”

“That may be true, Red, but why would she
even ask for his help in the first place? Vorsalos has the largest
fleet of warships on this side of the Broken Sea. No offense, but
the Senosi could lay siege to Nol Krovos with or without one
sorcerer’s help.”

“My people would crush them,” Kaseya said
flatly. “Even with his help, they are no match for an army of
amazons and their Maskari.”

No one had the courage to argue the point in
front of her, though I could tell we were all having the same
thought: unless there were a lot more amazons than we realized, Nol
Krovos would be completely overwhelmed by even a fraction of the
Vorsalosian fleet. Once the Senosi neutralized the
moshalim…well, the result would be the same as if they
neutralized the Silver Fist and the Mage’s Guild here.

Which was to say, the Inquisitrix and her
armies would slaughter everyone wholesale.

“I’m no expert on interpreting dreamscape
visions,” I said into the silence, “but I could feel Zalheer’s
desperation even from here. I really don’t think he was trying to
deceive me.”

Valuri eyed me curiously. “Are you saying you
want to investigate? What if Red is right and this is a trap?”

“It doesn’t matter,” Kaseya said. “If Zalheer
is still alive, then he has escaped justice for far too long. I
will make him pay for his crimes myself.”

Once again we all looked at her in silence
for a moment. I had never seen her react this viscerally to
anything before.

“What if Ayrael is waiting for us?” I asked.
“We’re still not ready to face her.”

Kaseya swallowed heavily. “Honor demands that
I bring him to justice. If my sister wishes to stand at the side of
another traitor, so be it. I will drag both of their bodies back to
Nol Krovos.”

I tossed Valuri a wary glance. If Zalheer
really was a monster, she and her Senosi powers could still take
him down easily enough. But Ayrael was a different beast entirely.
The three of us together might be able to defeat her,
assuming we had ample warning and time to prepare. But if she had a
sorcerer with her—or, gods forbid, a bunch of Vorsalosian
soldiers…

“I suppose he probably has a lot of useful
information whether he allied with your sister or not,” I said
after a moment. “And there’s no way to get our hands on it without
trudging up there ourselves.”

I couldn’t tell for certain, but I was
reasonably sure I saw the corners of Silhouette’s mouth twitch
upwards in a smile. All she had done was drop a single piece of
information, and now the three of us were planning a fact-finding
mission up into the mountains on her behalf. She wouldn’t have to
risk herself or her assets, but she would learn everything she
wanted to know anyway.

Perhaps her secret identity as the Black
Mistress wasn’t so hard to believe after all.

“If you wish to investigate, my ally in
Icewatch should be able to provide you with the exact location of
the village in the mountain valley,” Silhouette said after a
moment. “Derec is a Knight of the Silver Fist—he will have full
access to the fort’s patrol schedule and scouting reports.”

Valuri snorted softly and crossed her arms.
“You have one of the knights wrapped around your finger, huh?”

“Several, actually,” the half-elf replied
matter-of-factly. “Derec is an old friend and very reliable. If you
need anything, he’ll do whatever he can to help.”

“I’m sure he’ll be a great help,” I said,
forcing a smile. The thought of leaving the city again almost made
me nauseous. The threat of death by the Senosi or capture by the
Archmage’s bounty hunters was bad enough, but it was also going to
be witch-tit cold up north. Trudging through fresh snow in search
of an old, murderous sorcerer sounded about as much fun as
fireballing my own cock.

The things we do for love.

“We should leave first thing in the morning,”
Kaseya said. “We’ll need supplies.”

“My people will take care of everything,”
Silhouette promised. “I’ll send word ahead to Derec that you’re
coming. He’ll be eager to meet all of you, I’m sure.”

I nodded idly. “Yeah, I’ll bet.”

We spent the next few minutes hashing out the
details, but I was only half paying attention at that point.
Zalheer’s warning started looping through my mind again, and I
reached out to the Aether and tried to discern whether or not this
whole thing was just an elaborate ruse. I couldn’t sense any
deception, that didn’t really mean anything. I wasn’t an actual
clairvoyant, and I definitely wasn’t a seer.

Still, my instincts told me that there was
more to this than any of us realized—and that whatever the truth
was, we needed to know it.

Once Silhouette had left us to attend to her
other duties, Valuri sighed and touched Kaseya on the shoulder.
“Are you really sure you want to do this, Red?” she asked. “We have
no idea what we’re going to find up there.”

“I know that we’ll find a monster, and that
it is my duty to kill him,” Kaseya said flatly. She paused a
moment, her blue eyes darting between us. “If you do not wish to
help, I am willing to go alone. I will deal with Zalheer and return
as quickly as possible.”

My jaw dropped in surprise. “What?”

“This is an amazon matter,” Kaseya said.
“Perhaps I should deal with it on my own.”

“But Jorem is your Maskari,” Valuri
said, shaking her head. “I thought you two were supposed to be
inseparable now.”

The amazon’s cheek twitched. “He has made it
clear on many occasions that I am free to do as I will.”

“Of course you are,” I said, my mouth still
drooping open. Up until now I wasn’t certain there was anything
that would make her leave my side. “But if this is that important
to you, I’m not going to sit here and let you take all the
risks.”

“Zalheer needs to pay for what he has done,”
Kaseya said. “If he can help us learn more about my sister’s plans,
all the better.”

“Then we’ll deal with him together,” I told
her, placing my hands on her shoulders. “We’re a team now—and a
pretty damn good one.”

Kaseya smiled warmly. “Yes, we are.”
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We spent the rest of the day preparing for
our unexpected journey, and Silhouette’s people provided us with
all the food, water, and warm clothing we would need. Horses
wouldn’t be useful in the mountains, obviously, but she still
arranged rides for our initial journey to Icewatch. I couldn’t help
but remember our similar arrangement with Telanya just a few days
ago. Hopefully this trip wouldn’t end with us falling into yet
another trap…

Morning came quickly and painfully. After an
almost frantic breakfast of berries and bread, Silhouette escorted
us out of the illusory maze protecting her lair, and an hour or so
later we were on the road north of Highwind. For once, the sight of
the city’s shimmering spires fading into the horizon actually made
me feel safer. The more time we gave Telanya to forget about us,
the better.

The first day of the trip was long but
uneventful. The biggest surprise was the sheer number of caravans
we passed along the way. I had assumed that the farmers in the
plains here had already harvested their crops this deep into
autumn, but apparently they still had plenty of grain left to sell
to the worried city folk. The Guild sages weren’t expecting a
particularly rough winter this year, but weather was a fickle beast
here in the north. It was entirely conceivable that the whole
region would be covered in snow before we returned to Silhouette.
By the time we set up camp on the second night of the trip, the air
had turned cold enough that I almost would have preferred to
snuggle with the girls rather than fuck them.

Almost.

“Oh, shit…” I breathed as my cock slipped
into Kaseya from behind. She was bent over on all fours in front of
the fire, and I had pinned her arms behind her back with a pair of
shimmering magical manacles. My left hand clutched at her long
ponytail while my right repeatedly smacked her bare ass.

“Come on, fuck her!” Valuri breathed into my
ear. She was pressed up so tightly against me I could feel her
nipples poking into my back. Her hands raked across my chest while
she nibbled at my ear. “Give her what she wants!”

I slammed into the amazon’s cunt over and
over again, and I could feel the shockwaves of every thrust
rippling through our bond. Even now, after I’d fucked her dozens of
times, I couldn’t help but marvel at how much she loved being taken
like this.

And she really, really loved the fact that
another woman was helping me dominate her.

“You better not be empty after Darkwind,”
Valuri taunted. The fingers on left hand reached between my legs
and clutched my testicles from behind while the fingers on her
right continued clawing at my chest. “It’s freezing out here, and
it’s going to be even colder in the mountains. You better make
enough to keep me warm.”

I bit down on my lip. “This batch isn’t
yours.”

“I’m willing to share,” she said, licking at
my earlobe. “Fill her up, Jorem. Inject her sweet little cunt with
your seed!”

I yanked on Kaseya’s ponytail, fully prepared
to explode at any moment. But surprisingly, her climax actually
struck first. Valuri’s words must have pushed the amazon over the
edge; her entire body seized up, and she screamed so loudly I
wouldn’t have been surprised if it woke the farmers down the road.
My cock was already firing by the time the echo of her pleasure
crashed over me, and Valuri moaned into my ear with every spurt.
She didn’t even give me time to recover after I was spent; she
almost violently pulled me out of Kaseya before she replaced my
cock with her mouth. As my seed hemorrhaged from the amazon’s quim,
Valuri’s tongue promptly lapped it up. Her tattoos flared to life
and bathed the whole camp in their eerie green glow.

“Fuck,” I repeated, slumping back onto my
bedroll and enjoying the view. Val’s hunger only seemed to have
grown after watching Silhouette fuck Kaseya. I couldn’t even
imagine how ravenous the Huntress would be if she could learn to
conjure a magical cock of her own—I doubt we would have been able
to travel more than a mile at a time before the girls called for
another fuck break.

At the moment, Val was probably hoping that
Kaseya would eventually embrace her sorcerous powers and learn to
conjure her own cock. Personally I was a little conflicted. I
wanted Kaseya to acknowledge her abilities, and I definitely
wanted to watch her hold down and fuck another woman. But I was
starting to get a little worried that the whole thing might make me
obsolete…

“You seem distracted,” Kaseya commented a few
minutes later after she had stretched out next to me. “You are
typically more relaxed after coitus. Did I not perform
adequately?”

I grunted. “You were wonderful, like always,”
I assured her. “The proof is inside you…well, what’s left of it,
anyway.”

She tilted her head. “Then what is the
problem?”

I sighed and nervously licked at my lips. I
had been planning on bringing this up for a while, and now was
probably as good a time as any. But that didn’t mean she was going
to like it.

“This isn’t something you want to talk
about,” I said, “but maybe it’s worth trying to see if we can
awaken your powers.”

Kaseya’s expression soured. “I already told
you: I do not—”

“Lying to yourself isn’t going to help anyone
in the long run,” I interrupted. “There’s Aether in your blood,
Kaseya. You need to learn to accept it.”

She glanced away and scowled up at the moon.
“You said yourself that you’ve never heard of a sorcerer whose
powers waited this long to manifest. Even if I do possess this
‘gift,’ perhaps it is too weak to be of consequence.”

“You can already sense the presence of
Aetheric echoes. That may not be as dramatic as lighting a house on
fire, but it’s still magic. We might be able to build on it
somehow.”

Kaseya sighed softly. “I will do as you
command, Maskari.”

“It’s not about what I command,” I
said, placing my hand over hers. “Look, you’re a warrior,
right?”

“You know I am.”

“Well, good warriors are always searching for
new skills that will give them an advantage over their opponents,
right? How is this any different?”

Her blue eyes studied me for a long moment.
“What is it you wish to try?”

“Nothing crazy,” I said. “Let’s start with
something simple—something we’ve tried a bunch of times
before.”

Taking a deep breath, I reached out to the
Aether and sheathed myself in a protective mantle of energy, then
echoed the spell upon her. The glowing, translucent barrier of
energy lit up the entire camp, and Valuri even snapped out of her
feeding trance long enough to see what we were doing.

“All right,” I murmured. “Can you feel the
magical currents rippling between us?”

Kaseya closed her eyes and nodded. “Yes.”

“And you’ve always been able to sense these
currents, right?”

“Not always. My sword-sisters and I learned
the technique during our training many years ago.”

“Wait, your instructors taught you this
technique but never acknowledge it had anything to do with the
Aether?”

“They said it was a gift from the gods,”
Kaseya explained. “The ability to feel magic was imperative for us
to properly serve our future Maskari masters.”

“Did any of the other girls struggle with
it?”

“A few. But they eventually learned.”

I nodded and pursed my lips. It wasn’t a
completely ridiculous explanation, of course. There were three ways
to channel the Aether, the so-called Three Corridors of magic:
divinity, sorcery, and wizardry. Personally, I had always found the
first one to be the most mysterious and disturbing. I had never
been a religious man, not even as a child. I didn’t doubt that the
gods existed—something was obviously giving the paladins of
the Escar and the rangers of Shalassa their powers—I just wasn’t
convinced that the source of divine power was a bunch of invisible
men and women living in the sky.

Regardless, it was at least conceivable that
the amazonian gods were the ones providing them with their limited
powers. It would explain how all of Kaseya’s sword-sisters could
feel Aetheric currents, though it wouldn’t explain why she could
sate Valuri’s hunger. The Senosi could disjoin any type of magic,
but they could only feed on sorcerers. Neither priests nor wizards
had any Aether in their bodies.

“Close your eyes and concentrate on those
currents,” I said after a moment. “Focus on their ebb and flow
between us. Focus on the way they resonate through our bond and
gain strength. Can you feel it?”

She fell silent for a moment. “Yes.”

“Good. Now try and manipulate them. Imagine
they’re a stream running down a hill—place your hand inside the
water and force the current to go around you.”

“Jorem…”

“Just try,” I pleaded. “See what
happens.”

Kaseya took a deep breath, and I watched as
her forehead creased with strain. I couldn’t feel anything—if she
was reaching out, her efforts were too weak for me to notice.

“Nothing is happening,” she said, her eyes
blinking open. “I told you: I am not a sorceress.”

“Yes, you are, honey,” Valuri said, propping
herself up on her elbows. Semen was still trickling from the
corners of her mouth—if she had fangs, she really would have looked
like a vampire right now. “Spread those long legs for me again and
I’ll prove it to you.”

Kaseya turned. “You already fed.”

“Yeah, but I’m always happy to eat again,
depending what’s on the menu.”

“It’s all right—we can let this go,” I said,
releasing my hold on the Aether. An instant later, the barriers
protecting us faded. “I’m not going to force you to try something
that makes you uncomfortable.”

“Unless it’s anal,” Valuri snarked.

I rolled my eyes at her. “This is
serious.”

“Yeah, well, so is anal.”

“Thank you, Jorem,” Kaseya said, touching my
cheek. “I do not wish to be difficult or upset you, but I do not
want anything to do with this.”

“That’s all right,” I said, and meant it. I
had a feeling she would come around eventually, but eventually
didn’t have to be tonight.

“Good,” she said, leaning in to kiss me.
“Valuri is wrong, by the way.”

I sighed. “Her Senosi powers—”

“Not about that,” Kaseya said, leaning away
and reclining back onto the bedroll. She grabbed her thighs and
gently pulled her knees up against her chest until her feet were
straight up in the air. “Anal does not make me uncomfortable.”

I grinned and slowly stroked my cock back to
life. I had no idea if this was just a gambit to change the
subject, but after looking down at her perfect, cream-colored ass,
I honestly didn’t care.
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From a distance, Icewatch was every bit as
imposing as I had been led to believe. The outer wall— a towering
stone monstrosity sealing off the wide gap between the mountains
like a dam—was visible for dozens of miles across the snow-dappled
plains, and the jagged castle at its center rolled into view not
long after. The fortress had been built over a century ago to
protect the people of Highwind from the Roskarim barbarians of the
White Ridge, though for the past several decades it had also served
as a bulwark against a potential attack from Vorsalos. Even
bolstered with magic, no army in the region was strong enough to
punch through.

 

That was the conventional wisdom in Highwind,
at least, though as we drew closer I realized that, as usual,
conventional wisdom only told part of the story. The fortress was
still enormous and imposing by the time we reached the gate, but it
looked far less invincible than it had from a distance. The outer
wall was cracked and crumbling in numerous places, and only about
half the defensive towers were still functional.

The condition was even worse on the other
side, if the rumors I’d heard in Vorsalos were to be believed. The
Roskarim had laid siege to Icewatch for almost three months near
the end of the Winter War, and most of the damage they’d inflicted
had never been repaired. It was hard to understand why, given
Highwind’s wealth and the historical importance of the fortress,
but after Highlord Kastrius and the Silver Fist army had
slaughtered the Roskarim clan-lord and a third of his army at the
Battle of Bleak Hollow, the Council had obviously decided that the
barbarians were no longer a threat. Repairs were time-consuming and
expensive, and people had an astonishing capacity to ignore
non-imminent threats in my experience, especially when their
personal holdings weren’t on the line. Complacency and entropy were
the two most powerful forces in the multiverse.

“If the Inquisitrix does start a war, she
won’t shy away from attacking this place,” Valuri commented as we
waited for our turn to enter. “A few trebuchets could crack that
wall open in an afternoon.”

“I still don’t think she’s the ‘march an army
across the region’ type,” I said. “She conquered Vorsalos from
within. She probably believes she can do the same thing with
Highwind.”

“The more you describe this woman, the more
cowardly she seems,” Kaseya scoffed.

“You won’t get any argument from us.”

The guards eventually let us inside, though
not before they thoroughly searched our wagon. The Council was
probably worried about weapon and artifact smugglers, but I
wondered if anyone here knew about the secret battle for the
region’s vatari crystals. Some of these men couldn’t have been in
Telanya’s pocket, for all we knew. The thought made me more
grateful than ever for our disguises.

The castle interior was a bit livelier than I
expected, given the temperature and location. A handful of
merchants had set up permanent shops inside the walls to try and
sell their goods to the soldiers, and there was a large inn
catering to the travelers passing through the mountains. The
brothel—owned by Silhouette—was even harder to miss: the music and
laughter from the three-story structure echoed through the whole
damn courtyard.

“Five thousand men on the walls, maybe twenty
whores to keep them all occupied…” Valuri commented. “Those women
have got to be sore.”

“At least they’re well compensated,” I
murmured. “I bet Silhouette gives them a bonus for every secret
they coax out of an officer.”

“I certainly hope so.” Valuri sighed and
peered around the courtyard. “Her contact should be inside. Shall
we get this over with?”

I nodded as I glanced around. I had never
been particularly comfortable around soldiers, Vorsalosian or
otherwise, and a full-blown military fortress like Icewatch was the
worst of the worst. Everything about this place made my skin crawl.
The faster we finished our business here, the better.

“Yeah,” I murmured. “Let’s go.”

I felt bizarrely at home when we actually
entered the brothel, which probably said more about the true nature
of my character than I wanted to admit. The ground floor had a
stage, several gaming tables, and a genuinely astonishing number of
half-naked women. Evidently I had grossly underestimated the
whore-to-soldier ratio here.

The man we were looking for was easy to spot,
given that he was the only one still wearing his Silver Fist armor.
He was a few years older than me with a trim beard and long, dark
hair. His face lit up in a welcoming smile when he noticed us, and
he waved us over to his table in the corner.

“Solemi said you would be hard to miss,” he
said when we drew close. “Please, have a seat. Sir Derec Montabon,
at your service.”

“It’s nice to meet you,” I replied with a
crisp. “I’m Jorem. Behind me are Valuri and Kaseya.”

“A knight in a brothel,” Kaseya murmured, her
brow creased in confusion. “Don’t your vows prevent this kind of
behavior?”

Sir Derec snorted. “You really are new around
here, aren’t you? Our code is a bit more lenient than some
of the orders to the south.”

“In other words, the paladins out here are
about as chaste as we are,” Valuri said, flashing him a seductive
smirk. “I think we’ll get along nicely.”

He smiled back, his blue eyes drinking in her
cleavage. “I’ve no doubt we will.”

“Silhouette—sorry, Solemi—said you could help
us track down Zalheer,” I said, trying to steer the conversation
back to business. I didn’t normally get jealous when she flirted
with other men, but this guy was a little too handsome for his own
good. Bloody paladins…

“I can point you in the right direction,”
Derec said as his eyes slowly shifting back to me. “As far as I
know, he’s still in the fishing village up in the mountain valley
just past Therascor’s Peak. It’s not an easy trip in the best of
times, and with all the trolls riled up…” He shrugged. “Normally
I’d suggest you wait a few weeks to see if they scurry back into
their holes, but I know how much Solemi wants information on the
Inquisitrix’s new Hand.”

“Do you know anything about her?” I
asked.

“Only what Solemi has told me. I never
actually saw Ayrael up there myself—the knight-commander rarely
lets me leave the fort.”

“Then how do you possess all of this
information?” Kaseya asked.

Sir Derec smiled. “The old fashioned way—I
talk to people. Icewatch isn’t a major trade hub or anything, but
the merchants who pass through have plenty of stories. The only
trick is figuring out which ones are worth listening to.”

“So you’ve never actually met Zalheer,” I
said.

“No. The old man hasn’t left the valley for a
long time, apparently. All the merchants who normally head up that
way are assuming he’ll deal with the trolls eventually. Apparently
his magic is something to behold. He’s the only thing keeping the
refugees safe from the trolls and the Roskarim.”

“Whatever you have heard about Zalheer is a
lie,” Kaseya hissed. “I promise you that he is not protecting
anyone. He is a monster.”

Derec frowned at the sudden intensity in her
voice. “Well, according to—”

“He is a monster,” the amazon repeated. “And
I will be the one who finally brings him to justice.”

I had never been more thankful for background
noise. Otherwise I could have heard a pin drop on our table.

“We just really need to find him,” I said,
forcing an awkward smile. “We have a lot of questions, and any help
you can give us would be appreciated.”

Derec nodded slowly as he dragged his eyes
away from the angry amazon. “Normal maps aren’t much use up in the
mountains, but I did snag this for you.” He pulled a rolled-up
scroll from his belt and sprawled it out across the table. “It’s a
little crude, but the landmarks should point you in the right
direction. We haven’t had any major storms yet, so the path itself
should be reasonably clear.”

“This will help a great deal, thanks,” I
said, smiling again. “We’ll probably grab something to eat then
head out. It’s still early, and I’d rather get there sooner rather
than later.”

“You should really stay the night—camping in
the mountains isn’t as fun as it sounds.” Derec smiled and turned
back to Valuri. “Besides, this place isn’t as boring as it seems.
There are plenty of ways to have fun and pass the time.”

“Really,” Val said, leaning her arms across
the table. “Such as…?”

The paladin grinned. “Well, we could—”

“We really can’t afford to waste any time,” I
interjected, smacking Val’s leg beneath the table. I wouldn’t have
been surprised if she actually wanted to fuck him, but I also
wouldn’t have been surprised if she was flirting purely to taunt
me.

“I agree,” Kaseya said, taking the map and
rolling it back up. “Thank you for your time, Sir Derec. We
appreciate your help.”

She stood and made her way back towards the
exit without waiting for us. I was genuinely starting to dread
encountering Zalheer. Even if it wasn’t an elaborate trap—even if
his message had been completely genuine—I was worried that Kaseya
might just rush forward and impale him without giving him a chance
to explain himself…

“I’ve never met an amazon before, but I see
they are just as driven as I’ve been led to believe,” Derec
commented after a moment.

“That’s one way to describe them,” I
murmured.

“Every merchant I’ve spoken to is genuinely
scared of the Inquisitrix’s Hand.”

“They should be,” Val told him.
“Everyone should be.”

Derec nodded. “When she and her soldiers were
here, they carved a bloody swath through the pass. I can’t believe
there any trolls left. Some of the fortress’s scouts saw the
results of her handiwork first hand. What they described
was…harrowing. No one should be able to inflict that much
damage without the help of the Aether.”

“She’s not just an amazon—she’s a Senosi now,
too,” Val reminded him, the faintest hint of wounded pride in her
voice. “You and your friends better get used to it. If the
Inquisitrix gets her way, you’re going to be facing a lot more
Huntresses soon.”

“Hopefully it won’t come to that,” Derec said
gravely. “Anyway, I wish you luck on your journey. The Mistress has
full confidence in your abilities.”

“Good to know,” I murmured. “Thanks
again.”

We caught up with Kaseya outside a minute
later. She was staring off to the east, her eyes locked onto the
distant mountain peak even though the mountains were cloaked in
fog.

“According to this map, we should be able to
reach the Peak by nightfall,” she said. “If we hurry, we might even
be able to reach the village.”

She started walking away before we had a
chance to respond. I let out a deep breath and glanced down to
Valuri.

“Well, I’m excited. How about you?”

“Thrilled,” she muttered. “Why I am less
scared about trolls than I am about Red?”

“Because you and I are more alike than either
of us want to admit,” I said, squeezing her arm. “Come on. We might
as well get this over with.”

 


***

 


Trudging through the mountains was every bit
as fun as I’d imagined. The so-called “trail” was less of a path
than a deathtrap, complete with slick terrain, random rock falls,
and the occasional ice troll. I couldn’t imagine any merchant with
a sliver of sanity making this trip more than once a year, and even
then he would have needed to hire a wizard or ranger just to
survive. The three of us wouldn’t have lasted a day without
Kaseya’s survival skills and my magic.

“This right here is why I’m proud to be a
city girl,” Valuri said as she warmed her hands over the campfire
that night. “Who in their right mind would ever want to live like
this?”

“Somehow, I doubt many of these people have a
choice,” I told her, glancing back over my shoulder. Therascor’s
Peak was easily visible in the bright moonlight, and in theory our
destination was only a few miles down the cliff on the other side.
“The Roskarim rule everything north of here, and you know how they
feel about outsiders.”

“There are a dozen villages around the Frozen
Tear. Why not head south and join them?”

“Because the people on that side of the
mountains don’t want them, either,” I said. “For all its other
virtues, Highwind has never been particularly welcoming of war
refugees. These folks are still considered too savage for the
genteel masses. They’re basically trapped between two
civilizations.”

“And Zalheer is hiding among them,” Kaseya
murmured.

Valuri I turned in unison. The amazon was
standing off to the side behind us, her eyes locked onto the Peak
in the distance. Her intensity hadn’t waned in the slightest since
we left Icewatch. I could actually feel the anger swelling inside
her even without activating my ring.

“He better be, otherwise we’re all freezing
our asses off for nothing,” Valuri said, nestling up against me
more tightly. For once, her Senosi powers were working against
her—I couldn’t use my magic to shield her from the worst of the
cold like I could with myself and Kaseya. As long as I was
conscious and focusing, we didn’t really even need the thick furs
or coats.

“He is there, and he will tell us everything
he knows about my sister,” Kaseya said, her voice as bitter as the
wind. “Then he will kneel and face justice for his crimes.”

I frowned. “You can actually sense him out
there, can’t you?”

Kaseya frowned and turned as if she only just
remembered that she wasn’t alone. “What?”

“I can feel you reaching out through the
Aether,” I explained. “I can’t sense anything, but I bet you
can.”

Her lip twitched. “I sense a presence,
yes.”

I wanted to tell her how remarkable that was;
I wanted to explain that most sorcerers I’d known had trouble
sensing other channelers beyond a few hundred feet, let alone miles
away. But I knew she still didn’t want to hear anything about her
powers.

“You need to be ready for what he has to
say,” I whispered. “You might not like it.”

“I am certain I will not like it,”
Kaseya said matter-of-factly. “I am just as certain that I will
kill him anyway.”

I pressed my tongue hard into the back of my
teeth. Even without the influence of her collar and my ring, I felt
like I had connected with her more deeply than I had with almost
anyone else I’d ever met. I couldn’t explain why, precisely, but
when I kissed her—and especially when I fucked her—everything in
the world just felt right.

But we were still very different people with
very different life experiences, and at times like this I was
reminded how much more I had in common with Valuri. Growing up in
the same city was part of it, but it was really more about a shared
culture than location. The streets of Vorsalos taught
everyone to be selfish and cynical. Charity was rare, and survival
was all that mattered.

I knew precious little about daily life in
Nol Krovos, but Kaseya’s entire worldview was obviously framed by
an honor-bound code of justice that was completely foreign to us.
She was sincerely motivated by an alleged crime committed against
her people thirty years before she was born. It was difficult to
understand, to say the least.

Still, a part of me couldn’t help but respect
her for it. I bet Valuri did too, in her own way.

The three of us took turns keeping watch, and
we were up and on the move just after sunrise. I fed Valuri with a
spark of magic from my fingertips rather than a blast of seed from
my cock, and we made excellent time despite the horrid terrain and
wandering monsters. The small village in the valley rolled into
view not long after we curled around the edge of the Peak.

“That’s it,” I declared, bracing myself
against a large stone outcropping.

“Obviously,” Valuri said. “I don’t think
there are many other settlements up here.”

“I mean that’s the village I saw in the
dreamscape,” I explained. “The houses, the lake…it’s all exactly
the same.”

“That’s a good thing, right? It means you’re
not crazy. Or at least, you’re not as crazy.”

I pursed my lips in thought. “I know other
channelers have visions all the time, but this is new to me.
It’s…weird.”

Valuri shrugged. “I just hope the old man is
still here.”

“He is,” Kaseya said, her eyes narrowing in
thought. “But something’s wrong.”

I frowned and examined the nearby area. The
path was a bit wider here, and we were surrounded by a thatch of
frozen bushes and tall pines. The permafrost beneath our boots had
a bit more traction than normal, but it was still a long, slick
path down to the lake.

“You sense something?” I asked.

“We’re being watched.”

I glanced back over my shoulder to Valuri and
raised my hand in warning. Her brow creased as she reflexively drew
her crossbows. We all paused, but even after listening carefully
for a good thirty seconds I didn’t hear anything.

“Trolls aren’t this quiet,” I murmured.
“Neither are orcs, generally.”

“They’re not orcs—they’re men,” Kaseya said.
“And they have a channeler with them. Can’t you feel it?”

I frowned and reached out through the Aether.
I didn’t detect anything nearby, but that didn’t necessarily mean
anything. Her senses were far sharper than mine, whether she wanted
to admit it or not. Perhaps she—

My thought was interrupted by the
high-pitched whistle of an arrow streaking towards my head. It
would have splattered my skull across the snow if Kaseya hadn’t
hoisted her shield in front of me at the last second. She
immediately whirled around and deflected two more arrows before my
eyes finally locked onto a glimmer of movement behind me. Three
large male figures wearing pure white camouflage leapt out from the
nearby bushes and charged at us, gleaming axes in hand.

“Roskarim!” Valuri shouted, firing a pair of
bolts just over my shoulder. They dropped one of the men midstride,
but the others kept coming. And a heartbeat later, four more
emerged from behind us.

I reflexively clawed out to the Aether, but
before I sheathed myself in spell armor I dropped flat to a knee
and thrust out my hands. A concussive wave of force rippled out
from my body in all directions, smashing into the ambushers and
flattening most of them against the ground. The impact wasn’t
strong enough to actually hurt them—I needed more than a split
second to channel enough power for that—but in theory it would buy
us a few seconds to react.

And with Valuri and Kaseya at my side, I knew
that a few seconds would be more than enough.

The Huntress tucked herself into a tight ball
and rolled away from the barbarian attackers before they could
regain their footing. Her crossbows reloaded themselves while she
tumbled, and when she vaulted back to her feet she fired two more
quarrels, striking one man in the leg and another in the throat.
Kaseya, for her part, was more concerned with protecting her
Maskari. She crouched above me as more arrows streaked
towards us, and she somehow managed to catch all of them on her
shield despite the fact they were coming from completely different
angles.

I really wanted to pause for a moment and
figure out what in the hell was going on. How did a pack of
Roskarim barbarians get up here without leaving any tracks? Why
were they attacking us? How in the bloody hell had Kaseya sensed
them?

Unfortunately, time was not our ally, so
rather than lying around pondering the nature of the multiverse I
snapped into action. The Aether surged through me, and I sheathed
Kaseya and I in a protective mantle just like usual. And thank the
gods I did—an instant later, one stray arrow slipped past her
shield and struck her in the leg. The metal head expended all its
force piercing her spell armor, and by the time it reached her skin
it barely left a scratch.

“We have to get to cover!” she cried out.

“There is no cover!” Valuri hissed.

She was right, of course. The bushes and
pines weren’t enough to protect us from much of anything. We were
caught completely out in the open, and a single step in the wrong
direction could result in a long, painful tumble down to the
valley…

I grimaced even as I reared back and
channeled a jagged torrent of energy towards our attackers. The
crackling bolts electrocuted the men where they stood, freezing
their muscles in place before stopping their hearts altogether.
Before their bodies had even hit the ground, I whirled about and
unleashed a gout of flame from my other hand, searing the men
behind me—

At which point something struck me squarely
in the back and sent me tumbling down the frozen path. I managed to
grab onto a rock just before I skidded off the side and toppled
half a mile straight down into the lake below, and when I glanced
up my eyes latched onto yet another Roskarim standing on the path
behind us. He was covered in furs and leather armor just like the
rest of his warriors, but I could feel the Aether swirling around
him. Apparently he was the channeler Kaseya had sensed.

“Kal roska daan!” he screamed,
unleashing a coruscating beam of purplish energy directly at
Kaseya. She caught the blast on her shield at the last second, but
the impact still pushed her backwards and nearly caused her to
trip. A few feet away, Valuri was trapped in a frantic melee with
several other barbarians; her claws were out and covered in blood,
but she wouldn’t be able to get free soon enough to neutralize the
channeler and save us.

“No!” I shrieked, reaching out to the Aether
and desperately trying to muster enough power for another spell.
Energy gathered at my fingertips, but the barbarian was already
directing another blast towards Kaseya—

He never finished channeling his spell.
Without warning, a stroke of lightning surged down from atop the
Peak, enveloping the barbarian in a crackling flash so bright it
almost burned my eyes right out of their sockets. As I rapidly
blinked in a desperate but futile effort to clear the afterimage, I
heard several more blasts strike the path as if the gods themselves
had decided to smite the Roskarim. Kaseya cried out an
indecipherable warning, and Valuri screamed something as well. But
by the time I could actually see, the battle was already over.

Kaseya was hunkered over me again, her shield
hoisted protectively in front of us. Valuri was only a few yards
away, her eyes glowing green and her claws dripping with blood.
They were both staring up at an old man as he slowly levitated down
from one of the rocky ledges above us. He was clad in thick furs
just like the Roskarim, but he clearly wasn’t one of them.

“That’s close enough!” Valuri warned, holding
her blood-drenched claws in front of her face.

The man slowly pulled back his hood once his
boots touched the ground. His long hair and beard were completely
white, and he had the weathered skin of someone who had spent the
vast majority of his long life outdoors beneath the sun.
Physically, he was the same sinewy man from my dreamscape, but here
in person he radiated an aura of power unlike anything I had ever
seen before. The Aether clung to him like a second cloak.

“Zalheer,” Kaseya spat.

“The sister,” he said, a visible wave of
relief unfurling his wrinkled brow. “You have finally come. We are
nearly out of time.”

I frowned suspiciously. “Time for what?”

The old man’s eyes lingered on Kaseya for a
long moment before they turned back to me. “To save our people. To
save the Aether itself. The Vaer Tal’Shira will destroy
everything if she is not stopped.”

I shook my head. “The what?”

“The Daughter of Destiny,” Kaseya translated.
“My sister.”

“If not confronted, she will poison the
Aether and leave this world in utter darkness,” Zalheer said. “And
you are the only one who can stop her.”
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A long silence settled over the mountain.
Snow whipped across my face and the stench of burned flesh filled
my nostrils, but I barely even noticed them. I couldn’t take my
eyes off the man in front of me, and I couldn’t concentrate on
anything besides the waves of power rolling off him.

“Please, it is not safe here,” Zalheer said,
breaking the silence. “The Roskarim infest this mountain, and more
will come soon.”

I pulled my eyes away from him and glanced
back over my shoulder to the Peak. “What are they doing up
here?”

“Ensuring that I cannot leave.”

My head snapped back around. “Why would a
bunch of snow barbarians care about you?”

“Because the Vaer Tal’Shira ordered
them to keep me here until she returns.”

“Wait a second,” Valuri said, inching
forward. “You’re saying Ayrael has a bunch of barbarians on her
side now, too?”

“She has all the barbarians on her
side,” the old man said. “The clans have united under her
banner.”

My mouth fell open. “How is that possible?
The Roskarim are tundra nomads. They won’t follow anyone.”

“They do now.”

I turned towards Valuri, but she didn’t have
anything to offer me besides a confused shrug. It didn’t seem
possible—the barbarian hordes hated everyone south of the
White Ridge. They had warred with the Three Cities off and on for
hundreds of years. Their invasion during the Winter War was just
the latest in a long history of skirmishes.

“My sister wouldn’t keep you alive unless you
were useful to her,” Kaseya said, her voice low and cold. “You
agreed to help her attack Nol Krovos, didn’t you?”

“No, though she is convinced that I will
eventually change my mind,” Zalheer said. “She is mistaken.”

I nodded absently, the scene from my first
vision looping over and over in my head. Ayrael had spared him, and
I hadn’t understood why at the time…

“I promise I will explain everything, but we
do not have much time,” Zalheer went on. “If you will just follow
me to the village, I will—”

“We’re not going anywhere with you,” Kaseya
said, taking a menacing step forward. “You’re going to tell us
exactly what we want to know, or my Senosi friend will rip out your
heart right here and now.”

I winced. “Kaseya, maybe we should—”

“No!” she growled. “I will not be deceived by
this monster. If he has something to tell us, he had best make it
quick.”

Zalheer let out a long, tired sigh. “I know
what Lysara has told you about me. Your sister explained everything
in great detail.” His shoulders slumped, and I could actually see
his aura diminish in the Aether. “I do not expect you to trust me.
All I ask is that you give me the opportunity to explain
myself.”

“I do not need an explanation,” Kaseya said.
“I do not need to hear any of your lies!”

“Calm down for a second, Red,” Valuri
pleaded. “There’s no harm in letting him speak.”

Kaseya’s head whipped around so quickly her
frozen ponytail nearly smacked me in the face. “Are you serious?”
she hissed. “You saw the power he commands. He could kill us in an
instant if we let our guard down!”

“If he tries anything, he’ll be dead before
he hits the ground,” Valuri said, retrieving one of her crossbows.
“If he met your sister, then he already knows he’s no match for a
Senosi.”

“Val’s right,” I said, keeping my voice as
soft as possible. “You don’t have to trust him. You don’t have to
believe him. But the whole reason we’re here is to at least listen
to what he has to say.”

As the seconds ticked by and her rage didn’t
subside, I legitimately wondered if she might just rush forward and
kill him right then and there. I had never seen her like this
before, and even though she had pledged to obey me I doubted I
could have commanded her to do anything right now.

“I will listen,” she said eventually. “But do
not let your guard down, not even for an instant.”

“I don’t plan on it,” Valuri said with a dark
grin. “Come on, old man. Show us to your village, and keep your
hands where I can see them.”

Zalheer nodded, and it seemed like it took
all the willpower he could muster to drag his eyes from Kaseya. “Of
course. Please, follow me…”

He turned and started down the path. The
girls followed right behind him, but I took one last look at the
Roskarim bodies littering the snow around us. I might have been
able to fend them off on my own if I had overchanneled—I had done
exactly that a month ago at the bandit fort and then again on
Ayrael’s ship after we had been taken prisoner. But the process had
left me weak and drained both times, and I always ran the risk of
triggering a serious backlash—one that could potentially cripple or
even kill me. Plenty of sorcerers had vaporized themselves while
trying to harness so much power at once, and all of us shortened
our lifespans tremendously even when we succeeded.

Yet Zalheer didn’t look winded in the
slightest, and somehow he had survived to his seventies—an almost
unprecedented accomplishment for a sorcerer. Kaseya must have been
right about the power of the moshalim. I couldn’t even began
to imagine what kind of channeling techniques this man had mastered
over the years…

Taking in a final deep breath, I started down
the path. The trip was basically a prisoner escort. Kaseya kept her
sword drawn the whole time, and Valuri pointed one of her crossbows
at the old man’s back. I started to get worried that the other
villagers might panic when they saw us, but the closer we
approached the more empty the place looked.

“The Roskarim are this close to your
doorstep, but you haven’t even built a palisade?” I asked, glancing
between the ramshackle houses. “How do the people here expect to
defend themselves?

“They don’t,” Zalheer said. “I am the only
one left.”

I froze in place. “Wait, what?”

“The barbarians took the other villagers
months ago. By now the men and boys will have been integrated into
their army. The women were likely taken farther north to serve as
breeding stock.”

“Escar’s mercy,” Valuri breathed. “I thought
you were supposed to be their protector?”

Zalheer stopped and turned. “I watched them
for almost twenty years. But when the Vaer Tal’Shira
arrived, my magic failed me. I was powerless to stop her.”

“And yet here you are without a scratch,”
Kaseya said, her jaw still clenched. “How convenient for you.”

“As I said, she is convinced that I will join
her crusade against the Matriarch.”

“Why didn’t you?” Kaseya asked sharply. “You
could have finished what you started fifty years ago!”

Zalheer paused and gestured towards one of
the nearby houses. “I will explain everything, I promise. But we
should move inside the wards. The barbarians know better than to
approach without the Vael Tal’Shira at their side.”

He turned and continued down the last stretch
of the path. Valuri and I both looked at Kaseya for guidance. I
could see the war raging across her face—a part of her still wanted
to kick the old man to his knees and behead him for his crimes
right then and there. But thankfully her reasonable side won yet
another battle, and she pressed onward.

Once we actually reached the village, I
finally understood why the Roskarim had learned to stay away. There
might not have been a palisade or any armed lookouts, but Zalheer
had inscribed dozens of warding glyphs all around the settlement.
They were nearly invisible to the naked eye, but when I reached out
through the Aether I could feel them brimming with an unbelievable
amount of dormant energy. What I didn’t understand was how he could
maintain so many of them at once. The sheer amount of concentration
required was…well, impossible, to put it mildly.

“Nice little welcome you have prepared here,”
Valuri said, learning down and placing her hand upon one of the
glyphs. The resulting detonation would have almost certainly
vaporized any normal person, but her eyes began to glow as she fed
upon the dormant energy and effectively disarmed the trap. She
wasn’t actually hungry, of course—she just wanted to remind Zalheer
of exactly what he was dealing with.

“I admit, I did not expect you to be
traveling with one of the Corruptor’s minions,” the old man said.
“In my visions, the two of you were always traveling alone: Kari
Vata and Maskari, their bond growing stronger with each
passing day.”

“I can’t decide if that’s creepy or
romantic,” Valuri muttered. “Since you’ve apparently been spying on
them, I think I’ll go with the former.”

“You called out to me through the Aether,” I
said, as we stepped up onto the porch of his house. It was and
surprisingly spacious compared to most of the others, and when he
pushed open a door I saw the embers of an old fire still smoldering
inside. “You wanted to summon me here even though you’ve admitted
it’s exactly what Ayrael wants. Why?”

The old man gestured for us to take a seat at
the dining table. Other than the fireplace and cooking pot, the
downstairs almost looked like the floor of a library. Bookshelves
lined nearly every wall, and I spotted a few more atop the stairs
on the second level.

“Jorem asked you a question,” Kaseya said,
jabbing her sword towards his chest. “You will answer it—now!”

Zalheer eyed her blade, but again I didn’t
see even the slightest flicker of fear cross his face. “I already
told you,” he said. “I called out to you because the Vaer
Tal’Shira is the only hope of destroying the corruptors and
saving the Aether.”

“You keep using that word,” Valuri said.
“Isn’t Tal’Shira your last name?”

Kaseya’s lip quivered almost imperceptibly.
“Amazons do not take the names of our parents—surnames are bestowed
upon us by the moshalim. When my sister was born, the seers
believed she was the most powerful amazon born in a generation. She
is Vaer Tal’Shira: the Daughter of Destiny.”

I frowned. “But you share the name.”

“Only after her banishment,” Kaseya said.
“The moshalim believed that I would be the one to find her
and bring her to justice.”

“And for once, they are correct,” Zalheer
said. “Though as usual, they are unwilling or unable to look beyond
a single thread to the entire tapestry. Your sister is an
inconvenience, to be sure, but she is not the true enemy.”

Valuri snorted. “An ‘inconvenience?’
You just said she stomped your ass and wiped out this entire
village. Not that you seem particularly broken up about it.”

“Why would he be?” Kaseya asked. “He is a
rapist and a murderer.”

Zalheer’s expression sank, and for a moment
he looked like she had actually stabbed him. “Somehow after all
these years, I made the mistake of assuming that Lysara would
forgive me. I knew I could never return home, but I couldn’t
imagine the scope of the lies she would tell about me. I thought
that perhaps she would simply allow me to be forgotten.”

“Forgotten?” Kaseya hissed. “You are the only
moshalim to ever turn against our people!”

The old man shook his head. “I never turned
against anyone, my dear.”

Kaseya’s arm twitched, but before she lunge
and skewer him through the heart I grabbed onto her shoulder. “Let
him speak,” I said. “This is what we’re here for, remember?”

“We will get no answers from him,” she spat.
“Only lies.”

Valuri glanced between the two of them and
crossed her arms. “Why don’t we take it slowly for a minute, huh?
Who the hell is this Lysara person you keep mentioning?”

“Fifty years ago, I was her Maskari,”
Zalheer said. “Today she is the Matriarch of Nol Krovos.”

An anxious knot twisted in the pit of my
stomach. From the first moment Solemi had mentioned Zalheer, I had
assumed there would be more to his story. I already knew for a fact
that Kaseya had been fed a whole boatload of lies during her
childhood. Her people couldn’t even accept the fact that she was a
sorceress! I saw no reason to believe that they had told the truth
about a renegade moshalim like Zalheer, either.

Which wasn’t to say I trusted him, of course;
I simply wanted to hear his side of the story. But now that we were
actually standing here, I was started to dread Kaseya’s inevitable
overreaction…

“I did not kill any of our people, Kaseya,”
he said, his shoulders slumping as if he were physically carrying
the weight of his memories behind him. “I could have—a part of me
even wanted to—but I didn’t. Not even after what they did to
Marcella.”

I frowned. “Marcella?”

“The amazon he raped and murdered after she
was pledged to someone else,” Kaseya said.

“You don’t understand,” Zalheer growled.
“That is not—” He paused and took a deep, calming breath. “That is
not what happened.”

“Then tell us your version,” Valuri
prompted. “And you’d better make it good. Red here is chomping at
the bit to throw you off this mountain.”

“Marcella was Lysara’s closest friend,”
Zalheer said. “They grew up together; they trained together. Once
they were old enough, they even became lovers while they waited for
the Matriarch to select their Maskari. The three of us were
all the same age, and we knew we were likely to be paired soon.
After we completed our respective trials, we spent a lot of time
together as a group. That is when Marcella and I fell in love.”

He sighed and braced himself against the wall
before his eyes eventually locked upon me. “If you are Kaseya’s
Maskari, then you must know something about our traditions.
Amazons are not permitted to take male lovers who are not their
bond mate. He is to be her first and only lover until she dies in
his defense or is otherwise rendered incapable of fulfilling her
pledge.”

“I’m familiar with the custom,” I mustered,
my mind flashing back to the first time I had slipped inside Kaseya
and unwittingly claimed her virginity. The thought made my cock
stir, which further proved my shamelessness. I could probably get
hard at a funeral with sufficient motivation. What the hell was
wrong with me?

“Let me guess: the two of you started fucking
before she was actually pledged to anyone,” Valuri put in with her
characteristic lack of tact.

Zalheer’s cheek twitched. “We became lovers,
yes. We honestly believed that the Matriarch would bond us together
anyway—we already possessed a powerful connection.”

“Except she didn’t.”

“No, she didn’t,” he replied softly. “I
didn’t realize it until later, but Lysara had grown deeply jealous
of our relationship. Somehow, she convinced the Matriarch that I
should be her Maskari instead, and she arranged for Marcella
to pledge herself to a brute named Korek.”

Zalheer’s lip quivered in rage. “We were more
surprised than anything at that point. We wanted to contest the
Matriarch’s decision, but of course that wasn’t possible. So
instead we promised each other that we would never speak about what
had happened between us. We had a duty to Nol Krovos.”

He shrugged. “For a time, I thought
everything might actually work out. Lysara was a loyal amazon and
served me well. But then I saw the way Korek treated Marcella. He
would throw her down and take her in the middle of the street. He
would publically humiliate her over and over again. He didn’t treat
her as a precious gift and loyal companion—he treated her like a
pet.”

“You lie!” Kaseya hissed. “The
moshalim would never allow that to happen.”

“They didn’t approve of his behavior, but
they did nothing to stop him,” Zalheer said. “He was a skilled
channeler, you see, and most of the elders believed he would sit on
the council with them one day. He probably would have, too, if he
hadn’t learned that Marcella was a sorceress.”

Kaseya’s face drained of color. “What?”

Zalheer turned back to me. “I don’t know
whether she told you or not, but on Nol Krovos only males are
thought to possess the gift of sorcery. The moshalim have
always explained this with nonsense—they say the gods empower the
amazons with great strength and martial skill but shield them from
the corruption of the Aether. They are meant to use their bodies to
soothe the moshalim and temper our worst impulses.”

“That hardly seems fair,” Valuri
muttered.

“Of course it isn’t fair—it’s not supposed to
be.” The old man grimaced in disgust. “Once Korek learned the
truth, he severed his bond with Marcella and demanded she be
executed as a heretic.”

“Executed?” I stammered. “For
what?”

“For the crime of having the Aether in her
blood,” Zalheer said. “The others said it marked her as a heretic.
Some believed it meant she was possessed by a demon.”

“That’s insane!”

“Insanity repeated enough times through
enough generations is often indistinguishable from the truth.”

Valuri grunted. “You’re not wrong about
that.”

“I refused to accept the moshalim’s
decision,” Zalheer went on. “I begged Marcella to leave Nol Krovos
with me. I wanted to flee to the mainland and live together in
peace. I thought she would agree, but honor makes a far sturdier
prison than iron bars.” He visibly braced himself. “She allowed
them to pass their judgement. And when I saw the smoke from her
burning body billowing from the gallows, my heart cried out for
vengeance. I wanted to destroy them—I wanted to destroy them all.
But instead I left and vowed that I would never allow an innocent
sorcerer to suffer Marcella’s fate again.”

A sickening silence settled over us, but
eventually Kaseya stepped forward and glowered at him. “You lie,”
she rasped. “The gods would never permit such a transgression.
You’re the one who killed Marcella. You killed them all!”

Zalheer sighed. “I will not attempt to
convince you of things I cannot prove. All of this happened a very
long time ago.”

“But there is proof,” I said, my brow
creasing in thought. “Kaseya is also a sorceress.”

Her head whipped around to face me. “I told
you that I am not—”

“You can only lie to yourself for so long,” I
interrupted. “You can sense the Aether, Kaseya. You could feel
Zalheer’s presence long before he showed up to help us. Why do you
think that is?” I shook my head and turned back to the old
sorcerer. “Marcella wasn’t the only one with the gift, was she? I
bet most of the amazons have it.”

“Not most,” Zalheer said. “All.”

I swallowed. “All?”

“It is the great secret of Nol Krovos, buried
by centuries of moshalim lies and Matriarch complicity. I
don’t claim to know why or how the tradition began, but the members
of the Red Sisterhood are selected to serve because they can
sense the Aether.”

“I don’t understand,” Valuri said. “What is
the point?”

“Isn’t it obvious? The moshalim fear
their power. By selecting the most powerful amazons and neutering
them with the tan’ratha collar, they eliminate their
competition. They are allowed to rule Nol Krovos without question.”
His grey eyes focused upon Kaseya. “They have enslaved you without
shackles. You are all prisoners of your own minds.”

“You are delusional,” she whispered, shaking
her head. “You whisper the same poison as my sister.”

“Ayrael is a bitter woman consumed with
vengeance,” Zalheer said. “But that doesn’t mean she is wrong about
everything. She stumbled upon many of these truths herself—they are
what drove her from Nol Krovos.”

“Enough!” Kaseya growled. She glared at him
for another long moment before she swiveled back to me. “Listen to
more of his lies if you wish, Maskari, but I will not.”

With that, she stormed out of the room. I ran
a hand back through my hair and swore under my breath.

“Great,” I muttered. “Just great.”

“Do you think we should go after her?” Valuri
asked. “I’m a little worried she might do something stupid.”

“She just needs some space,” I said, hoping I
knew what I was talking about. People did crazy and unpredictable
things when their core beliefs were shattered. I had watched
several priests lose their faith right in front of me over the
years, and the result was never pretty.

“She will either learn to accept the truth,
or she will be destroyed by it,” Zalheer said.

I whipped my head around and shot him a
withering glare. “Thanks. You’re a big help.”

“I wish it did not have to come to this, but
we simply do not have time to wait for her to adapt,” he said
gravely. “The forces of the Corrupter gather even now, and they
will make their move far sooner than anyone in your city
believes.”

I took a deep breath and shifted my attention
back to the old man. He could have been lying; he could have been
working with Ayrael directly, for all we knew. His entire story
could have been pure bullshit designed to lull us into a false
sense of security. But I didn’t think so. If her people were
willing to lie to Kaseya about her powers, I saw no reason why they
wouldn’t be willing to lie about plenty of other things as well.
Even if Zalheer had spun his story for our benefit, I had no doubt
that it was more accurate than the version had told us earlier.

In my experience the simplest explanations
were almost always the correct ones. And this situation was no
different.

“You said that this ‘Corruptor’ will poison
the Aether and the world in darkness,” I said. “You know something
about the Inquisitrix’s plans?”

“I know enough,” Zalheer murmured. “I felt
the shadow of her presence long before I could give it a name. She
is a spider sinking her fangs into the Aether until her venom can
spread across the world.”

“Colorful,” Valuri commented. “What the fuck
does that actually mean?”

“I assumed you of people would know. You are
her spawn—you carry her corruption in your veins.”

“I know that she wants to conquer Highwind
and rule the Northern Reaches, but that’s not exactly news to
anyone,” Valuri said. “I also know she’s a raging hypocrite who has
no problem with magic as long as it serves her purposes. There are
plenty of sorcerers in Vorsalos—they’re just all women, and they
all serve the Inquisitrix.”

“Then you do understand,” Zalheer said.
“Good.”

My eyes flicked between them. “Well, I
don’t!”

“The Inquisitrix has no intention in
neutering the power of sorcery in the world—she wants sorcery to be
the only power in the world.”

I blinked. “You lost me.”

Zalheer grunted and paced back towards the
still-smoldering fire pit across the room. He opened his hand, and
a split second later the embers reignited. “After I fled Nol
Krovos, I spent several decades traveling the mainland and studying
your channeling techniques. Your people’s understanding of the
Aether is…misguided, to say the least.”

“Then feel free to enlighten us, oh wise
one,” I sneered, folding my arms over my chest.

“Your people believe in the Three
Corridors—divinity, sorcery, and wizardry. In their minds, the
Aether is a branching river, and there are three ways for them to
drink. Wizards tap into the river’s streams and channels, knowing
the waters will be still but safe. Priests stand upon solid ground
and wait for the river to come to them. Sorcerers like us simply
jump into the abyss and its deepest point and hope we are not
dragged under with the tide.”

“Another colorful analogy,” Valuri sneered.
“I still don’t know what the fuck this has to do with the
Inquisitrix.”

“He’s saying she wants to block the river’s
flow,” I reasoned. “To dam it up so there are no more streams or
reservoirs to tap into. The only path will be to take the
plunge.”

Zalheer nodded, and the ghost of a smile
touched his weathered face. “Yes. You see? You do understand.”

“Not really,” I muttered. “Let’s assume
that’s true for a minute—how would this even be possible? The
Inquisitrix isn’t an actual goddess, last time I checked.”

“No one is a goddess. Not anymore.” The old
man’s smile faded. “In my travels across the world, I encountered
many faiths and many gods. Some believe every god is unique; others
believe they are all aspects of the same divine beings. But I
believe the truth is more complicated.”

“Please tell me you’re not going to bore us
with a sermon,” Valuri said.

“No,” Zalheer said. “I cannot preach about a
faith that does not exist. If the gods were ever truly real, they
have long since passed on from this realm. We should be more
concerned about the power they have left behind.”

“The Aether,” I replied. “I’ve heard of
channelers who believe the Aether itself is divine. You’re one of
them?”

“What I believe is that the Aether is the
only source of power in this world that matters,” Zalheer said.
“Divinity is an illusion meant to console the foolish and the
damned.”

I folded my arms across my chest. “Look, I’m
not a religious man, and I love mocking the gods as much as the
next heretic. But I have seen priests wield real power.”

“You have seen them mimic the powers of
wizardry or perhaps even summon the powers of sorcery without even
knowing it.”

I frowned. Of everything he’d told us so far,
this was the least convincing theory on its surface. That didn’t
necessarily mean he was wrong, of course. The gods didn’t exactly
frolic around in broad daylight for everyone to see.

“This is all very fascinating,” Valuri said
impatiently, “but what the hell does it have to do with the
Inquisitrix?”

“If the gods are not real—or at the very
least if they do not have the power we assume they do—then the
Corruptor can destroy the Corridors without opposition,” Zalheer
said.

“Okay,” I murmured, “but you still haven’t
explained how.”

He took a deep breath. “When I was a child,
the moshalim told me tales of how the people of Nol Krovos
were the chosen of the gods. We were given great strength and power
so that we could shield the world from its own excesses.” He
grunted. “It’s nonsense, of course, but like all legends there is a
tiny kernel of truth hidden within the drivel. Nol Krovos may not
be the island of the gods, but it is the ocean from which the
currents of the Aether feed. Buried deep beneath our home is the
Fount of Velhari, a wellspring of tremendous power. This nexus of
energy is unlike anything I have ever felt or seen on the mainland.
I have long suspected that it is the source of our unique gifts.
How else can we explain why so many of us are born with such a deep
connection to the Aether? Even the highborne elves do not produce
sorcerers at the rate we do.”

“An interesting theory,” I said, “but it
still doesn’t answer my question.”

“Only a few of our people even know about the
Fount, but Ayrael is one of them,” Zalheer said. “She has passed
this knowledge on to her new mistress.”

“That doesn’t sound good,” Valuri
grumbled.

The old sorcerer’s eyes turned and fixated on
her. “I do not know much about the crystal the Corruptor bonded to
your flesh, but if she were repeat such a ritual on the Fount it
would be like injecting toxin straight into a man’s heart. The
Fount will pump the venom through Aether, poisoning our power at
its source.”

The knot in my stomach twisted. I tried to
remind myself to take all of this with a grain of salt, but that
didn’t make me feel any better.

“I do not claim to know precisely what will
happen, but I have my suspicions,” Zalheer said. “At a minimum, the
Aether will contract as if afflicted by a great drought. Its
streams and currents will evaporate, forever collapsing your Three
Corridors. Wizardry will become impossible. Your priests and gods
will be exposed as feckless frauds. Even sorcery may be forever
crippled to all but those with the strongest natural connection to
the Aether.”

I closed my eyes and leaned back against the
wall. Even while my mind screamed warnings about trusting this man,
my instincts told me that he was telling the truth—at least insofar
as he understood it. It didn’t seem possible, but the situation
really was even worse than I’d thought…

“Earlier you said that Kaseya is the only one
who can prevent this,” Valuri said. Her suspicious streak put mine
to shame, but I could tell that even she was buying into this.
“What can she do that others can’t?”

“Our people still believe she is the Daughter
of Destiny,” Zalheer said. “They will listen to her; they will
trust her. She needs to warn them about the Fount.”

Val shrugged. “You want her to be your
glorified courier pigeon? That’s it?”

“I also believe she is the only one capable
of defeating her sister,” Zalheer added. “Tal’Shira twins are
rare—there has not been another pair born in this century. Our
people believe they are imbued with divine power, but even if you
don’t believe in the gods it is obvious that they are special.
Perhaps their power comes from the Fount, or perhaps it is mere
circumstance. Either way, my visions have been quite clear:
together, the Tal’Shira and her Maskari will destroy the
Corruptor.”

“Well, if some crazy old man’s visions told
him that, it must be true.” Valuri rolled her eyes and turned to
face me. “Have you heard enough yet? Should I call Red back in here
to gut him?”

I knew she was being intentionally
belligerent in an effort to get him angry—it was her reliable,
time-tested technique to make people lose their cool and slip
up—but I really wasn’t in the mood for it right now. Even if
Zalheer was half full of shit, the other half was still genuinely
disturbing.

“I think we should give her a few minutes,” I
said, gently running my thumb across my bond ring. I was genuinely
scared to turn it on. “In the meantime, I still have a lot of
questions.”

Zalheer nodded. “Then ask. You may never get
another chance.”

 


***

 


I never actually summoned the courage to
activate my bond ring, but after another twenty minutes of
interrogating Zalheer I left him Valuri’s care and went outside to
try and find Kaseya. I found her standing near the edge of the
frozen lake, her snow-spackled red hair fluttering in the wind.
Behind her, the sun was busy melting into an orange smear on the
horizon.

“Are the fish biting?”

Kaseya didn’t turn. “How would I know
that?”

“I, uh…it was a joke,” I mumbled, wincing at
my own awkwardness. Why am I so bad at coping with actual
emotions?

“You left Zalheer with Valuri?”

“She won’t let him out of her sight, don’t
worry,” I said. “She can handle him.”

“I know.”

I took a deep breath and let the awkward
silence linger for a few moments. When I drew close, I finally
noticed the half-frozen tear stains on her cheeks.

“I could feel you worrying about me,” she
said. “You don’t need to. I will be fine.”

I nibbled at my lip and eyed my ring again.
When I finally mustered the courage to activate it, I braced myself
in anticipation of being drowned in a wave of sorrow. But instead I
felt…peace.

“I think I knew the truth even back when
Matriarch Lysara first sent Hestiah and I after my sister,” Kaseya
said. “Ayrael was the best our people had to offer. She was
honorable and loyal and powerful. She would not have murdered her
Maskari without cause. She would not have turned against our
traditions unless she had a good reason.”

Kaseya let out a long, slow breath. “When I
confronted her in Vorsalos, she tried to tell me the truth. She
tried to explain how she discovered the secret history of our
people—how she had learned the moshalim were keeping things
from us. I didn’t listen because I didn’t want to
listen.”

I started to reply but immediately thought
the better of it. This was something she needed to work through on
her own. The best thing I could do was listen.

“Ayrael must have learned the truth about
Zalheer and Marcella by then,” Kaseya went on. “Maybe she already
knew—maybe that was what finally turned her against us. I don’t
know. I suppose it doesn’t really matter now.” She abruptly turned
to face me. “You were right before, you know. After you learned
that Ayrael was my sister, you said that I was quick to bond with
you because I wanted to prove that I wasn’t like her. I wanted to
pledge myself to a Maskari and convince myself that I was a
proper amazon. But what if the whole idea of a ‘proper amazon’ is a
lie? What if everything I’ve been taught is a lie?”

I swallowed and bit down on my lip. I had a
feeling this was ultimately where things would lead.

“My sister joined the Inquisitrix out of fear
and misguided rage,” Kaseya went on, “but that doesn’t mean she’s
wrong about everything. The moshalim are corrupt. The
Maskari-Shan and the tan’ratha…maybe it is all
nonsense.”

I nodded slowly. “Maybe you should remove the
collar.”

Her eyes flicked back up to me, and she
vehemently shook her head. “No.”

“But you…” I paused and cocked my head. “You
just said the tradition is probably nonsense.”

“It is, and I may have been desperate and
misguided when I formed a bond with you.” Kaseya’s face lit up into
a smile. “But that doesn’t mean it was a mistake.”

“I don’t…I’m not sure I understand.”

“Meeting you was still the important thing
that’s ever happened to me,” Kaseya said, reaching out and cupping
my cheeks in her hands. “You have been kind, you have been patient,
and you have a good heart even if you don’t want to admit it.”

“‘Good’ is a bit of a stretch,” I said. “I
mean, I’m not exactly a—”

She kissed me before I could reply. The
warmth in her lips spread through my whole body, and after a few
seconds I had completely forgotten about the cold.

When she eventually pulled away, her blue
eyes glimmered with the reflection of the setting sun. “You are
still my Maskari,” she said. “Not because my people wish
it—because I wish it. This is my choice. You are my
choice.”

I smiled back. I had no idea how to respond,
but one of the many advantages of our bond was that I didn’t need
to.

Kaseya kissed me again, and this time I
didn’t want to let her go. The heat between us grew so intense I
could feel sweat beading on my skin despite the prickling cold. I
didn’t want to let her go even when the sun finally vanished
beneath the horizon and darkness descended upon us.

When she eventually pulled back for air, her
eyes glimmered just a few inches from mine. “I love you,
Jorem.”

“I love you, too.”

The words came so easily, so automatically,
that their meaning didn’t fully register until several seconds
later. I hadn’t said them out of reflex—I had said them because I
actually meant them. The entire concept was so foreign to me I felt
completely paralyzed. I loved Val too, of course, and I knew she
loved me back. But she was almost as emotionally stunted as I was,
as hard as that was to believe, and it wasn’t like we had ever said
the words.

But now I had. And for reasons I couldn’t
fathom, I felt like a great weight had been lifted from my
shoulders.

Kaseya leaned forward to peck my cheek, then
stretched up on her tiptoes until her lips were brushing against my
ear. “I want you to fuck me, Jorem,” she whispered between clenched
teeth as she nibbled at my earlobe. “I want you to fuck me harder
than you ever have before.”

Up until now, my cock had actually been
behaving itself for once. But in the span of a single heartbeat, it
grew to full length and practically speared her in the stomach.

“Please, Jorem,” she begged. “Please hold me
down. Please spill inside me. Please fuck me!”

Grabbing onto her thighs with either hand, I
hoisted her up into my arms and slammed her into the snowbank
behind us. I kissed her so deeply I could barely breathe, and her
ankles locked around my waist as I struggled to open my trousers
and free my cock. The bitter winds didn’t chill my exposed flesh in
the slightest; the primal heat of her body enveloped me from head
to toe. I grabbed on the flaps of her skirt, fully expecting to
wage yet another battle with her annoying thong…

Only to realize it was no longer there. I
pulled away in confusion, but she quickly grabbed onto my chin and
smiled at me.

“I know how much you hate it,” she said,
nudging my swollen member into her waiting folds. “You are my
Maskari, Jorem. My body is yours, whenever you wish to have
it.”

I grinned in delight as I slowly eased into
her. She locked her arms around my neck and her ankles around my
waist.

“Harder,” she pleaded into my ear. “As hard
and fast as you can!”

I happily obliged. Within seconds I was
pounding her so furiously I couldn’t believe the snow bank didn’t
crumble around us. Our gasps and moans echoed across the frozen
water, and soon she was screaming my name at the top of her lungs.
Through my ring, I could feel exactly what she wanted—which, as I’d
learned, was almost always exactly what I wanted, too. Speed.
Power.

Dominance.

This was more than just sex. Back when I had
first taken her virginity less than a day after we’d met, she had
told me it was part of the Maskari-Shan bonding ritual. I
had needed to claim her as my own and demonstrate that she would
never need a cock besides mine. But this felt like the ritual’s
final verse. After today—after she had truly and freely chosen me
as her Maskari—I needed to claim her one last time before
our bond could truly be complete.

And so I did the only way I knew how. As a
final wave of ecstasy crashed over me, I pulled my cock from her
quim, shuffled up to her waist, and marked her with my seed. Her
stomach, her tits, her face—by the time I was finished, she was
positively drenched in my masculine power.

“Jorem…” she gasped as another climax
shuddered through her.

I smiled down at her. Somehow, she looked
even more beautiful with my life’s essence smeared across her
cheeks. She wasn’t just my lover or my bond-mate; she was my
perfect, beautiful amazon.

And she always would be.

 


***

 


Kaseya and I were gone for so long I
genuinely wondered if we’d return to a house splattered in the old
sorcerer’s guts. Valuri wasn’t a particularly patient woman under
the best of circumstances—I wouldn’t have been the least bit
surprised if Zalheer had done or said something to enrage her. But
thankfully she had managed to keep her cool, and when we opened the
door and stepped inside she greeted us with an arched eyebrow
rather than blood-stained claws.

“I’d ask how your conversation went, but I
have a feeling you didn’t do much talking,” she snarked.

“We, uh, we worked things out,” I said.

Val rolled her eyes. “Uh huh. For a while
there I thought I heard a bunch of coyotes howling outside, but
then I remembered that Red here is a screamer.” She flashed the
amazon a wry smirk. “You really should have fixed your hair,
honey.”

Kaseya reached back and quickly removed her
hairband, causing her wet, tangled red locks to spill across her
back and shoulders. Valuri just snorted and glanced back at me.

“Why is it that every time you get into an
argument, you end up fucking your way out of it?”

“Not every time,” I protested. “But
when things are tough, we all fall back on what we’re best at.”

She groaned and propped her feet up on the
table in front of her. “Well, Beardy here has been lousy company.
He’s been sitting in front of the fire meditating for hours.”

“I am asking Aether for guidance,” Zalheer
said, his eyes still closed.

“Yeah, and how’s that going?”

He slowly reopened his eyes. “Not as well as
I’d hoped.”

“Big surprise there,” Valuri muttered. “Look,
I know we came here to kill this guy, but he’s almost too pathetic
to bother.”

“We’re not going to kill him,” Kaseya said.
“But we need his help—I need his help.”

Zalheer stood and eyed her for a moment, his
face unreadable. “There is little more I can tell you about your
sister that I haven’t already told your companions.”

“We don’t need more information—we need your
expertise.” She paused and took a deep breath. “I felt your
presence halfway across the mountain. You may be the most powerful
sorcerer in the entire region. If anyone can teach me how to unlock
my abilities, it is you.”

He smiled for the first time since we’d met
him. “I will do whatever I can,” he promised. “I only pray we are
not too late.”
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Having never had a real master myself, I
wasn’t entirely sure what sorcery training was supposed to look
like. We didn’t need to master arcane formulae like wizards or
memorize prayer tomes like priests, so I assumed the process was
more about “learning by doing” than traditional study. Not that it
would have mattered in our current situation—Zalheer was convinced
that our time was limited, so his only real choice was to throw
Kaseya into the proverbial fire and see what happened.

“Take a deep breath and focus upon my aura,”
the old man instructed. “Can you feel it?”

“Yes,” Kaseya said. “I’m having trouble
sensing anything else.”

The two of them were sitting cross-legged in
front of the fire, their eyes closed and their faces creased in
concentration. The entire house was filled with the musky scent of
the strange incense Zalheer had tossed into the flames. It wasn’t
helping, as far as I could tell, and the itch in my nose was making
it more difficult to concentrate. Maybe that was the point?

“Keep your attention focused on me for now,”
Zalheer said. “But every few seconds, try and increase your field
of perception just a bit. Imagine you’re slowly opening your eyes
to a bright light and don’t want to let all of it in at once.”

Kaseya nodded. “I can sense Jorem.”

“Of course you can—he’s wearing your bloody
ring!” Valuri said.

“Stay quiet,” I scolded her. “This is
serious.”

“Meh,” she grunted, propping her boots up on
my lap. I placed my hands on her slender calves and squeezed. I
understood her skepticism, and I genuinely felt bad for her. It
wasn’t just that she had never felt the touch of the Aether like
the rest of us—she had been completely inoculated against it as a
teenage girl. Add to that almost two decades of brainwashing
convincing her that magic was evil…

I sometimes took for granted just how
miraculous it was that she had chosen to work with me, a rogue
sorcerer, in the first place. And just because she had turned
against the Inquisitrix and the Senosi didn’t mean she had suddenly
embraced magic as the solution to all our problems. A lot of this
still probably seemed like nonsense to her.

“Now shift your attention to the fire,”
Zalheer said. “Ignore the smell of the smoke; ignore the heat on
your skin. Focus on the smoldering embers. Focus on the raw energy
as it consumes the air and wood around it.”

Kaseya shook her head. “I don’t understand.
The fire isn’t alive. I can’t feel it in the Aether.”

“You’re not trying to sense it—you are simply
trying to study it. When your Maskari summons flames to his
fingertips, he is not creating real fire. He is merely using the
Aether to mimic the power and energy of the natural world.” The old
sorcerer let out a deep breath. “The Aether is many things—energy,
life, thought—but at its most basic level it is like molten steel
waiting to be shaped by a hammer. With time, you can learn to forge
it into virtually anything you want—not just flame or lightning,
but almost any physical substance you can imagine.”

“Like a big fat cock,” Valuri whispered.
“Silhouette really, really needs to teach her that one.”

I clamped my hand over her mouth and squeezed
her leg again. I was half tempted to tell her to go upstairs and
try to sleep, but it wasn’t like she would actually listen.

“Return your focus to the flame,” Zalheer
said. “Visualize it in your mind. Memorize every feature as it were
the face of a stranger. Can you see it?”

Kaseya nodded. “Yes.”

“Good. Now open your palm and reach out to
the Aether. Use its power to copy what you have just seen.”

“How?”

“It will show you everything you need to
know. Allow its currents to wash over you, but keep your focus upon
the flame.”

I opened my own hand and summoned a small
wisp of fire into my palm. Energy manipulation had always been
simple for me. Fire, frost, lightning—I’d never had trouble with
any of them. Healing magic had come almost as easily, but charm
spells had taken a lot more work. Beyond that, I hadn’t mastered
much of anything…and I did sometimes wonder how much I’d stifled my
own potential by never searching for a teacher. Not that I’d ever
really had the chance—in Vorsalos, it had never been worth exposing
myself as a rogue sorcerer in the hopes of learning a few more
tricks.

From the look of strain on Kaseya’s face, I
could she was struggling with his instructions. I wasn’t surprised.
If she’d had a natural affinity for this type of channeling, her
abilities would have almost certainly revealed themselves by
now.

“It’s not working,” she said, reopening her
eyes. “I can feel the Aether, but I have no idea what to do with
it.”

“That’s all right,” Zalheer assured her. “I
just wanted to see what would happen. It’s difficult to know where
your strengths lie when you’ve been forced to repress your talents
for so long.”

“She can sense Aetheric currents far better
than I can,” I said. “Why not work on that skill?”

“How is sensing magic going to help us defeat
Ayrael?” Valuri asked. “She’s Senosi—you can’t track her any more
than you can track me.”

“I can track you just fine.”

Val frowned. “What?”

“I can sense a void where you’re supposed to
be,” Kaseya said. “It’s cold, but there are tiny specks of
warmth…almost like body heat left behind on an empty chair.”

“That’s impossible,” I murmured. “Her legs
are in my lap and I still can’t sense her any more than I can that
pot over there.”

“Curious,” Zalheer whispered. “I cannot sense
her, either. The vatari crystals in her skin absorb Aetheric energy
and conceal her life energy.”

“Not all of it,” Kaseya said. “I’ve always
noticed it a little bit, but it’s stronger now.”

I grunted and smiled. “I told you, everyone’s
a natural at something.”

Zalheer pursed his lips in thought. “What
else can you tell me about her?”

“Not much,” Kaseya said. “She has piercing
green eyes and cute black hair, and she wears the most ridiculous
boots I’ve ever seen.”

Valuri smacked her forehead. “Oh, for the
love of…”

Kaseya smirked. “There’s nothing else to
sense. I just know where she is.”

“Perhaps we can build on that in time,”
Zalheer said. “If the vatari crystals aren’t absorbing all
the Aetheric power around her, then perhaps…”

I shook my head when he trailed off. “Perhaps
what?”

“It seems unlikely, but perhaps there is a
way to harm the Senosi with magic after all,” he added. “A gap in
their armor, so to speak.”

“I seriously doubt it,” Valuri muttered,
crossing her arms. “And before you ask, you’re not using me as a
test subject.”

“I’m sure they wouldn’t dream of it,” I said
with a grin.

Zalheer continued his lessons for another few
hours, and Kaseya listened attentively. Unsurprisingly, she didn’t
have any further breakthroughs. Training like this could take
weeks, months, or even years to really set in, which was a real
problem considering that none of us had any intention of staying
here that long. Still, anything was better than nothing. I was just
happy that she finally seemed interested in embracing her
powers.

When we finally retired for evening, Zalheer
offered us his guest room upstairs. I wasn’t particularly worried
about the old man murdering us in our sleep anymore, but Val
insisted on taking watch regardless. I waited until Kaseya had
passed out to sneak into the hallway and confront the paranoid
Huntress.

“You know, you could come to bed,” I said,
approaching her chair and rubbing her shoulders from behind. “At
this point I’m reasonably sure he’s not going to kill us.”

“Reasonably sure doesn’t cut it,” Val replied
mildly. “Besides, I wouldn’t mind having some time alone to think.
None of this is going like I expected so far.”

“Me, either. I assumed the stories about
Zalheer were bullshit, but I still figured he’d be at least
partially insane.”

“You don’t think he is?”

I grunted. “I think he’s worried. I also
think most sorcerers die long before they’re forty, so he’s had an
extra few decades of Aetheric currents whispering in his ears. I
doubt anyone comes out of that completely unscathed.”

“Mm, remind me to get rid of you after a few
more years, then. I really don’t want to have to deal with your
Aether-addled brain.”

“You’re too kind,” I said, brushing my hands
through her black hair. “You’re not upset about earlier,
right?”

Valuri turned. “Upset about what?

“Just that Kaseya and I were out…you
know.”

“Jorem, you’ve fucked her in front of me
dozens of times,” Val said. “Why would I care that you plowed her
into a snow drift?”

“I just…” I paused and licked at my lips. “I
love her. You know that, right?”

“I just said I’ve watched you fuck her dozens
of times.”

“Yeah, but that’s not what I mean. It’s not
just the sex. It’s…”

Val turned and faced me, a coy grin on her
lips. “She’s special.”

I nodded. “We have a connection, and not just
because of the stupid collar. I’ve never met anyone like her
before.”

“So you think I’m jealous.”

“I don’t want you to be,” I said, and meant
it. “I want you to know that I love you, too.”

“Please don’t get sentimental. You know it
makes me sick.”

“I’m serious. I love you and I always have.
Nothing has changed.”

For a moment I thought she actually might
slap me, but then she leaned forward and kissed me instead. “I love
you, too, idiot,” she said. “I can’t believe you made me say
it.”

I mock clutched at my chest. “I’m a romantic
at heart.”

“I’ll remember that next time you’re fucking
her face so hard she can barely breathe.” Val’s green eyes
twinkled. “I like her too, you know, and as long as we’re all
willing to share I don’t care about anything else.” She paused for
a moment. “Though if Red learns that cock-growing spell from
Silhouette, I’m locking myself in a room with her all day.
Agreed?”

I chuckled and kissed her again.
“Agreed.”

“Good. Now go and get some sleep.”

I smiled and started to turn away, but before
I took a step her hand reached out and grabbed my waist.

“Actually, I’m getting a little tired and
could use a quick boost,” she said, pawing at the front of my
trousers. “Anything left in the spigot?”

I grinned and helped her free my cock.
“Always.”

 


***

 


We were all awake shortly after dawn, and
following a quick breakfast of fish and eggs Zalheer led us out to
a clear, flat area at the center of the village. A bit of grass
peeked through the snow here, enough that our footing wasn’t quite
as unstable.

“If your Senosi friend is willing to help us,
there’s something else I would like to try,” Zalheer said.

“Does it involve fire magic?” Valuri asked,
her hands hugging her body beneath her coat. “Because it’s still
cold as fuck out here.”

“I want to further test her ability to sense
your presence in the Aether,” Zalheer explain. “On Nol Krovos, the
moshalim are all but forbidden to participate in physical
combat. Our amazons are expected to defend us, should the need ever
arise. But there are many other channeling traditions across the
world, including those that focus upon the blending of sword and
spell. These sorcerers use the Aether to enhance their physical
abilities beyond that of any normal warrior.”

“Jorem is already able to bolster me through
our bond,” Kaseya pointed out.

“Good. The moshalim have used similar
techniques for decades to great effect. But I want you to try
something different.” Zalheer reached into his pouch and produced a
blindfold. “I assume the Matriarch still trains potential amazons
in kaal’vess?”

Kaseya nodded and took the cloth. “Of
course.”

“Then this should be even easier for you,”
Zalheer said. “I want you to spar with your friend using only the
Aether as your guide.”

“How original,” Valuri muttered, lowering her
hands and unsheathing the tiger claws in her gauntlets. “What is
this supposed to prove?”

“Nothing. It is merely an opportunity for her
to further hone her senses.”

The whole concept of fighting while blind
seemed incredibly silly to me, but I kept silent. Kaseya didn’t
seem to mind at all—she put on the blindfold and calmly drew her
sword as if she had done this a thousand times before. And knowing
her, she probably had.

“Now, reach out through the Aether just like
you did last night,” Zalheer said. “Focus on your friend’s
presence. Track her movements as if you were the huntress and she
was the prey.”

“Not bloody likely,” Valuri muttered. She
circled around the amazon for several seconds before she abruptly
lunged forward with an almost casual swipe of her claw. Kaseya
easily caught the attack on her shield, then repositioned for
another attack. Valuri repeated her assault from a few different
angles, but the result was always the same.

“You rely upon your ears, not the Aether,”
Zalheer said.

“That is how I was trained,” Kaseya told him,
her forehead still creased. “I hear her breathing. I hear the
crunch of her ridiculous heels in the snow.”

Valuri groaned. “When we get back to town,
I’m making you wear thigh-highs for a week.”

“Try again,” Zalheer said. “This time, your
physical senses will betray you.”

I felt rather than heard the rumble in the
Aether. It took me a few seconds to realize what had happened, but
then I finally noticed that I couldn’t hear either of the girls
even though they were both still shuffling through the snow. It was
only when I closed my eyes and reached out myself that I could feel
Zalheer dampening all the vibrations around us. I didn’t understand
how it was possible, but he had effectively created a sound-proof
dome for several yards in all directions.

Valuri noticed what was happening before I
did. Her lips curled into a wry grin, and she leapt forward in
another attack. This time, Kaseya was much slower—she only caught a
fraction of the claw strike on her shield, and the impact knocked
her off balance. Valuri, sensing her opponent’s weakness, deftly
dropped into a crouch and swept the amazon’s legs out from under
her.

“It will take some getting used to,” Zalheer
said, temporarily suppressing his spell, “but you were obviously
able to sense something.”

“Yes,” Kaseya grumbled, vaulting back to her
feet. “I know what to look for now.”

“Good,” Zalheer said. “Again.”

He resumed his spell, and I once again
marveled at how such a feat was even possible. But before I could
try to reach out and understand it, Kaseya’s body abruptly went
rigid, and she signaled for the old sorcerer to stop.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

She tore off her blindfold and shifted her
eyes up to the Peak. “We are not alone.”

I barely had time to turn before the
bellowing cry of war horns thundered in the distance. My eyes
latched onto movement near the area where we’d battled the
barbarians, and a moment later I spotted a group of fur-clad
warriors riding enormous gray-white wolves.

“Roskarim,” I whispered. “I thought you said
your wards would deter them from attacking the village.”

“They normally do,” Zalheer said.

“Then what…?” I trailed off as the answer
belatedly struck me. “Ayrael.”

My lungs seized and my heart skipped several
beats. We had known all along that she might come after us, of
course, but none of us thought she would chase us all the way up
here—especially not so quickly…

“How?” Valuri breathed. “How the hell did she
get here already?”

“Because this was all a trap,” Kaseya said,
her eyes narrowing. “And Zalheer was the bait.”

I sank my incisors into my lip. It was all
both painfully obvious and painfully irrelevant in retrospect.

“We need to get the fuck out of here!” Valuri
shouted.

“You can head east out of the village,”
Zalheer said, pointing. “There’s a path not far from here that will
eventually lead you down the mountain to the Frozen Tear. The
wolves won’t be able to follow.”

“We’re not going anywhere,” Kaseya said, her
voice cold. “Not this time.”

I shot her a long, blank stare. “We’re no
match for your sister. We knew that before we even came out
here!”

“I am not running away from her again.”

“Red, this is crazy,” Valuri said, her eyes
flicking up to the mountain pass. “We came here for information,
and we got it. Now it’s time to go!”

Kaseya shook her head. “She butchered these
villagers. I will not allow her to harm anyone else again. One way
or another, this ends here.”

I wanted to argue. I wanted to scream until I
could talk some sense into her. Failing that, I wanted to tackle
her and drag her along with us for her own good.

But it was already too late. We were out of
time.

The war horns grew louder as the wolf riders
emerged from the tall pines sheltering the pass. They fanned out
into a straight line, shoulder to shoulder, and stopped just before
they crossed Zalheer’s invisible wards. We were still several
hundred feet away from them, but I reflexively sheathed myself in
Aetheric armor and echoed the spell on Kaseya. A few moments later
a red-cloaked rider emerged from the center of the pack, her blonde
ponytail billowing out behind her.

“Okay,” Valuri said, drawing her crossbows.
“We’re completely fucked.”

Kaseya strode forward, slowly at first but
gaining speed with every step. I followed behind her, suddenly
wondering if falling in love with an amazon warrior had really been
such a great idea after all…

“Hello again, sister,” Ayrael called out as
we approached. “I’m surprised you didn’t turn tail and run again. I
wanted to make sure you had ample warning.”

I swallowed heavily and tried to steel
myself. The barbarians were scary enough, and their wolves were
even more horrifying—the bloody things were as long as horses, and
their yellow eyes glimmered like they were peering into my soul.
Then there was Ayrael herself, a tall, statuesque beauty who was
somehow more terrifying than all the damn wolves put together.

“I will never run from you again,” Kaseya
said. “You have too much to answer for.”

Ayrael snorted softly. “I see you’ve finally
met the old man. Good. I was hoping the two of you would have the
chance to chat. I wanted you to hear someone else explain why the
moshalim are not to be trusted.”

“This isn’t about the moshalim,”
Kaseya said. “It’s not about Matriarch Lysara. It’s not about Nol
Krovos at all. This is about you and the despicable person you’ve
chosen to follow.”

Ayrael’s smug grin actually widened. “You
don’t understand what you’re talking about, sister. You don’t know
anything about the Inquisitrix. You don’t know anything about what
we’re trying to accomplish.”

“I know you want to destroy Nol Krovos. I
know you want to poison the Aether at its source.” Kaseya shook her
head. “I know that whatever your true intentions, thousands of
people will suffer and die because of them.”

“In the short term, perhaps,” Ayrael
conceded. “But in the long run, we are going to build a better
world. A world without lies and secrets—a world uncorrupted by
wicked men. A world where young amazons are not transformed into
chattel without them even knowing it.” Her face twisted into a
scowl. “The Inquisitrix understands our suffering better than you
can imagine, Kaseya. She has lived it. She has endured it.
And now, with me at her side, she finally has the power to break
the world that has broken us.”

“Even now, you do not understand the darkness
your mistress will unleash,” Zalheer said. “In time, the shadow
will eclipse you as well.”

Ayrael turned and stared at him as if she had
just noticed he was there. “I will make you a deal, sister,” she
said. “If you and the old man come with me, your friends are free
to go.”

“Hah!” Valuri snorted. “Yeah, that’s
convincing. Jorem is a sorcerer, and I’m a rogue Senosi. There’s
nothing in the multiverse that would convince her to ‘let us
go.’”

“You are not nearly as important as you
believe,” Ayrael sneered. “And as for your Maskari…I am
doing both of you a favor, whether you realize it or not. The
choice is yours, sister. Come with me now, or I will kill both of
them anyway and drag you back to Vorsalos myself.”

Kaseya shifted her grip on her sword and
settled into an obvious combat stance. “You can’t defeat all three
of us. Not even with the aid of your lackeys.”

Ayrael smiled and opened her palm. I could
feel a tangible pull in the Aether as she reached out with her
Senosi powers and began siphoning the energy from Zalheer’s wards.
Her eyes began to glow so brightly it was almost blinding, and I
didn’t even want to imagine how powerful she had just become.

“Beware the old man—he killed dozens of you
last time,” she said, unsheathing her sword. “Leave the rest of
them to me.”

She charged. Valuri immediately fired her
crossbows, but Ayrael effortlessly caught the bolts with her
shield. Forcing myself not to panic, I focused all of my
concentration on bolstering Kaseya in the hopes of giving her a
small chance…

But then the Roskarim were upon us. The
warriors charged, axes drawn and thirsting for blood, while their
channelers remained behind and hurled spheres of crackling energy
towards myself and Zalheer. The old man conjured a protective,
dome-shaped barrier around us just in time—the incoming spheres
splattered harmlessly against the shield. Unfortunately, the
barrier wouldn’t do anything to stop the charging barbarians or
their mounts.

Thrusting out my hands, I repeated the tactic
I had used to thwart Ayrael’s ambush just outside of Highwind. A
focused burst of Aetheric energy erupted from my fingertips,
tearing up the snow-covered dirt and effectively creating a flaming
trench directly in front of the riders. At least half of them
tripped and fell in—the men’s surprised screams and the wolves’
pained yelps echoed across the village—but the rest managed to leap
through the dirt and flames and continue their charge.

“Uh oh,” I muttered.

I didn’t even have time to flinch before the
wolf slammed into me. My vision became an indecipherable white blur
as I soared through the air, then it went completely black when I
finally hit the ground and rolled through the upturned dirt.
Without my spell armor, I probably would have been crippled; even
with it, the air rushed out of my lungs and left me a gasping
mess.

But I refused to give up. Rolling back to my
feet, I desperately tried to maintain my bolstering spell on Kaseya
while I simultaneously launched a sphere of flame from my hand. The
fireball detonated in between two of the riders, throwing them from
their saddles and igniting the white fur of their mounts. The
animals’ agonized shrieks wrenched at my soul, but I couldn’t
afford to feel sympathy—not when we were quite literally fighting
for our lives.

Gasping for breath, I took a split second to
survey the battlefield. Zalheer was hovering in the air, his hands
crackling with lightning as he assaulted the Roskarim channelers.
He was like a living conduit of Aetheric power—it would have been
awe-inspiring if we weren’t so badly outnumbered. A few hundred
feet away, Kaseya and Valuri were still busy battling with Ayrael.
As usual, the Hand of the Inquisitrix seemed like she was toying
with them. She fended off their attacks one after another while she
continuously flipped back and forth between snow drifts, never
allowing herself to be pinned down or cornered.

But to their credit, the girls weren’t making
it easy. Valuri moved in for a strike, matching Senosi strength
with Senosi strength, while Kaseya spun around and attempted to
flank her sister. When it didn’t quite work, they tried again a few
seconds later. They had truly become a synchronized fighting team
these past few weeks…

Still, it wasn’t enough. Just when the girls
looked like they finally had Ayrael cornered, the exiled amazon
lashed out with a surprise attack, bashing her shield into Valuri
and then striking her with a powerful kick. The Huntress soared at
least ten feet through the air before she smashed into one of the
nearby houses and disappeared in a pile of snow and splintered
wood.

“Defend the Tal’Shira!” Zalheer shouted as he
blasted another of the barbarians crawling out of the flaming
trench.

I didn’t need any further encouragement.
Dragging myself back to my feet, I trudged past the incinerated
corpses of the nearby riders and focused all my power on Kaseya.
The sisterly duel was downright mesmerizing. They flitted across
the snow in a graceful, deadly dance as the high-pitched clash of
their sword rang out across the village. Kaseya was clearly putting
up more of a fight than her sister expected—I actually saw visible
strain on Ayrael’s face for the first time. But even my untrained
eyes could tell she was still going to win unless I did something
drastic.

Taking another deep breath, I summoned the
Aether to my hands. I might not have been able to strike Ayrael
directly, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t help. I pointed at the
house just behind the two women, and a scintillating bolt of energy
arced from my fingertips and struck the awning, blasting it free of
its frame and sending the whole thing crashing down right atop
Ayrael. She glanced up just in time to watch the frame collapsing
on top of her, and I saw her sword hack upwards at the falling wood
before she also vanished in a cloud of debris.

Kaseya, embracing her moment of respite,
glanced back over at her shoulder at me between breaths. “You have
to blast her, Jorem,” she said. “You have to strike her with
everything you have.”

I froze in place. “What? But that will
just—”

Before I could finish, Ayrael burst out of
debris and flipped back to her feet. Her eyes were still glowing
bright green, and I watched in horror as the lacerations on her
arms and cheeks healed before my eyes.

“Your Maskari is truly clever,
sister,” she said, casting aside her shield and shifting to a
two-handed grip. “But we both know he cannot stop me. No one
can.”

“Do it, Jorem,” Kaseya said. “You have to
trust me.”

He lunged forward and met her sister
blade-to-blade. I genuinely had no idea what she was thinking, and
there wasn’t time to activate the ring and find out. All I knew was
that the moment I blasted Ayrael, she would feed off my magic and
become even more powerful. What possible purpose would that
serve?

Trust me, Jorem. I know what I’m doing.

As her words rippled through our bond, I bit
down on my lip and summoned all the power I could muster. The
Aether burned in my veins and seared through my muscles; I could
feel its power strengthening me and crippling me at the same time.
Overchanneling would almost certainly leave me broken, but Kaseya
must have had a good reason…

I screamed as I unleashed another surge of
pure Aetheric energy. The coruscating bolts struck Ayrael, briefly
knocking her backwards. Any normal person would have been
completely vaporized, but the vatari crystals in her flesh drank
greedily, siphoning away the magic before it could harm her. I felt
my strength waning even as hers waxed.

And then suddenly, for seemingly no reason at
all, I could feel her presence in the Aether. It was faint and
cloudy, almost like looking through a smudged window, but the more
I concentrated the more vivid the sensations became. Soon I could
see the ripples of her life force, the pounding of her heart…and
the impossibly tiny gaps in her Senosi armor.

Ayrael screamed in pain. For the first few
seconds I didn’t believe what my ears were telling me, but then I
felt an unexpected rush of power shudder through me. The bolts of
energy crackling from my fingertips became a torrent, and I watched
as Ayrael dropped her sword and flew backwards like she had just
been struck by a gale force wind. She skidded across the snow and
didn’t stop until she reached the rocky plateau on the southern
cliff of the village.

An awed silence descended across the
battlefield, and I glanced down at my hands in bewilderment. I had
never channeled that much power before; I didn’t even think it was
possible to channel that much power before. My forearms
tingled like they had fallen asleep, but there didn’t seem to be
any other consequence from overchanneling.

I didn’t understand what the hell had just
happened until I glanced up at Kaseya. She was crouched in the
snow, her brow creased in concentration. It was only then that I
felt the surge of power still rippling through our magical bond…and
I finally understood.

“Unbelievable,” I whispered. While I had
spent most of the battle bolstering her, she had finally discovered
a way to bolster me. Through the power of our bond, she had
absorbed half the backlash from overchanneling, effectively
allowing me to channel twice as much power. And her keen Aetheric
senses had enabled me to pinpoint and target Ayrael’s
weaknesses…

“Jorem,” Kaseya breathed through clenched
teeth. “Zalheer…”

I turned back to the old man. He was barely
visible through the field of smoldering bodies and the clouds of
smoke, but apparently the barbarians had finally overwhelmed him.
One of the riders had slung the insensate sorcerer onto the back of
his mount, and the surviving Roskarim appeared ready to
retreat.

“No,” I growled, stretching out my hands
again and letting the Aether flow through me. “You
can’t—argh!”

I collapsed face-first into the snow as a
jolt of pain shot through my whole body. My muscles seized up, and
my breaths came in shallow rasps. Kaseya staggered to my side, but
by the time she touched my arm the worst had already passed.
Apparently I hadn’t completely avoided an overchanneling backlash
after all.

“Dammit,” I hissed, clawing back to a crouch.
The Roskarim had already made it back to the pass, and we had no
way to pursue them. “We need to find Val.”

The words had just left my mouth when she
dragged herself out of the nearby rubble and snarled. She was
covered in soot, and her face was streaked with tiny cuts. The
splotches of blood on her legs were thick and disturbing; I would
have been mortified if not for the fact she could regenerate almost
any wound even faster than I could magically heal them.

“What the hell happened?” Val asked. “Where
is she?”

I pointed over to the cliff as Kaseya and I
helped each other to our feet. I could hear Ayrael’s body sizzling
long before I spotted her, and the acrid stench of flesh flooded my
nostrils even before that. I could barely believe she was still
alive—my attack had practically seared off the left side of her
face.

“No,” she blurted out. “No, this isn’t
possible! I am Senosi. I am an amazon. You are nothing!”

“It’s over, sister,” Kaseya said, raising her
sword. “Even your mistress can’t protect you from us.”

Ayrael’s head whipped around, and she shot
her sister a baleful glare. I could already see the melted flesh on
her cheeks healing itself. “You don’t know what you’re doing. You
don’t know the truth!”

Kaseya sighed. “Order your men to return with
Zalheer, and we’ll show you mercy.”

Ayrael glanced up to the mountain pass, a
bitter sneer tugging at her lips. “This isn’t over. Tell Matriarch
Lysara I’ll be seeing her soon.”

With that, she braced herself against the
rocks, dragged herself to her feet…and dove off the edge of the
mountain.

She had already vanished from sight by the
time we raced forward to look. The drop was more of a jagged slope
than a true cliff, though the odds of anyone surviving the tumble
were practically zero—unless that person happened to be a
regenerating Senosi.

“Dammit,” I hissed.

Valuri shook her head. “I don’t understand.
How the hell did you burn her?”

“It’s a long story,” I murmured, craning my
neck back towards the pass. “I’ll explain on the way.”

 


***

 


Realistically, there was no way in hell we
could possibly catch up to the Roskarim riders. We all knew that,
but we pushed forward anyway for some reason. Maybe we were banking
on the barbarians making a wrong turn and getting stuck in a snow
drift. Maybe we were just holding out hope that Zalheer would wake
up and break himself free.

Or maybe we just didn’t know what else to
do.

“We might be able to reach Icewatch by
nightfall if we push it,” I said as we circled around the Peak.
“It’s all downhill from here.”

“Yeah, and then what?” Valuri muttered,
shivering beneath her furs. Her wounds had healed some time ago,
but her Senosi powers still had no answer for the cold. “The
Roskarim are probably heading north to rejoin their war bands in
the White Ridge.”

“Or they will head west and try to bring
Zalheer to Vorsalos,” Kaseya said.

“Actually, yeah, that’s almost certainly it.
I still can’t believe the Inquisitrix would ally with the
barbarians, but even if she did it’s not like she’d trust them with
an important prisoner.” Valuri swore under her breath. “He’ll be
strapped down on one of her torture racks by the end of the week,
and there isn’t a damn thing we can do about it.”

I wanted to argue with her, but my arms were
still tingling and I couldn’t muster the energy. She was right:
barring a miracle, there was absolutely nothing we could do. I had
finally met a master sorcerer willing to train us, and less than a
day later I had managed to get him captured by the Inquisitrix.

“Silhouette has spies all over the region,” I
said. “I’ll bet she has people in Vorsalos, too. Maybe they’ll be
able to help him.”

“Maybe,” Valuri replied, her voice suddenly
tight. “But what do you think she’s going to do about that?”

She pointed north as we curled around the
Peak. From here, we could see for dozens and dozens of miles in
every direction, including deep into the White Ridge. On the way up
we hadn’t noticed much of anything aside from a few campfires and
the occasional beast, but now there was an enormous, undulating
black wall gathering on the horizon. If the sky had been any
murkier, I might have mistaken it for an immense cloud of fog…at
least until the pounding of the war drums began echoing off the
mountains.

“Gods have mercy,” Kaseya breathed. “Are
they…”

I nodded silently. I had never actually seen
a fully mobilized army with my own eyes. Vorsalos only had a few
thousand soldiers activated at a time, and they were almost never
stationed inside or around the actual city. I had only seen
paintings and illustrations depicting massive battles, and I’d
always assumed they exaggerated most of the details—particularly
when orcs and barbarians were involved.

Obviously, I had been mistaken.

“My instructors used to insist that the
Roskarim were a bigger threat than the Highwind Council wanted to
admit,” Valuri said. “The only thing keeping them in check was
chaos—the tribes couldn’t organize under a single leader. After the
Winter War, everyone assumed that would remain the case for a
generation.”

I swallowed and nearly choked. It was
impossible to get an accurate count from this distance, but there
had to be at least twenty thousand barbarians out there, far more
than any other standing army in the Northern Reaches. From the
looks of it, they were already marching towards Icewatch.

“Escar’s mercy,” I breathed. “They’ll
outnumber the Silver Fist twenty to one.”

“Remember when we were convinced that the
Inquisitrix was playing the long game?” Valuri asked. “Remember
when we thought she would be willing to wait years and years to
slowly undermine the Highwind Council and throw the city into
chaos?”

“The Duskwatch scouts will have surely
spotted them by now. They’ll have already put out a call for
reinforcements.”

“And what difference do you think that’s
going to make?” Valuri shook her head. “My plan to run south and
leave all this shit behind is looking better and better.”

“For once,” I rasped, “I think you may be
right.”
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