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Book One:

 


Slave to the Empire

 



Chapter One

 


Men craved power. It was a simple enough
truth repeated throughout history irrespective of age, race, or
station. The peasant farmer, the journeyman glassblower, the
upstart noble—ultimately they all wanted to be in control. This was
as true in the bedroom as anywhere else.

“Sit down.”

I dutifully sank back onto my haunches and
allowed Master’s cock to gently slip out of my mouth until just the
tip rested atop my tongue. I could tell from the quickening of his
pulse and the tightening of his leg muscles that he appreciated the
gesture of submission. He always did.

Gripping my long hair in both hands, he
watched approvingly as I kissed, licked, and otherwise worshipped
him from my knees. Eventually he pressed against the back of my
head, and I opened my throat for him again as he slid in deep. He
held me firmly in place, his eyes locked with mine as he scoured my
delicate features for any signs of hesitation or distress. He
wouldn’t find anything. I waited patiently until he finally
withdrew and allowed me the briefest respite before plunging in
again.

“Good,” he said between labored breaths. He
could have easily finished several times by now, but this wasn’t
about his sating his desire—at least, not directly. This was about
my continued education, and I had learned long ago that he was
nothing if not a devoted teacher. “Duke Arland will expect complete
obedience. He will expect perfection. And you will give it to
him.”

He withdrew slowly, torturously, but again I
refused to show any visible signs of discomfort. Once he was free
he tapped me gently on the shoulder, and I obediently hopped up on
the bed and swiveled onto my side. He clutched onto my calf and
nestled in behind me before lifting my leg out of his way.

I whimpered reflexively when he thrust into
me, and I could feel the magic brimming on his fingertips. Now the
real battle was about to begin. While his hands remained clamped on
my calf and thighs, a set of invisible, illusory fingers tickled
their way across my flesh, stimulating each and every nerve from my
toes to my breasts. They would arouse and ensnare me until I was
almost literally drunk on his touch…and as usual it took every
ounce of my willpower not to surrender to his power. This was a
test, after all, and I wasn’t about to disappoint him. Not now, not
when he had placed so much faith in me.

And so instead I did what no other Imperial
slave could do: I countered with magic of my own.

Reaching back to clasp his hand, I tapped
into the Aether and channeled its energies from my body into his. I
roused his nerves just as he had roused mine, and I smiled when a
faint, uncharacteristic gasp escaped his lips. All the while my
hips met his thrust for thrust, and a raw, animalistic heat swelled
between us until beads of sweat trickled down my brow.

Just when I braced myself for his inevitable
climax, he abruptly withdrew and flipped me over onto my back. I
yelped in surprise; it was a rare thing for Master to take me
face-to-face, especially of late. But tonight he wasted no time in
swinging my slender legs up onto his shoulders and plunging back
inside me, and within moments he was pressing down hard enough that
my knees brushed against my own chest.

“Who am I?” he asked, his dark eyes boring
into me.

“You are Gabriel Kristoff,” I breathed,
“Archduke of Glorinfel.”

“What am I?”

“You are my master.”

“And how will you serve me?”

“I will do anything you wish,” I panted.
“And you can do anything you wish to me.”

He slammed into me harder and deeper than
ever before, and for a moment I thought his lips might actually
drift close enough for me to kiss. But just before they touched I
felt him channel another spell, and suddenly the illusory fingers
still dancing across my breasts tickled their way up my sternum
before eventually grasping around my throat. They squeezed, gently
at first but then tighter and tighter as Master drew closer to
climax. This was his way of demonstrating his ultimate dominance
over me. He owned me, body and soul. Here in this bedroom it didn’t
matter how much influence he had lost in the Imperial Court, nor
did it matter how quickly his family’s lands were buckling from the
strains of the Emperor’s misbegotten war with the vaeyn. Here he
had power. Here he was in control. Here he could fuck his elf slave
any time and any way he wished. My life was quite literally in his
hands.

And I wouldn’t have had it any other
way.

My vision blurred as he moaned in pleasure,
but I even as my consciousness threatened to slip away I reached my
fingers down to his thighs and unleashed the final weapon in my
arsenal. There was nothing subtle about this particular spell; it
was like I’d fired a jolt of energy straight into his loins. When
he had first showed me the technique, it had taken almost a week
for him to learn to resist its power. But here and now, with my
legs tucked over his shoulders and his cock buried to the hilt
inside me, he had no chance at all.

He climaxed immediately, his ghostly hands
clutching and unclutching at my throat between waves of ecstasy. A
ripple of delight shuddered through me even as I struggled for
breath…and then suddenly the tension around my neck was gone. His
spell faded and air returned to my lungs, and before he could
regain his senses I slid my fingers around the back of his head and
pulled his lips down to mine—

He pushed me away just as they touched, and
despite my body’s reflexive protestations he slipped out of me and
staggered over to the liquor cabinet on the far wall. “You’re
getting better,” he said approvingly as he wiped the sweat from his
brow and poured himself a glass. “Almost ready for Duke Arland, I
think.”

“I’m pleased you believe so, Master.”

He grunted softly but didn’t reply. While
his back was turned I finally allowed myself a moment to bask in
the magic still tingling across my skin. I had no idea how Master
had learned to manipulate the Aether in such a way. He had spent
almost five years studying at the Aetherium, the vaunted college of
magic here in Sanctum, the Imperial City, but based on all his
tales about the stodgy channelers who ran the place I doubted they
had taught him anything about the erotic applications of magic.
Perhaps he had taught himself. If so, it would explain how easily
he had been able to pass the techniques on to me.

Regardless, it took all my willpower to
break his hold and sit up in the bed. Under different circumstances
I would have begged him to take me again, both because it pleased
him to hear it and because I legitimately yearned to cradle him
inside me once more. But I knew that tonight was different. Tonight
the lesson was discipline, and he needed to know that I could keep
my wits about me even while my entire being pleaded for
release.

Taking in a deep breath, I closed my eyes
and let the Aether flow through me. I shaped its ever-present
warmth into a cleansing pulse, and the last of Master’s ensnaring
illusions faded from my flesh. My longing for his touch,
regrettably, did not. But I could resist. I could become the weapon
he needed me to be. I would help him secure Duke Arland’s support
against the Emperor, and then I would help him secure the loyalty
of the rest of the Grand Dukes afterwards. Once we were finished,
the Emperor would have no choice but to end this war…and then at
long last we would finally be able to return home.

“You will need to be perfect,” Master said
under his breath as he swirled the last of his wine over his
tongue. “Arland himself will be easy enough to please, but his wife
will pose a greater challenge. And ultimately she’s the one we need
to worry about.”

“I don’t understand why he would allow her
to make such important decisions,” I said. “She is a foreigner, is
she not?”

“You’ll understand once you meet him. Darian
is a decent enough man in his own right, but Luriel has been the
real power in Sorthaal ever since she stepped off that boat from
overseas.”

I licked nervously at my lips. “I beg your
forgiveness, Master, but I still don’t understand why you believe
she will respond so well to me. You don’t think she’ll be upset
when she learns that her husband is…?”

“Fucking you?”

“Yes.”

He snorted. “On our way here I warned you
that you’d have to get used to different rules and different
customs. Sanctum is unlike anywhere else in the Empire. Few of the
other nobles—especially the other Grand Dukes—possess my restraint.
Especially when it comes to avenari.”

I nodded slowly. I had heard the stories of
the unabashed depravity in the Emperor’s Court before, but having
never witnessed it myself I still found the tales hard to believe.
Courtesans and prostitutes were common everywhere, naturally, and
elven pleasure slaves like myself—avenari, in my people’s
native tongue—were especially prized for our graceful figures,
ageless beauty, and inability to bear human children. But if the
rumors were true, the court’s appetites went far beyond simple
harems and pleasure slaves...

Master must have sensed my discomfort, and
he glanced back over his shoulder and flashed me a faint smile. “I
already told you that you have nothing to worry about. Darian and
his wife may have voracious appetites, but they aren’t fools. They
respect the law. Harming my property is the same as harming me, and
they wouldn’t dare risk drawing the ire of the magistrates over
something so trivial.”

“Of course not, Master,” I whispered.

His smile faded as he turned back around and
poured himself another glass. “Still, you will need to be ready for
a certain amount of enmity, especially from Lady Luriel. Her people
hold long grudges, and her family in particular claims to have
suffered greatly beneath the rule of the faeyn.”

I frowned and searched my memory. I may have
been the only slave in the Empire with the ability to channel the
Aether, but my wide-ranging historical and linguistic knowledge was
almost as rare. Ever since he had first purchased me at auction,
Master had insisted upon training both my mind and body, and as
always I was eternally grateful for his generosity.

“Weren’t my people driven from Torsia over
two centuries ago?” I asked.

“As I said, many foreigners hold long
grudges,” Master murmured. “And Luriel may wish to…punish
you in some fashion or another.”

“I see,” I whispered, my voice so brittle it
nearly cracked.

He waved a dismissive hand. “But again, you
needn’t worry. She won’t actually harm you, and if by some odd
circumstance she tries, Larric will be nearby to protect you.”

I nodded reflexively as my eyes drifted over
to the doorway. Larric was undoubtedly outside somewhere, probably
glaring silently at the maids or anyone else who dared approach
within a hundred feet of the bedroom. The thought of him being
close by at the Arland’s Estate did make me feel a bit better…but
not much. I didn’t doubt his ability to protect me, of
course—Master had assured me numerous times that his bodyguard was
one of the most deadly men in Sanctum. What I doubted was his
willingness. Larric had made no secret about his burning
hatred of all elves, both free and slave, faeyn and vaeyn….and I
couldn’t help but wonder darkly if he might appreciate tormenting
me even more than Lady Arland…

I shook away the thought and glanced back to
Master as he downed his second glass. His skin still glistened with
sweat, and I could see a fresh knot of tension twisting in his
neck. Out of habit, I crept up behind him and began to knead away
the pressure as best I could. When my fingers proved insufficient,
I channeled a soothing spell directly into his aching muscles and
coaxed them to relax—

“No,” he said, spinning around and grabbing
my wrist. “No magic. I’ve told you before: you can’t afford to
start treating your power as a crutch. If Arland or any of the
others catch you channeling, it’s over. For both of us.”

“I’m…I’m sorry, Master,” I stammered, taken
aback by his intensity. “I just wanted to please you.”

“I understand that, but this isn’t a game,
Elara. You have to stay focused, and we can’t afford any mistakes.
Do you understand?”

I swallowed heavily. “Yes. It won’t happen
again. I promise.”

He glared at me for what felt like a small
eternity before his expression finally softened. “I know,” he
whispered, flashing me a tired smile. “I know…”

He released his grip and turned back to his
wine, and I yet again marveled at just how much he had changed in
the two months since our frantic flight from Glorinfel. Life in his
family’s castle, Stormcrest, had been contented and carefree even
with the war raging along the nearby border. On a typical day,
Master would call for me after lunch and bend me over the table or
sometimes even take me right up against the wall of his study. Then
at night I would spend hours in his bedchamber attending to his
desires.

But the vaeyn’s devastating attack on
Stormcrest had changed everything. Master no longer summoned me for
pleasure; everything was centered around my training. And while I
relished the opportunity to expand and hone my channeling
abilities, I still wished we had never been forced to flee to
Sanctum. I still wished things could return to the way they used to
be.

Stifling a sigh, I glanced over my shoulder
to the wall-length mirror on the far side of the room. By all
appearances, I was the same woman I’d always been: short and
willowy, with long brown hair dangling down my back and bright
green eyes that Master loved so much. But inside, there were times
I felt I like an entirely different person. Not just because of how
much I had learned about the Aether, but because of what I had seen
that harrowing night in Stormcrest.

I closed my eyes as the memories flooded
back over me as vividly as if the attack had happened yesterday.
The vaeyn had struck just after dusk, and no one, not even the top
Legion generals, had seen it coming. I’d barely had time to look
out a window before the dark elf sorcerers had blasted a whole in
the outer wall, and their black-armored soldiers had poured into
the courtyard in far greater numbers than anyone had imagined
possible.

I should have died then and there. I knew it
in my heart even now. Most of the castle slaves had been left
behind, but Master had personally come to rescue me even as Larric
and the other guardsmen had pleaded with him to flee to the escape
tunnels. A week later we reached the safety of Sanctum, and
Master’s rage had been smoldering quietly ever since.

In a single night of fire and death, he had
lost virtually everything. He was still officially a Grand Duke,
one of the five Imperial governors charged with ruling over an
entire province, but the vaeyn had effectively split Glorinfel in
half. Worse, the Imperial Legion, the “invincible” swords of the
Empire for nearly five centuries, showed no signs of mounting a
legitimate counterattack anytime in the near future. It was easy to
understand why Master despised the young Emperor for starting this
war in the first place, just like it was easy to understand why he
had lost all faith in the Legion. What was hard for me to reconcile
was that he had chosen me, a mere avenari, to be the
instrument of his vengeance.

“I’m still not certain whether any of the
other Grand Dukes will be at the gala tomorrow,” Master said into
the silence, “but either way, Arland has to be our first priority.
With a little luck, one or two of the others will end up supporting
me on their own. If not…well, then we’ll have to improvise.”

I nodded but remained silent, and once he
finished the last of his drink he finally turned back to me and
cupped my hands in his. “You should try and get some sleep,” he
told me. “I have a meeting in the morning, but when I return we’ll
continue our lessons.”

“Of course, Master.”

He brushed his hand through my hair and
smiled. “They won’t be able to resist you. I promise.”

I smiled back, and the knots twisting in my
stomach finally started to unwind. “Master is most kind.”

He leaned in and kissed me. It took me
completely by surprise; it felt like an age since our lips had last
touched, and I melted into his arms before I even knew what was
happening. My tongue greeted his, and for a long moment I thought
he might lay me back down on the bed and take me as gently and
lovingly as he used to…but then he pulled away and squeezed once at
my arm.

“I will see you in the morning,” he said.
“Sleep well.”

He started to leave, but before he reached
the door I hopped forward and locked my arms around his waist. He
turned in annoyance, but his expression softened when my fingers
curled around the base of his cock.

“Are you certain you don’t wish to have me
again before bed?” I asked. “There is still much I need to
practice.”

“Tomorrow, my dear,” he promised. “It’s been
a long day, and I no longer have the energy.”

“You don’t need any,” I soothed as I pivoted
around in front of him and slowly sank to my knees. For an instant
it seemed as though he might protest or even push me away, but once
I took him into my mouth his cock swelled in appreciation…and then
the last of his resistance melted away.

“Well, if you put it that way,” he said as I
swallowed him deep, “who am I to argue?”


Chapter Two

 


The sun had melted into a crimson smear
along the horizon by the time Master escorted me out into the
courtyard, and the house guards were already waiting for us. Beyond
the estate’s walls I could already hear the growing bustle as
nobles from the far corners of the Empire poured into the city to
attend the Winter’s End Gala. The time for my first public
appearance was fast approaching, and it took every scrap of
willpower I could muster to keep my legs from openly quivering.

“Your carriage is ready, Your Excellency,”
Larric said as the horses came to a halt in front of us. As usual,
the bodyguard didn’t even acknowledge my presence. He just stood
there stiffly, his pale blue eyes taking in everything at once. His
sleek but muscular form had always reminded me of a great hunting
cat lying in the weeds waiting to pounce on unsuspecting prey. “Are
you certain I can’t convince you to bring along a larger
escort?”

Master turned and flashed a bemused smile at
the younger man. “Half the Emperor’s Praetorian is out patrolling
the city today. Do you really believe we need to worry about thugs
and pickpockets?”

“Criminals don’t always think rationally,”
Larric replied. “Some will be willing to take greater risks knowing
the potential prize awaiting them. And with the rest of the Third
Army departing the city yesterday, the streets are—”

“We will be fine,” Master assured him with a
wave of his hand. “Come along, dear.”

I took his arm as he helped me step up into
the carriage. Once we were settled, Larric barked out orders to the
other guardsmen and then climbed inside with us. His armor and
scabbard clattered against the wooden bench, and I sunk deeper into
Master’s shoulder as if it would somehow protect me.

“Let’s go,” Master ordered, wrapping his
knuckles against the door. Outside, several of the mounted guards
fell into formation around us as we rolled across the courtyard,
and soon the full might and grandeur of Sanctum sprawled out before
us. From the first time we had entered the city’s main gates I’d
felt as out of place as a minotaur in a ballroom, and even now, two
months later, I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were about to
step into a different world. In many ways, we were.

I had grown up in Mavarinth, a large but
cozy port city in northwestern Glorinfel, and I had so rarely left
my first owner’s home that I’d never really grown comfortable with
crowds. After Master Kristoff had purchased me at auction and taken
me back to his castle, my horizons had been broadened…if only just.
Stormcrest might have been the capital of Glorinfel, and its
silver-plated spires might have been the envy of most of the north,
but standing here amidst the wealth and decadence of the imperial
capital made everything else seem like a hamlet by comparison.

Master had told me once that half a million
people called Sanctum home, and that numbered tripled if one
counted all the slaves. An army of nearly fifty thousand
legionaries protected the main gates at all times, and every noble
family with a modicum of influence maintained an estate within the
towering walls. Sanctum was more than just the capital in name; it
was the cultural and political heart of the Empire.

“You know what the real problem is?” Master
asked as he squinted out the carriage window. “You can’t even tell
there’s a war going on. Everything looks the same as last year and
the year before that.”

“I suspect that’s the point,” Larric said.
“The Emperor and his pet generals have spent the last two months
trying to convince the court that the loss of Stormcrest is just a
temporary setback. He insists time and again that the dark elves
aren’t a real threat. Filling the streets with legionnaires would
only call his bluff.” The bodyguard shuffled beneath his armor.
“That’s exactly why I wanted to bring more men. The cartels and
gangs have been growing bolder by the day, and rumor has it the
Faedari rebels freed several of their people from the prison
earlier this week.”

“You know what they say about rumors,”
Master muttered.

“Listen; don’t believe. Yes, I’m well aware.
Still, I wouldn’t anything past the Faedari at this point. Watching
their gray-skinned cousins sack our cities has undoubtedly
emboldened them.”

Master grunted but didn’t reply. I knew for
a fact he was far more afraid of the Covenant than he was of the
Faedari. The rebels—mostly faeyn like myself—had been a thorn in
the Empire’s side for many decades. But they were few in number,
especially after the Legion had tracked down and destroyed one of
their hidden settlements just last year. In essence, the Faedari
were the last remnants of my people’s long-forgotten kingdom, and
while they still occasionally managed to raid a caravan or
“liberate” a group of slaves here and there, in general their
influence had waned almost to the point of obscurity. The Covenant,
on the other hand, had grown more powerful than ever…especially
here in Sanctum.

I glanced out the carriage window as we
passed by the Aetherium, the center of Covenant authority in the
region. It was the only officially sanctioned college of magic in
the city, and as usual I had to suppress a cold shiver at the sight
of the massive, gold-encrusted dome and accompanying spires. The
buildings themselves didn’t terrify me, of course, but the dozens
upon dozens of Covenant priests living inside them did. The
priesthood controlled and regulated every college of magic in the
Empire, just like they controlled and regular every channeler—even
socially powerful ones like Master Kristoff.

The reason was simple enough: the Covenant
held the only key to unlocking the power of the Aether, and they
forced every would-be channeler to swear allegiance to their
gods—known colloquially as the Triad—in order to get it. This
arguably made the Covenant more influential than the Legion…and the
Hierophant even more powerful that the Emperor.

“It would seem that the prelacy didn’t want
to feel left out of the celebration,” Larric commented as we passed
by a veritable parade of crimson-cloaked men and women marching
along the streets outside. “They must have summoned every
Inquisitor in the province for this.”

“Or brought in some from Abenwreath or
Rivani,” Master agreed. “The Prelates aren’t stupid—they understand
the value of pomp every bit as much as the Imperial Court. And I’m
sure they’re happy to remind the Emperor that even his vaunted
Praetorian can’t shield him from the Inquisitors.”

“As if anyone could forget,” the bodyguard
murmured.

I glanced past Master’s shoulder until I
caught a glimpse of the procession, and suddenly the cold shiver
tingling down my spine transformed into a full-blown knot in my
stomach. The priests were terrifying enough, but the Inquisitors
were the men and women I truly feared. Their entire purpose was to
prowl the Empire in search of renegade channelers like myself who
didn’t need the Triad’s blessings to touch the Aether. They branded
us as heathens and heretics and demon-touched monsters…but to
everyone else, we were known simply as Unbound.

To this day the Hierophant insisted that we
were the only true threat to Imperial sovereignty, and it wasn’t
difficult to understand why. Magic was power, the old saying went,
and the Unbound were the only source of magic they couldn’t
control. In a sense, I was the ultimate manifestation of their
darkest fears. A slave channeling Aether violated imperial law; an
Unbound channeling Aether violated the law of the gods. And I was
both at once.

If the Covenant ever learned of my true
nature, Master would be stripped of his office and cast into the
palace dungeon. I would likely be burned alive in the public square
for all to see. The thought seared into my mind, and it suddenly
felt like everyone we passed was staring straight at me. Not
because of the extravagant, thousand-coin imported dress Master had
wrapped me in, but because they were just waiting for the smallest
slip-up so they could turn me over to the nearest Inquisitor…

“Arland and his wife aren’t interested in
meek little girls,” Master whispered into my ear. “Submissive? Yes.
But not meek. You need to get ahold of yourself.”

I closed my eyes and forced myself to take
in a deep breath. I must have been trembling more than I thought,
and with my arm locked around his he could probably feel every
twitch and tremor. “I’m sorry, Master. I just don’t…”

I trailed off as my eyes flicked over to
Larric. He wasn’t looking at me at the moment—he seemed to be
fixated on the Inquisitors marching outside—but I still had to be
careful of what I said around him. He didn’t know what I really
was, and I had to make certain it stayed that way. No matter how
loyal he seemed, I doubted anyone would be willing to shield a
heretic from the wrath of the Triad.

Master squeezed my hand. “I’ve taught you
everything you need to know. Just remember that.”

“Yes,” I breathed. “Yes, of course.”

“You’ll do fine, Elara. I have faith in
you.”

He squeezed me again, and for one fleeting
instant his smile was as warm and caring as before we had fled
Stormcrest. Back when I had been his servant rather than his
weapon—back when his schemes and machinations had seemed so distant
I could pretend they would never come to fruition.

But then the moment passed, and the shadow
fell across his features once more. “Time to get ready,” he said as
he unlinked our arms and reached down into his satchel. Inside were
my enchanted obedience cuffs and collar. He rarely bothered with
them while we were alone inside the mansion, but in public he knew
that the sight of an unchained faeyn slave would raise too many
eyebrows. I lifted my long hair out of his way as he fastened the
collar securely around my throat and attached the matching leather
leash. Once they were fitted snugly in place, I swiveled to the
side so he could lock my hands behind my back. He didn’t bother
with ankle chains; few owners worried about their slaves running
off when all they had to do was touch a button on a control rod to
shock them into submission.

I couldn’t explain why, but for some reason
the restraints actually helped settle my stomach. Perhaps I was
comforted by the fact they made me appear less threatening and thus
shifted attention away from my dark secret…or perhaps being
helpless simply appealed to my faeyn nature as the Covenant priests
claimed. Either way, the worst of my anxiety drained away, and I
closed my eyes and did my best to mentally prepare myself for what
was to come.

Eventually our carriage passed through the
main gates, and once we were about halfway through the courtyard
the driver stopped as a horde of supplicants rushed forward to fawn
over one of the Grand Dukes.

“I’ll keep them busy,” Larric said as he
pushed open the door. “Have a pleasant evening, Your
Excellency.”

He stepped down and joined with the palace
guardsmen to keep the area clear. Master Kristoff waited a few
seconds before following, just as protocol dictated, then tugged on
my leash and dragged me forward until I was standing behind him.
Normally, such a simple display of domination would have been
sufficient, but given the grandeur the evening’s festivities Master
evidently decided he needed to make a more dramatic statement. He
lifted the control rod to my collar and flicked it on…and I
instantly dropped to my knees in front of him as a jolt of Aetheric
energy shot through my leg muscles. I lowered my eyes and waited
just as he’d taught me, and a few moments later he tugged on my
leash again and hoisted me back to my feet.

“Breaking in a new pet, Your Excellency?”
one of the nearby Praetorians asked as he and a partner stepped
forward from the rabble to greet us.

“She’s fully trained, but it’s always good
to remind them of their place now and again,” Master replied. “Take
us to the palace.”

“Of course, Your Excellency. Right this
way.”

We traveled across the courtyard, and no one
else troubled us along the way. Once we drew close, I noticed that
the line of nobles and petitioners outside the main hall already
stretched halfway across the courtyard, but thankfully the Grand
Dukes didn’t have to bother with such formalities. At Master’s
request, the Praetorians led us through a second gate on the
western side of the building, and soon we were inside and making
our way across the upper balcony towards the ballroom floor.

I had never actually been inside the
Imperial Palace before, and despite Master’s warnings that I keep
my eyes low at all times, I couldn’t help but sneak the occasional
furtive glance at our surroundings. I had heard so much about the
decadence of the Royal Court that I felt like I just had to
see it for myself…and it took only a few moments to realize the
stories had been completely true.

Aside from the impossibly tall walls, the
splendorous golden statues, and the pristine marble walkways, the
palace was also filled with a veritable army of servants that was
nearly as impressive as the army of Praetorians outside. Master had
once said that the Emperor kept nearly two thousand slaves on hand
at any time, and on special nights like tonight every one of them
was out catering to the whims and fancies of the guests. The
majority of them were human, naturally, captured foreigners from
one of the many godless nations across the sea that refused to
worship the Triad, but there were also plenty of orcs, groll, and
even a few minotaur lurking about. Most were gladiators who had
survived at least one blood-soaked encounter in Sanctum’s famous
battle pits, but a few were simple laborers. The most striking
thing to me, however, was how many faeyn were present—not as cooks
or maids or butlers, but as avenari like myself. And nearly
all of them were already hard at work.

In the chamber directly to our left, a blond
faeyn woman no older than myself busily worked to please a pair of
youngish looking lords from her knees; to our right, a red-haired
woman was bent over a table as a nobleman took her roughly from
behind while his companions cheered on his efforts. And straight
ahead, elevated slightly in a semi-circular nook cut out from the
wall, a trio of noblewoman sipped at their wine and gossiped as
young faeyn males knelt beneath their skirts.

“Arland is already here, good,” Master
murmured as he swept his eyes over the crowd. “And I don’t see his
wife around, either. This should work perfectly. Be ready.”

My stomach fluttered as I risked a furtive
glance across the room. It was easy enough to pick out Grand Duke
Arland from Master’s earlier descriptions. Middle-aged and slender,
he sported a neatly-trimmed red beard and a pleasant smile, and
unlike most of the other nobles in attendance his skin was tanned
from many hours spent beneath the sun. According to rumor he
fancied himself quite the hunter, and his duchy, the Sorthaal
Highlands, was allegedly rife with game.

“Hello, Darian,” Master greeted once we drew
close. “It’s been a long time.”

Arland glanced back over his shoulder and
smiled. “Gabriel! It’s good to see that you’re safe.” He reached
out and vigorously shook Master’s hand before shooing away the
lesser nobles swarming over him. “When I heard about Stormcrest, I
feared the worst. Thank the Triad you were able to escape in
time.”

“I mostly thank my grandfather’s obsession
with escape routes. I was halfway to Sanctum before they even knew
I was gone.”

“Wily old bastard. And to think, the other
dukes used to call him a coward.”

“Among other things,” Master replied dryly.
“Did you have any trouble on your own trip?

“The roads from Sorthaal are safe enough,”
Arland said. “No elves wandering about pillaging everything in
sight in the west.” He paused, and I could feel his eyes shift to
me. “Not yet, anyway.”

Master’s hand brushed reassuringly against
my back before he stepped over to the nearby balcony railing.
“Well, hopefully we’ll be able to prevent that. Assuming we work
together.”

“Mm,” Arland murmured, and I could tell from
his tone and the subtle shuffling of his feet that he was studying
me carefully…and that he liked what they saw. “This must be the
prize you mentioned in your letter.”

“Yes, her name is Elara. Some fool from
Mavarinth had apparently been using her as a cook and got tired of
her burning his roast. He sold her for just fifty sovereigns, if
you can believe it.”

“What fool would waste such a delicate
creature in his kitchen?” Arland asked as he meandered behind me
like a collector appraising a rare vase. “You should have had him
executed for treason on the spot.”

Master chuckled. “The thought did cross my
mind.”

Arland dragged the back of his hand across
my cheek. “Have you considered breeding her? I hear that healthy
faeyn babies are selling for almost five hundred down south in
Rivani. More overseas in Torsia, if you can believe it.”

“I might eventually, but right now she has
better uses, I think.”

“Yes,” Arland said, his eyes glimmering
hungrily. “I suppose that’s true. How about selling her, then?”

“I’m afraid not. She’s the best investment
I’ve made in years, really.” Master snapped his fingers to the
side, and one of the palace slaves rushed over and handed him a
glass of wine. “Still…just because I won’t sell my toys doesn’t
mean I’m averse to sharing them with friends. You can take her
right here, if you wish.”

“Very tempting, but I’m not sure how long we
have until the Emperor arrives. I’d rather not been interrupted.”
The duke’s fingers settled on my lips, and with my eyes lowered I
could see the swelling bulge in the front of his trousers. “Still,
it would be a tragic waste to pass up such an exquisite
beauty…”

“A compromise, perhaps?”

“Yes…yes, I think so.” Arland lifted up my
chin and smiled devilishly. “On your knees, girl. Let’s see what
you can do.”

My heart raced as I obediently dropped down
before him. He unclasped the front of his trousers, and I could
tell he was rock hard long before he sprung himself free. I was
tempted to lean forward and swallow him deep just to see how
quickly I could make him finish, but of course that would defeat
the entire purpose of this encounter. I needed to do more than
simply take him into my throat and drink his seed like a common
harlot; I needed to prove to him that I was special enough to
warrant a private visit to his estate later. And with my hands
restrained behind my back, that left me with only one real
option.

Taking in a calming breath, I reached out to
the Aether. Its familiar, all-encompassing warmth coursed through
me, and I delicately channeled the bulk of its power into my mouth
and lips. I leaned forward as if to kiss the head of Arland’s cock,
and I could see his hips quivering in anticipation of my touch. I
paused and allowed him to feel the heat of my breath for a moment
before finally flicking my eyes up to meet his.

I could taste his yearning and desire as if
they were a part of his flesh. Like Master Kristoff, Duke Arland
was a man accustomed to getting what we wanted, and even though I
was nothing but a slave—even though I wore an obedience collar
around my neck and cuffs around my wrists—right now I had all the
power in the Empire. And I savored every moment of it.

After making him wait a few more agonizing
moments, I finally ran my tongue across the tip. He trembled in
delight, and I released the smallest spark of Aether from my lips
as I curled them around his cock. It coursed through him like a
surge of electricity, and I braced myself in case he lost control
and climaxed…

But Arland was obviously both disciplined
and practiced; he groaned and clutched tightly at my hair, but he
didn’t spend. The rumors about his appetites and depravity must
have been true after all.

“Are you still certain you don’t wish to
take her?” Master asked with obvious amusement. “There’s a table
right over there…”

I doubted that Arland even heard him. He
moaned in excitement as I swallowed him whole, and once he was
thoroughly distracted I decided that now was the perfect
opportunity to start my real mission. Channeling the Aether again,
I reached out and slowly pushed into his mind.

At first, his surface thoughts and emotions
nearly overwhelmed me; I had only ever practiced this kind of
telepathy on Master Kristoff, and his “mental paths” had become
familiar enough that I could navigate them without much difficulty.
But a new mind was like a new river complete with new twists, new
currents, and new rocky shoals. It took me almost a whole minute to
get my bearings, and I jolted Arland with another burst of Aetheric
energy just when I sensed his interest beginning to wane.

“She’s ravenous,” he breathed. “Where
did you send her for training?”

Master Kristoff smiled again. “I didn’t need
to send her anywhere. She’s a quick study and eager to please—a
rare combination, in my experience.”

“Then you should definitely breed her,”
Arland managed. “Just…not quite yet.”

His cock swelled in my throat as he held me
in tight, and once I felt his mind flutter off in ecstasy again I
took the opportunity to slip past his surface thoughts and delve
into the very core of his memories. This time I was better prepared
that the first; I kept my focus even as the torrent of images and
words and knowledge poured over me. I was tempted to rummage around
and see what I could find—Master would certainly welcome any dark
secrets I might be able to uncover—but I knew I wouldn’t have
enough time to find everything tonight. Fortunately, now that I was
inside it was a trivial task to make sure I got another chance.

Slowly, methodically, I implanted a subtle
telepathic suggestion in the back of his thoughts: later, before he
returned to his estate for the night, he would ask Master if he and
his wife could borrow me for an entire evening sometime this week.
His mind accepted the request readily— greedily, even—and I
couldn’t help but wonder how easy it would be for me to manipulate
him further. I should have broken contact and accepted the easy
victory for the triumph it was, and a part of my mind was screaming
at me to do just that. But another part—an emboldened, confident
part I hadn’t known existed before this moment—begged me to put my
budding skills to the test despite the risks.

And so I did. Prying even further into his
consciousness, I suggested he become more aggressive…and just
seconds later I felt both of his hands grip firmly onto my hair. He
thrust into my throat as deeply and fervently as if he’d just bent
me over the railing, and soon it was all I could do to hold myself
steady as he ravaged my mouth. I could have stopped him anytime, of
course. I knew that now, just like I knew that once I had slipped
past his defenses, I could make him do almost anything…but I didn’t
want to. I was enjoying it too much. Both the feeling of his
manhood sliding across my lips as well as the knowledge that even
while he believed he was dominating me—even while I was on my knees
with his cock battering the back of my throat—I was in control. I
was the puppeteer, and he was the marionette. And the thought sent
a shiver of bliss cascading through me until my toes curled inside
my shoes.

“Merciful Triad!” he exclaimed as he
continued his relentless assault, and I could feel the eyes of half
the room fastening upon us. His pulse quickened, his cock throbbed,
and I slipped out of his mind as gently as I could as he rapidly
approached climax. “Here it comes, girl. You’d best not spill a
drop!”

I didn’t. The warm flood flowed swiftly and
easily down my throat, and after a few final spasms his cock fell
silent. He held me in place as his knees threatened to buckle, and
once he eventually regained his strength and withdrew I hungrily
cleaned him off with my tongue.

“As I said,” Master whispered, his eyes
glittering with approval, “she’s one of the best investments I’ve
made in years.”

“Magnificent,” Arland breathed. “And I see
you’ve even taught her to clean her toys once she’s done with
them.”

He ran his hand gently through my hair as I
finished, and when I leaned back on my haunches and saw him smiling
down at me, I knew I had him.

“My wife would love to play with her,” the
duke said after a moment. “It’s almost too bad she won’t be in
Sanctum for a few more days. She stopped in Riverboro to meet with
one of her family’s old merchant contacts.”

Master smiled. “That almost sounds like an
excuse to miss the gala.”

Arland grunted as he brushed the back of his
hand across my cheek. “You know how much she hates playing the
token foreigner in the court. And it’s worse when half the nobles
in the Empire are here.”

“Well, I’m sure we can come to an
arrangement once she’s in town. Just let me know.”

“I will,” the duke promised. He stared down
longingly at me for a few more moments before finally turning away.
“I’ll catch up with you later. I need to speak with the leader of
the Mason’s Guild before she’s too drunk to sign a contract.”

“But just drunk enough to give you a good
deal,” Master replied with a thin smile.

“Naturally.” Arland squeezed at my cheeks.
“I’ll see you again soon, my dear.”

Master waited until the other man had
vanished into the crowd before ordering me back to my feet. “Like I
said before, you have nothing to worry about. None of these fools
have a hope in the void of resisting you.”

I smiled, and for a moment his eyes warmed
enough that I thought he might actually lean down and kiss me …but
of course I should have known better. He would never do such a
thing in public, and certainly not while standing here among the
Empire’s elite. Instead he glanced away and tugged at my leash.

“Come, General Torelius is downstairs,” he
said. “I’d like to speak with him before the Emperor arrives, if
possible.”

I nodded and lowered my eyes. “Of course,
Master. Anything you wish.”

 



Chapter Three

 


In theory, the Imperial Legion was run by a
cabal of six High Generals, each of whom commanded an army of
legionnaires and a vast retinue of supporting officers. The
arrangement was roughly analogous to how the Grand Dukes ruled over
a province and the scores of barons and lesser lords beneath them.
Both the generals and dukes were given considerable autonomy to
manage their own affairs, but in times of crisis the Emperor had
the authority to take direct control of both the duchies and the
Legion as he saw fit.

In practice, of course, things were never
that simple. Just as the Grand Dukes were not all equal in power
and influence, there was a great disparity between the various High
Generals. The head of the First Army had always commanded more
respect than his peers, largely because he represented the central
province of Veshar and was thusly responsible for the protection of
Sanctum itself. Today that honor was held by a man named Antoine
Torelius, and though Master had been complaining about the man for
months, I had never met him or even seen his likeness in a
painting. Until today.

Following our meeting with Duke Arland,
Master and I made our way across the palace and down into one of
the vast conference chambers on the main level. Legion officers
were interspersed with lords and barons everywhere, from the
lowest-ranking centurions all the way to the legates who commanded
the armies on the field. For the first few minutes I wondered if I
would even be able to pick out Torelius once I saw him, but then
Master steered us towards one of the corners and I realized the
general’s identity couldn’t have been more obvious.

Tall and wide with a well-trimmed beard and
puffy cheeks, Torelius looked like a man who had never wanted for
anything, and I couldn’t decide if his splendorous white coat and
gleaming golden sash were supposed to be fashionable or simply
garish beyond reason. His own avenari stood behind him,
shackled at both her hands and feet, but I didn’t recognize either
of the men he was speaking with. The first was lanky and young,
probably in his early twenties, but as for the second…

I might not have known who he was,
but his crimson armor and inscribed tabard left no doubts as to
what he was. A dark chill rippled down my spine, and Master
gripped sternly at my hand when he felt my muscles tense. I
couldn’t afford to panic and draw attention to myself here, not in
front of a Covenant Inquisitor.

“Ah, Duke Kristoff,” Torelius said with an
awkward smile as we approached. Judging from all three men’s
aggressive postures, we had interrupted a rather intense verbal
spat between them. And judging from the flush of the general’s
cheeks, I suspected he had been on the losing end. “It’s good to
see you again, old friend. I know you’ve wanted to speak with me
for a few weeks, but my schedule has been unrelenting.”

“One of the many burdens of fighting a
losing war,” the young man muttered as he sipped at his drink. I
caught myself just before my mouth dropped open. For anyone to dare
mock a High General straight to his face…

“Don’t mistake a few minor setbacks for
defeat, Lord Bolvir,” Master said with a carefully-practiced grin.
It was so convincing I almost believed it myself. “I’m sure the
Legion has everything well in hand, as always.”

Bolvir turned, eyebrow cocked. I belatedly
recognized the name: he was Grand Duchess Farrow’s oldest son and
the heir to the vitally-important province of Abenwreath. The
“Wreath feeds the Empire,” the old saying went, and Duchess Farrow
was probably the most influential of any of the Grand Dukes.

“A curious position for someone who has lost
nearly all of his lands due to Legion incompetence,” Bolvir said.
“Or have you abandoned hope for the people of Glorinfel
already?”

“Not at all,” Master replied calmly. “I
simply have faith in our fine soldiers and the gods who watch over
them. Surely the Triad will not allow a band of heretics to destroy
their devoted servants.”

“Well spoken, Your Excellency,” the
Inquisitor said. Somehow I managed not to jump despite his deep,
gravelly voice. “It’s a pity that not all of your comrades seem to
share your confidence.”

“This has nothing to do with faith, Jodai,”
Bolvir spat. “It is simply a cold, hard fact. We weren’t ready for
another war, not so soon after that disastrous skirmish with the
Numenese two seasons ago. Everyone recognized that, even Lucian’s
father. But evidently he died before he could teach his son to
temper his bloodlust.”

“As I have tried to explain to you before,
my lord,” Torelius said with strained patience, “with the Third
Army moving in to bolster our forces at Balagarde, the dark elves
will be surrounded. They will be forced to fall back.”

“And what if they decide to attack Abenhold
instead? We have fewer soldiers than Stormcrest, and if they take
the fort they could pour into the Wreath and burn half our fields
before the next harvest. They could even march within spitting
distance of Veshar by autumn!”

Inquisitor Jodai snorted. “And so the truth
finally comes out. Our young lord suddenly fears the war once his
own lands are threatened.”

“Of course I fear it!” Bolvir snarled.
“That’s the whole bloody point. Kristoff might be able to sit here
and smile to your face, but I’m not. We want answers, General,
starting with an explanation for how vaeyn agents were able to
infiltrate and destroy your prison camp at Agara just last
week.”

Torelius’s face hardened, and I clutched
reflexively at Master’s hand. I had never heard anyone speak to one
of the High Generals so callously, not even the son of the most
powerful noble in the Empire. Ostensibly, the Grand Dukes and their
heirs outranked anyone in the military, but Master had warned me
many times that politics were rarely so straightforward.

“Perhaps your mother should have spent more
time teaching her son about the dangers of listening to rumors,”
Torelius said coldly. “And of asking too many questions.”

A cold silence settled over the group, and
for a moment I wondered if Bolvir might actually draw his sword and
skewer the other man right then and there. I squeezed tightly at
Master’s arm as the tension grew…and then someone abruptly snorted
from behind me.

“An abundance of questions has rarely been
the Empire’s problem,” an old, exquisitely-dressed woman said as
she stepped over towards the circle. “Quite the contrary, in
fact.”

Torelius’s cheeks twitched, and a second
later he flashed one of the most fraudulent smiles I had ever seen.
“Good evening, Your Excellency. We were starting to wonder if you
would make it.”

“You were starting to hope, you
mean,” Grand Duchess Kathryn Farrow corrected. “Don’t worry, the
healers assure me that I’ll still be a splinter under the Emperor’s
fingernail for many years to come—assuming the vaeyn don’t torch
Sanctum by the end of the year, of course.”

The general chuckled humorlessly. “How
wonderful that the brave soldiers of the Legion still have the
confidence of the Grand Dukes and their families.”

“I have every confidence in their ability to
stab whatever they’re told. I have less confidence in the people
doing the telling.”

The awkward silence returned, and Torelius’s
smile vanished completely. After a few seconds Master Kristoff
simply snorted. “The celebration just wouldn’t be the same without
your irreverent charm, Kathryn.”

Farrow shrugged. “My son raised an excellent
point earlier, and I think all of us deserve a real answer. When
the war started the Emperor promised us that we’d have troops in
the heart of Sulinor by the first snowfall, and yet here we are
struggling to push the bloody elves back out of Stormcrest. At some
point the Legion needs to admit it swatted a beehive and wasn’t
prepared to get stung.”

“War is inherently unpredictable, Your
Excellency,” Torelius said. “I would think that someone who has
lived through so many of them would appreciate that.”

The duchess scoffed. “Yes, I’m old and
you’re fat. Apparently you really can see the obvious when
it’s standing right in front of you. Who knew?” She waved a
dismissive hand. “The vaeyn weren’t threatening anyone, and yet
here we are.”

“The mere presence of the heretics is a
threat,” Inquisitor Jodai growled. “You would prefer we sit back
and do nothing while they continue to spit in the face of the
Triad?”

“I would prefer that we pick and choose our
battles more carefully,” Farrow said. “Emperor Lucian’s father
understood that well, just like his father before him. The Empire
has bled enough these past few decades, Jodai. I’m sure even the
gods recognize that.”

The Inquisitor took a menacing step forward.
“I would be careful, Your Excellency, lest His Majesty confuse your
words for treason.”

She snorted. “His Majesty knows exactly how
I feel, just like he knows it’s pointless to try and make me shut
up about it. Now why don’t you take the general here and go scurry
off somewhere, hmm? I have some business I need to discuss with
Duke Kristoff. In private.”

The two men glared at her for a moment
longer before finally nodding and disappearing into the crowd.
Master Kristoff waited until they were well out of earshot before
turning back to the old woman.

“You walk a dangerous path, Kathryn,” he
said under his breath. “Emperor Lucian lacks his father’s
patience…not to mention his restraint.”

“Perhaps,” she murmured after a sip of wine.
“But he’s not a fool, either. If he wants to feed his army, he
can’t touch me and he knows it. The Wreath is too important.”

“I fear you underestimate his ambition. If
he was willing to remove his own father as we suspect, then
eliminating one of us would be a paltry task by comparison.” Master
turned to face Bolvir. “Or if not that, he could always strike at
us in other ways.”

“I don’t fear Lucian,” Bolvir said. “And not
all of us are as eager to play supplicant as you.”

“It’s not a matter of eagerness,” Master
Kristoff corrected. “It’s a matter of acknowledging reality.
Antagonizing the Legion and the Covenant serves no purpose. We
can’t afford to go on the offensive until both Arland and Darkstone
join us.”

“There is no ‘us,’ Gabriel,” Farrow
corrected. “This war is a mistake. That’s all there is to it. I
haven’t agreed to join you in anything.”

“Maybe not, but the only way we’ll be able
to put enough pressure on Lucian to stop the fighting is by
standing together.”

“Perhaps,” she murmured as she took another
long, slow sip from her glass. “You do realize the Grand Dukes
haven’t officially held a Quorum in decades, yes? And the Quorum
hasn’t successfully called for the nullification of a sitting
Emperor in well over a century.”

“I’m aware,” Master assured her. “But with
luck, we won’t have to go that far. Lucian might back down once he
knows we’re all unified against him.”

“Or he’ll order the Legion to turn around
and burn our cities. It’s hard to tell with him.”

Master smiled. “If you were really worried
about that, you wouldn’t have been scolding Torelius so openly.
Besides, even if the good general went along with such an insane
order, the rest of his colleagues wouldn’t. He’s not so powerful
that he can stand against all of the other High
Generals.”

Farrow grunted. “Hopefully we never have to
find out. But I have a sneaking suspicion we’ll need more than just
the Quorum to change Lucian’s mind.”

“Maybe, but first things first. Arland
continues to waver, but he’s in Sanctum for a few days yet and I
have confidence that I can persuade him to see things our way. It’s
in his best interests to stand with us, whether he realizes that
yet or not.”

“Sorthaal is far from the front lines, and
you know how much his wife despises the elves,” Bolvir pointed out.
“She’s the one you’ll have to convince.”

“I know, but I have a plan,” Master told
them. “Contrary to what Torelius says, I don’t believe for a moment
that the vaeyn will stay contained. They won’t risk stretching
their lines and attacking Abenhold, but I wouldn’t put it past them
to hit Mavarinth or even Balagarde. And we know for a fact they
have a sizeable fleet in the northern waters already. If they take
Mavarinth, they could easily land in Sorthaal not long after.
Arland will need help if he wants to fend them off.”

“You could be right,” Farrow said, her mouth
twisting as if she’d just noticed a foul taste on her tongue. “But
Arland is one thing; Darkstone is another. Between the Salt Peaks
and his own army, Korvale is better defended than Sanctum.”

Master shrugged. “I have ideas for how to
convince him, but for now we should stay focused on Arland.”

“Mmm,” she muttered noncommittally as she
looked upon me for the first time. “You’ve never been one parade
around your pets before, Gabriel. Have these dark times changed you
that much?”

“They’ve encouraged me to appreciate simple
pleasures, wherever they might be found,” he said as he traced a
finger through my hair. “I purchased at her auction in Mavarinth a
few years ago, and she’s been very…dependable.”

“I’m sure,” Farrow muttered as she eyed me
with borderline contempt. Her son, on the other hand, smiled
sadistically as he paced around me and eventually pressed his palm
against my exposed belly.

“No Covenant brandings,” he remarked. “She’s
still ripe, then?”

Master nodded. “Yes, and I intend to keep
her that way for some time.”

“Good idea,” Bolvir said, his smile
widening.

“Stop drooling, dear,” Farrow scolded. She
rolled her eyes and glanced back to Master. “His birthday is coming
up. He might be interested in using her, assuming you’re willing to
loan her for a day or two. He tends to get bored of his own pets
quickly.” She scoffed. “I swear, he spends more time at the brothel
or trading at the auction block than managing the farmstead.”

“I won’t apologize for having refined
tastes,” Bolvir said as he tilted my head back and forth.

“Nor should you,” Master Kristoff soothed.
“I’m sure I can arrange something. Though I figured your mother
would have married you off by now.”

“He’s been engaged for almost three months,”
Farrow said. “But his fiancé is every bit the glutton he is. She
went through eight different serving boys just last month. Eight!
I’ll never understand why the two of you can’t just fuck each other
and save me a fortune.”

Bolvir shrugged. “It’s hardly my fault you
chose me a moose for a bride. What did you expect?”

Farrow harrumphed and finished the last of
her drink. “Just stay in touch in let me know if Arland comes
around, Gabriel. If he does…well, then I’ll see what I can do about
applying pressure to Darkstone.”

“Threats from Abenwreath carry weight even
in the farthest reaches of the Vale,” Master said. “If you speak,
he’ll listen.”

Farrow grunted again. “We’ll see. Now if
you’ll excuse me, I still need to meet with some of the merchants
in from Talisham. If those idiots think they can short me on the
havinroot seeds this spring, they’re in for in a surprise…”

She tromped off across the ballroom like a
brooding thunderstorm, her son closely in tow, and even the
Emperor’s fearsome praetorian scurried to get out of her way. I had
never seen anything like it, and I couldn’t decide whether I should
have been awed or horrified.

“She doesn’t seem to fear the Emperor,” I
breathed once we were alone. “She doesn’t seem to fear
anything.”

“That’s because she’s a fool,” Master hissed
under his breath. “Lucian doesn’t care about the Wreath or its
farms. He isn’t like his father; he’s driven by ambition, not
vision. He’ll destroy her even if it means crippling the Empire in
the process.”

“If he did attempt to harm her, wouldn’t
that unite the other nobles against him?”

Master grunted. “You’d think so, but it’s
not that simple. Farrow was right: it’s been a long time since the
dukes have successfully called a Quorum, and even longer since
they’ve actually tried to replace a sitting Emperor. My father
always said that the provinces are too independent for their own
good. He was probably right.”

I nodded nervously. Master had spent many
nights instructing me on the intricacies of court politics. His
hope was that it would allow me to manipulate his rivals more
effectively, but there were many subtle nuances I had yet to grasp.
I just hoped I was able to learn them all in time.

“So we must act quickly then,” I said.
“Before the Emperor has a chance to strike out against her.”

Master nodded and glanced upwards. “Speaking
of which, it would seem that His Majesty has finally decided to
grace us with his presence.”

I followed his eyes to the balcony looming
above the center of the ballroom. There, sauntering over towards
his splendorous golden throne, was Emperor Lucian Patravian III.
His purple-cloaked praetorian fanned out along the edges of the
railing, and despite their imposing, close-faced helmets, I felt
like they were glaring at each and every guest in turn. The Emperor
himself looked almost bored, and he paused briefly in front of the
throne as all of the guests—us included—dropped to a knee in his
honor. The trumpets unleashed a brief, staccato fanfare, and by the
time I looked back up he had already taken his seat.

“I will say one good thing about him,”
Master murmured under his breath as we rose back to our feet. “He
doesn’t waste nearly as much time on idiotic pomp like his father.
Frankly, I doubt he’ll even speak tonight.”

I nodded absently, my eyes unwittingly
transfixed by the Emperor’s surprising physical appearance. I had
never seen his likeness on portrait or etching—all the banners and
paintings in Sanctum were still dedicated to his recently-dead
father, Rikus—but for whatever reason I had always imagined Lucian
as a portly, moon-faced man with pleasure slaves draped over his
bulbous arms like Torelius.

I’m not sure I could have been more
mistaken. The Emperor was tall and broad, and his toned, muscular
arms were plainly visible beneath his cape and sleeveless tunic.
Had I not known better, I might have assumed he was one of the
Praetorians rather than their sovereign. He wore his blond hair
long, and the stubble dotting his cheeks added a few years to his
otherwise youthful face. Most interestingly at all, however, was
the fact he didn’t have any slaves with him whatsoever.

Though if Master got his way, that would
change sooner rather than later. Eventually he hoped to convince
the Emperor to take me as a gift for a night. And if the thought of
spending an entire evening attempting to secretly manipulate one of
the Grand Dukes wasn’t harrowing enough, the thought of doing the
same to the Emperor himself was downright horrifying.

“He looks…distant,” I said quietly after a
moment. “As if he doesn’t want to be here.”

“He probably doesn’t,” Master replied.
“Gatherings like this are an inconvenient reminder that his throne
is not the only seat of power in the Empire. The Dukes, the
Covenant, the Legion, the various guilds…we’re all here, and
whether he likes it or not he can’t ignore us forever.”

“Do you really believe that’s what he
wants?”

“What I believe is that this isn’t the place
for such a conversation,” Master said as he tugged gently at my
collar. “For now, I have plenty of others to speak with. Let’s
go.”


Chapter Four

 


The next afternoon, Master officially
received a request from Duke Arland to borrow my services, and by
evening the deal was struck: I would visit his family’s estate in
Sanctum the night his wife was scheduled to arrive from Riverboro.
Master was obviously pleased at the news, and I should have been,
too—it confirmed that my earlier performance had gone just as well
as I’d hoped. But for every part of me that was ecstatic about
living up to Master’s expectations, another part was terrified at
the prospect of being left alone inside the estate of a stranger
and his infamously depraved wife.

They wouldn’t harm me, of course. Master had
assured me many times that imperial law protected slaves as
stringently as any other valuable property, and ostensibly even the
Grand Dukes weren’t immune to prosecution from the magistrates. But
there were plenty of ways to torment me without physically harming
me, and my imagination quickly became my worst enemy. Would they
restrain me? Flog me? Humiliate me in front of their friends or
other servants?

I distracted myself by practicing my
channeling ability whenever Master left me alone, and for the most
part the trick worked. By the time the day finally arrived I had
successfully reminded myself that ultimately this wasn’t just about
pleasing Master—this was about ending a foolish war that had
already consumed our homeland. Thousands more would die on both
sides if we couldn’t summon the Quorum and confront the Emperor.
And as impossible as it seemed, I, a mere avenari, was going
to play an integral part in its success or failure.

With that harrowing thought worming through
my mind, I settled in for a bath on the afternoon of my
appointment. The water and salts usually helped assuage whatever
doubts I might have had, but not today. It probably didn’t help
that I had never been taken by another man before. My first owner
had been old and spent, and all he had ever wanted from me was hot
meals and a clean house…neither of which I’d been particularly
adept at providing. I had been terrified when he’d announced his
intention to sell me at the auction block—I could still remember my
legs quaking so hard they had rattled the chains around my
ankles—but as it turned out the change of ownership had been the
best thing that had ever happened to me. Master had granted me more
freedoms that I had ever dreamed possible, and he had helped me to
control the forbidden power burning inside me. I might have been
his property, but he had never made me feel like a victim. And when
it came right down to it, I didn’t want to be with anyone else.

Still, I couldn’t deny the excitement I’d
felt at the Gala. For a few fleeting moments I had been in control
of one of the Grand Dukes…and no matter how nervous I might have
been about the prospect of spending an entire night in a stranger’s
estate, deep down I longed for another taste of that power.

I spent the rest of the afternoon making
final preparations with Sharela, the house tailor. She wrapped me
inside a shimmering, backless dress that managed to be elegant and
scandalous at the same time. We didn’t bother with undergarments,
for obvious reasons, but at Duke Arland’s request I wore a matching
pair of jeweled heels and silver earrings—both of which were worth
more than I was, Sharela saw fit to remind me at least a dozen
times. If only she knew about my true powers.

Once everything was situated, we moved into
the conference chamber for Master to complete his final inspection.
Curiously, however, he wasn’t waiting for us inside the main
conference hall, nor was in his bedroom or the library or even the
courtyard with the guards. We ended up searching half the mansion
before realizing he must have been down in the basement practicing
his channeling techniques.

I could hear his strained exertions the
moment we approached the doorway. The walls flickered ominously as
we spiraled down the stone stairwell, and once we reached the
bottom I had to shield my eyes from the flashes of lightning and
flame. Standing shirtless at the center of the deadly tempest, his
arms and back glistening like he had just stepped out of the tub,
was Master Kristoff. A half a dozen enormous crystalline shards
surrounded him on all sides, and they thrummed with Aetheric power
as he channeled spell after spell into them.

Sharela stepped forward, but before she
could announce our presence Master raised his hand and directed a
blinding bolt of electricity into the nearest crystal…and then
hissed in disgust when the energy almost immediately dissipated.
“Not enough,” he murmured. “Not nearly enough…”

“I apologize for the interruption, Your
Excellency,” Sharela said into the silence. “But your
avenari is ready for inspection.”

Master turned. At first he appeared withered
and drained like he’d just fought through half the vaeyn army…but
then his eyes latched onto me and a wide smile stretched across his
face. “Perfect,” he breathed as he stepped forward to inspect me
more closely. “You’ve outdone yourself again, Sharela. I’m not
certain how I ever got by without you.”

“Neither am I,” the older woman grumbled. As
a human native of Veshar, she was a paid servant rather than a
slave, though she complained so much it was sometimes hard to tell.
“His Excellency may wish to remind Duke Arland not to damage the
silk, if at all possible. It was hard enough to find an authentic
Numenese weave in the market before pirates started blockading all
the trade routes to Torsia.”

Master eyed the dress up and down before
nodding in amusement. “If he does ruin it, you should take it as a
compliment of your work. No man can resist a beautifully wrapped
prize.”

Sharela grunted. “As you say.”

“Go ahead and return to your other duties.
And thank you again.”

She bowed and returned up the staircase.
Once the door had closed behind her, Master pivoted back around
towards the crystalline shards. “Do you appreciate the irony?”

“My lord?” I asked.

“You are the slave, and yet at times you
enjoy more freedom than a Grand Duke. To be able to channel freely
without a crutch…”

He trailed off and closed his eyes, and I
watched in silence as he worked through his meditative breathing
routines. Like all sanctioned channelers in the Empire, Master had
been forced to swear an oath of allegiance to the Triad before
being gifted with the ability to touch the Aether. He had been
ritually bonded to a great crystal called the “Godstone,” which
allegedly contained the souls of Sanctus Veshar and the other two
mortals-turned-gods who constituted the Triad. The premise was
fairly straight-forward: as long as these bonded channelers
remained loyal to the ideals of the Triad, they were free to
manipulate the Aether as they saw fit. But if the Covenant believed
they had misused their abilities, they could be severed from the
Godstone immediately and lose all of their power.

It was, Master liked to jest, as much of an
obedience collar as the one he so often fitted on me. I may have
been a slave, but he was one of the “Bound.” The price for my life
was obedience; the price for his power was piety. The difference
was that only one of us loved our master.

“The Covenant believes my power is a curse,”
I whispered after a moment. “The Hierophant says it is proof of our
heresy that we can channel the blood of the Old Gods without
recompense. She says we have been tainted by demons.”

“The Hierophant says many things that are
not true,” Master replied as his eyes flicked back open. “The
Covenant cares about expanding its power. Everything is a means to
that end. The binding ritual, the war…even the text of the
Levinthian has been altered a hundred times since the founding of
the Empire.”

I tilted my head. In all the times he had
taught me about history, he had only rarely mentioned the Triad’s
holy text before. “Master?”

“Never mind,” he said, turning and waving a
dismissive hand. He smiled at me again and placed his hands on my
shoulders. “All that matters right now is tonight. Are you
ready?”

“Yes, my lord,” I said with as much
confidence as I could muster. “I will do my best to make you
proud.”

“I know you will. Just remember, your first
priority is convincing him to support us at the Quorum. But if you
get the chance, feel free to rummage around his mind and see what
else he knows about the Emperor or any of the other dukes.”

“I will try.”

He smiled again, and to my surprise he
leaned in and kissed me. A tingle of delight shuddered through me,
and I opened my mouth and entwined my tongue with his. When he
tried to pull away, I pressed forward and even wrapped my arms
around his neck…

“Focus, Elara,” he scolded gently. “You
can’t afford to be distracted. Not tonight.”

I sank away in disappointment and nodded.
“Yes, Master. Of course.”

He touched my chin and held my eyes for a
long moment before finally pivoting away and retrieving his tunic.
“Neither Darian nor his wife is particularly knowledgeable about
magic, but you’ll still need to be careful. Luriel in particular is
clever. Don’t underestimate her; don’t use your powers on her
unless you’re absolutely sure she won’t notice.” He pulled his
shirt back on and then sighed. “Unfortunately, she’s also more
likely to know important information than he is. Try and distract
her like we’ve practiced and you should be fine.”

I could hear the tension in his voice, but I
couldn’t decide if he was more worried about my safety or the
success of the mission. Perhaps it didn’t matter, since in this
case they were one and the same.

“Anyway, it’s time to go,” he said. “Let’s
get you ready.”

He led me back upstairs to the main greeting
room before retrieving my collar and fastening it around my neck.
With my hair tied up the task was even easier than normal, and once
the band was securely in place he tapped the control rod. The
embedded gemstones began to glimmer softly, and he stood behind my
shoulder for a moment and smiled into the mirror on the other side
of the room.

“There’s not a man in the Empire who could
resist you,” he breathed into my ear. “Or a woman, for that
matter.”

“My lord is most kind,” I said, smiling
back. My heart begged me to spin back around and kiss him again,
but I knew he wouldn’t approve.

“Let me get your cuffs on and then we’ll
head out. The guards should already be waiting for us outside.”

As he shackled my wrists behind my back, my
thoughts once again returned to that familiar dark place of fear
and uncertainty. Soon I would be beyond his protection for the
first time since he’d purchased me, and I wasn’t sure if I’d be
able to handle it. Originally I had held out hope that he would
escort me to the Arland mansion himself and perhaps even stay to
observe…but of course that wasn’t how this was going to work.
Arland wanted me alone for an evening, and Master was perfectly
content to let this serve as my first real test without his
supervision. If I succeeded here, then he would have the confidence
to send me to Farrow or Darkstone or whoever else requested my
services. I would become his perfect little spy.

Assuming I didn’t get caught, of course. If
that happened, this war and the recovery of Stormcrest would be the
least of our worries.

A few minutes later we stepped out into the
courtyard, and a small squad of soldiers was indeed waiting for us
next to the carriage. Guard-Captain Larric, naturally, was among
them.

“Everything is ready, Your Excellency,” the
bodyguard said with a half bow. “I took the liberty of sending a
few men ahead to ensure that the route is clear.”

“We’re in the Imperial capital, not a
warzone,” Master replied mildly. “You’re overreacting as
usual.”

Larric shrugged. “Experience has taught me
to prepare for the worst. I’m only doing my job.”

“Of course,” Master murmured as he offered
the other man the control rod. The exchange was a show, of course,
a feigned bit of nonchalance so the guards wouldn’t recognize just
how important a mere slave was to him. Master had probably ordered
Larric to send out those scouts and make sure the path was safe
himself. “Now get moving.”

“At once, Your Excellency.”

Larric tilted towards me, and as usual I
couldn’t help but wilt beneath his gaze. Not because he was loud or
physically imposing like so many of the rank-and-file
legionnaires—quite the opposite, in fact. He was relatively short
and slender compared to most of the other house guards, and I had
rarely ever heard him speak more than a few words at a time. No, he
was terrifying precisely because he wasn’t a towering,
screaming brute.

I also had trouble ignoring the fact that he
so obviously reviled me. He had never told me so openly, of course,
but I was as much a master of body language as any erotic
technique. From the fractional curling of the man’s lip to the
occasional furtive glower I could tell that my very presence
disgusted him. I knew he despised all elves—Master had told me as
much—but he treated the other faeyn servants well enough. It seemed
like there was something about me specifically that sickened him,
and I had no idea what that could be. I trembled to think what
would happen if I was left alone with him for an extended period of
time…but mercifully I wouldn’t have to find out today.

I rode alone inside the carriage as we
traveled across the city, and for once I didn’t spend the entire
trip leering at the sights and sounds of Sanctum. Instead I closed
my eyes and did everything I could to mentally prepare myself for
the task at hand. In all likelihood, Duke Arland would be so
enamored with me at this point that I probably wouldn’t have to do
anything special to please him. His wife, unfortunately, would be
different story. But once again the purpose of this trip wasn’t to
merely satisfy a lust-filled duke; it was about worming into his
mind and convincing him to risk his armies, his wealth, and
possibly even his life to join the Master in the Quorum. Even with
the aid of magic it wouldn’t be a trivial task, but Master had
faith in me.

And I was not going to let him down.

We arrived at the Arland estate about an
hour later, and once the carriage stopped I finally opened my eyes
and took a quick peek. The central mansion was a bit smaller than
Master’s, but the actual grounds were probably twice the size. The
entire property looked like it had been plucked straight out of the
forest; other than a pair of guard towers and the pristine
cobblestone walkway winding its way up to the gate, all I could see
were thick bushes, vibrant flowers, and a sprawling tree canopy
that cast long shadows across the entire area. Master had told me
that Arland’s home province of Sorthaal—once the ancestral home of
the faeyn—was essentially a giant forest, and for the first time in
my life I desperately wanted to visit.

After a brief exchange with Arland’s guards
Larric helped me out of the carriage and escorted me up the long,
winding walkway. A series of soft, Aether-powered lanterns lit up
the path in front of us as we traveled, then slowly faded as we
passed by. The effect was both majestic and soothing, and I
wondered dimly if I could ever learn to enchant such an item
myself. The guards let us inside without incident, and the
concierge opened the door and led us into an expansive sitting room
lined with paintings, sculptures, and tapestries from across the
Empire.

“Ah, good—you’ve finally arrived,” Duke
Arland said as he sauntered down the staircase, drink in hand. “I
was about to send a runner to remind Gabriel of our
arrangement.”

“Duke Kristoff sends his regards, Your
Excellency,” Larric replied with a formal bow. He held out his hand
and offered the other man my leash as well as the control rod for
my collar. “He hopes that you will enjoy his gift.”

“With a not-so-subtle reminder that if I
damage his property, I’ll have an ex-Inquisitor to deal with,” the
Arland murmured as he took the rod. “I should probably be
insulted.”

I reflexively glanced over to my escort. A
former Inquisitor? I had no idea the Covenant even allowed its
enforcers to retire. But it would explain Larric’s hatred for my
elven blood…and why Master had worked so hard to keep my true
nature secret from a man he otherwise trusted implicitly. It also
meant that all my trepidations about spending time alone with the
bodyguard were completely justified.

“My lord did not mean to cause offense,”
Larric soothed, “but he was concerned about the growing number of
vagrants and dissidents on the streets.”

“Naturally,” Arland muttered under his
breath. “Still, I have heard rumors that Faedari agents might have
infiltrated Sanctum, so perhaps a bit of extra caution is
necessary. I’m sure the rebels would just love to free such an
‘abused and tormented’ creature as a trophy. Never mind the fact
she’s been given free meals and a warm bed, not to mention an
education and clothing worth more than half the villages in
Veshar.” He scoffed. “Ungrateful pissants. They should be thanking
us for introducing them to real civilization.”

Larric smiled, and it was so cold it sent a
shiver down my spine. “Indeed. Though I trust the Praetorian and
the Covenant will root them out soon enough.”

“Yes, just like the Legion will drive back
the vaeyn,” Arland replied snidely. He finished his drink and set
it down on a nearby table before sliding over to me and rubbing a
hand across my cheek. “Anyway, thank you, Captain. My wife and I
will make certain she earns her keep for one night at least.”

“I’m sure you will,” Larric said. His eyes
locked onto mine, and I could almost see the sadism smoldering
behind them. “I shall return to retrieve her in the morning. Have
an enjoyable evening, Your Excellency.”

He stepped back out the door, and the moment
he was gone the duke leaned in closer to me and gently ran his
fingers through my hair. “You have no idea how much I’ve been
looking forward to this, my dear,” he purred into my ear.

“It is my pleasure to serve, Your
Excellency,” I said. “Do you wish to have me now?”

“More than you can imagine, but Luriel will
be annoyed if I sample desert before dinner. Come, I might as well
introduce you. She’s been looking forward to meeting you.”

The lady of the house was waiting for us in
an open chamber just outside the dining room, but she wasn’t alone.
A heavily tattooed, barrel-chested orc stood in front of her, and a
pair of servants seemed to be measuring him for clothing…or more
likely, armor.

“Impressive, isn’t he?” Duchess Luriel asked
without turning as we stepped into the room. “More than enough to
embarrass whatever lout House Brigaere sends at us.”

“I should hope so, considering how much we
paid for him,” Arland said. “He’ll need to survive at least three
matches just to break even.”

“He will, don’t worry,” she said as she
slapped her hand against the orc’s broad chest. “Isn’t that right,
Gor…something. What’s your name again?

“Gorbuk, my lady,” one of the servants
prompted helpfully.

“Yes, I knew it was something
unpronounceable. You will make me proud, won’t you, Gorbuk?”

“I fight for glory of Arland,” the orc said
in a broken, thickly-accented version of the imperial tongue. “Kill
all enemies.”

“Good. That’s what I like to hear.”

The duke cleared his throat. “If you’re
quite done, darling, your other present has arrived.”

Luriel finally turned toward us, and her
eyebrow cocked as she noticed me for the first time. “This is her?
This is the one that made you split your trousers?”

“She’s everything you want, love,” Arland
replied patiently. “There’s no need to be tart.”

The duchess grunted as she inspected me more
closely. She was younger than I expected and prettier too; her long
dark hair and glimmering amber eyes were a perfect complement to
her russet skin. Talshites had been rare in Stormcrest—or anywhere
in Glorinfel, for that matter—but I had always found them exotic
and mysterious. Luriel was no different. She towered over me
despite my heels, and her glimmering silver dress showed off her
toned arms and impossibly long legs.

But behind her beauty I could see a cold,
ruthless hatred smoldering inside her…a hatred that was now
directed squarely at me.

“It’s just that you’ve spent so much time
fawning over her that it’s hard to be impressed by the real thing,”
Luriel said as she roughly grabbed ahold of my chin and twisted my
head back and forth. “And what’s your name, girl?”

“Elara, my lady,” I managed.

“Well, at least it’s pronounceable,” Luriel
muttered as she let go. “I do like her eyes, at least. I suppose
that’s better than nothing.”

“You will be satisfied, I promise,” Arland
insisted. “Gabriel has fine taste.”

“We’ll see. If she doesn’t hold our interest
we can always give her to Gorbuk for the night.” The duchess
glanced back over her shoulder to the orc. “What do you think? You
want to fuck her?”

The gladiator’s mouth twisted into a
sickening smile as he looked at me. “Pretty elf.”

“I assume that means yes,” Luriel murmured.
“Well, go and win me three matches and we’ll see what I can do. If
not her we can probably find some cheaper ones at market next
week.”

By some miracle I managed to keep the terror
off my face, and a few moments later another servant peeked his
head out from the kitchen.

“Dinner is ready, Your Excellencies,” he
said.

Luriel nodded. “Good. Take Gorbuk back out
to the pen with the others, and make certain no one else bothers us
for the night.” She smiled as she looked upon me again, and a
nervous shiver rippled down my spine. “We’re going to be quite
busy.”

 



Chapter Five

 


Having spent most of my life inside the
modest estate of a minor noble in Mavarinth, I had always been
fascinated and a little terrified by the tales of the Grand Dukes’
and their wanton excesses and debauched parties. And so when Master
Kristoff had first purchased me and taken me back to Stormcrest, I
had anticipated a never-ending spree of elaborate dinners, festive
galas, and even depraved orgies. The reality couldn’t have been
farther from the truth.

Master was a private and contemplative man,
and he rarely hosted individual guests, let alone an entire
gathering of them. He went to parties on occasion, of course, but
he never organized one himself. He preferred to dine simply and in
solitude, which even at the time I had recognized as an odd habit
for any Imperial noble, let alone a Grand Duke. Occasionally he
even did the unthinkable and invited me, one of his slaves, to dine
with him. It was a rare event and one I always relished.

The Arlands, I quickly learned, fit the
decadent noble stereotype much more closely. They enjoyed a
magnificent feast despite the fact they had no other company, and
every course of their meal, from the aged Rivani cheeses to the
imported Numenese kada berries to the spiced Talishite wine,
probably cost as much as one of their house servants made in
months. And unsurprisingly, they didn’t include me in their
conversation at all. For the first several courses I was
essentially invisible as Lady Luriel recounted the story of her
trip to Riverboro and blamed the Empire’s woes on indolent
laborers, unappreciative slaves, and incompetent soldiers. It was
only after the main course that she finally seemed to remember I
was still present.

“You were at Stormcrest when the vaeyn
attacked, weren’t you, girl?” she asked me as she speared the last
bite of fish off her plate.

“Yes, my lady,” I said, clearing my
throat.

“We heard that the battle was short, but
Gabriel never mentioned exactly how the defenses were overwhelmed
so quickly.”

“I’m afraid I’m not aware of the details, my
lady,” I replied carefully. “All I know is that they attacked at
night and we were forced to flee by dawn.”

Luriel grunted. “Well, at least General
Matavius was kind enough to be there during the assault so he could
die for his incompetence. If General Tervane ever made such a
mistake in the defense of Sorthaal, I would have her flogged and
fed to the pigs.”

“Somehow I doubt that Torelius would shed a
tear,” her husband murmured. “He’s already consolidated enough
power without his comrades falling onto spears. The only
real question is why Emperor Lucian seems to place so much trust in
him. Torelius is obviously overmatched—the vaeyn are cunning and
ruthless, and the Legion is old, tired, and fat.”

“I’m not sure our beloved Emperor thought
that far ahead when he ordered the invasion,” the duchess replied
snidely. “He really should have sent the legionnaires to slaughter
some groll in the mountains before throwing them at a real
enemy.”

“Or he could have just ignored the Covenant
and left the elves alone. Gabriel is right about that.”

Luriel scoffed. “Gabriel wants his land
back, nothing more. And he expects us to put our necks on the block
to help him. But what do we get out of it? One little elf
whore?”

“The survival of the Empire,” Arland
countered. “The vaeyn won’t stop with Glorinfel. Once the frost has
melted, who knows what they’ll do?”

She waved a dismissive hand. “I knew I
should have been here for the Gala. He’s already filled your head
with his panicked nonsense. The Legion might have has its nose
bloodied, but we still outnumber the heretics at least three to
one. Even an incompetent tit like Torelius will eventually win with
sheer numbers.”

“Maybe, but that won’t be enough for Lucian
or the Covenant. They’ll demand a full-scale invasion, and we could
lose everything.”

“Perhaps,” she murmured as she turned to
face me. “So what are your thoughts on the war, girl? Are you
secretly hoping your gray-skinned cousins will kill us all and set
you free?”

“Of course not, my lady,” I assured her.
“They are barbarians and heretics. The Empire will prevail, as
always.”

Luriel cocked a curious eyebrow. “You almost
sound like one of the Inquisitors. But do you actually believe it,
I wonder?”

I glanced between them as I struggled to
contain my growing anxiety. Was she testing me? What was she
expecting me to say? As experienced as I was at reading body
language, her face was a closed book to me.

“I believe my Master has given me a good
life,” I said eventually. “He provides for me and he asks little in
return.”

“Well, at least there’s one slave who
understands how good she has it,” the duchess commented. “The vaeyn
wouldn’t free you, anyway. From what I’ve heard they’d be more
likely to sacrifice you in one of their blasphemous rituals…” She
finished off her wine but kept her eyes on me. “When did Gabriel
purchase you, anyway?”

“Two years ago, my lady.”

“So recently? Did you offend your previous
owner somehow?”

“Apparently he was a spent wick who just
wanted a cook,” Arland chortled as he slid an arm around my waist
and pulled me in close. “Gave her up for only fifty sovereigns,
according to Gabriel. The fool must have been blind.”

“Yes,” Luriel said quietly as she dragged
her finger along the edge of her empty glass. Something dark
glinted in her amber eyes, and a bemused smile tugged at her lips.
“Still, Gabriel had quite the reputation for using up his slaves
during his younger years. I’m surprised you’ve been able to hold
his attention for so long.”

I remained silent, and despite her feigned
nonchalance I could tell she was evaluating my responses—or
non-responses—very carefully. Her husband, for his part, had begun
exploring my thighs with his left hand.

“I’ve always wanted to get to know Gabriel
better,” Luriel went on after a moment. “He’s such a private man
and something of a curiosity among the Court. He almost never
attends the seasonal events, and I doubt he would have come to the
Winter Gala this year had Stormcrest not fallen.” She leaned back
in her chair and crossed her long legs. “And of course he has his
father’s smile and a legionnaire’s body. You’re lucky, you know.
You could be spreading your legs for a fat wretch like
Torelius.”

“I am very grateful, my lady,” I replied as
her husband’s hand slid into the folds of my dress. He gently
pushed my thighs apart and settled his fingers against my sex, and
I half-gasped, half-whimpered in response.

“She’s soaked already,” he commented with
obvious amusement.

“I’m not surprised,” Luriel said, her smile
widening. “She knows her place, unlike so many of the others. I’m
sure that’s why Gabriel keeps her around. Tell me, girl: what is
his favorite way to take you?”

I blinked in confusion and glanced between
them. “My lady?”

“It’s a simple question. How does he prefer
to fuck you? On your stomach? Your back? Your knees?”

I licked at my suddenly dry lips. “He…enjoys
variety.”

“Ah,” Luriel chuckled. “And what about you?
What do you enjoy the most?”

“I enjoy whatever pleases Master Kristoff at
the moment.”

“Hah!” Arland snorted. “Such careful
answers. Gabriel really has trained her well.”

“She could always be telling the truth,”
Luriel said. “Her people do seem to gain satisfaction in servitude.
Not like groll or minotaur or even orcs. I swear, the overseers
have to beat them almost daily to any work out of them.”

“As the priests say, the gods would not have
provided us with such beauty if they didn’t intend for us to make
the most of it,” Arland said as the tip of his finger slipped
inside me. “And you really are beautiful, my dear.”

The duchess tilted her head back towards her
husband. “Why don’t you take her now?”

“Here?” he asked. “Before desert?”

She shrugged. “Why not? The servants won’t
have the cake ready for a few more minutes. Besides, I can almost
feel your cock bursting through your trousers from here.”

“Indeed,” he said, standing and hoisting me
to my feet. He placed his hand upon my back and shoved me down onto
the table with surprising force, and I felt the swollen bulge of
his manhood against my leg as he lifted the long folds of my dress
out of the way. Reflexively, I widened my stance to accommodate
him, and thanks to the extra height from my heels had no difficulty
working himself into position. His cock pressed against my
smoldering entrance, and with a single determined thrust he buried
himself to the hilt inside me.

A soft, contented moan escaped my lips
despite myself, and Lady Luriel chuckled. “Like I said, servitude
is in their blood. The Faedari rebels can deny it all they want,
but they’re just making their own lives miserable. One of these
days they’ll figure that out…and the Vaeyn too, perhaps.”

Arland grunted a response but didn’t reply.
He held himself in deep for a few more seconds before gradually
pulling back and settling into a slow, surprisingly gentle rhythm.
When the initial wave of ecstasy passed and I returned to my
senses, I remembered that my purpose in being here was to do more
than simply bend over for him; I needed to delve into his mind and
convince him to support Master Kristoff in the Quorum. But with his
wife watching me so closely, I didn’t dare risk channeling. She
wasn’t a mage herself, as far as I knew, but that didn’t mean she
wouldn’t notice a stray spark of Aether when she saw it. I would
have to wait until both of them were occupied…

“Keep those pretty eyes of yours on me,
girl,” Luriel commanded as she set down her glass and leaned
forward. Cupping my chin in her right hand, she held my head firmly
in place as her left reached behind my ear and unfastened my hair
clip. My dark locks spilled across the table, and she nodded in
approval. “That’s better. Is she tight enough for you,
darling?”

“By the Triad,” Arland panted. “Gabriel must
hardly use her.”

“Well, then I suppose it’s up to you to
break her in. Fuck her harder.”

He didn’t need any more encouragement.
Wrapping his hands around my waist, the duke plunged in faster and
deeper. The silverware clattered against the table with each of his
thrusts, and without looking Luriel casually reached over to grab
one of the desert plates before it crashed to the floor. Her eyes
remained locked on mine as if she were baiting me to cry out or
squeal in discomfort. But I stood my ground, as it were, and Arland
continued to groan in pleasure.

“Don’t finish yet,” Luriel chided. The
corner of her mouth curled into a devilish grin. “Take her ass
first.”

“Already?” he asked breathlessly. “We have
all night.”

“I know, but I want to see her squirm.” Her
amber eyes glinted as she casually swept the loose strands of hair
from my face. “Better she learn her place now while it’s
early.”

“I think you’re right,” he managed as he
slowly withdrew. His hand pressed more firmly against the small of
my back. “I should be slick enough.”

Luriel shrugged. “Does it matter?”

“No,” he said, and I felt the tip of his
cock press against my nether entrance. “I suppose not.”

During the many months of my avenari
training, Master had done his best to prepare me for every
situation he could imagine. I was no stranger to being taken in any
position at any time for any duration. And now, as Arland eased his
cock back inside me, I was more thankful for that instruction than
ever.

“By the Triad,” he breathed again. “So
perfect…”

“Then what are you waiting for?” his wife
taunted. “Fuck her.”

He did. With his hands locked on my hips, he
pounded into my relentlessly, remorselessly, to the point my feet
slid out of my shoes beneath the table. Even if his wife hadn’t
been watching me so closely, I doubted I would have been able to
concentrate hard enough to channel regardless. I was almost
thankful for the excuse; it allowed me to submit to the shivers of
elation cascading through me.

“You know, they say that your people once
ruled over this land many centuries ago,” Luriel remarked as
casually if they were still in the middle of dinner. “They wielded
powerful magic and controlled an empire that stretched all the way
to sea and into Torsia. Can you imagine that? An entire continent
filled with elves?”

I did my best to shake my head as husband
continued his assault. I knew he was rapidly building towards a
climax, and I managed to get a grip on the edge of the
tablecloth.

“How does it make you feel knowing that if
you had been born in a different era, our positions could have been
reversed?” the duchess continued. “Instead here you are bent over
our table with my husband’s cock buried in your ass.”

Arland abruptly groaned and clutched more
tightly at my hips. “I can’t hold out much longer.”

“That’s all right, darling; I think she’s
ready,” Luriel smiled again, but she kept my chin locked firmly in
place. “Finish whenever you want.”

He reared his head back barely a fraction of
a second later, and with a final cry of triumph I felt the warm
rush of his seed flood into my bowels. He slumped atop me, pinning
me against the table, and his wife chuckled in amusement.

“He’s much easier to please than I am,” she
told me. “But don’t worry: you’ll get your chance soon enough.”

“Definitely,” Arland murmured as he slowly
withdrew. “Like I said before, the night is young.”


Chapter Six

 


The Arlands ate their desert as if nothing
had happened, and I once again faded into the background. I knew I
shouldn’t have expected anything different; this was exactly how
Master had said they would treat me. They carried on with their
gossip about the other noble families, and they didn’t seem to care
if I overheard their astonishingly mean-spirited criticisms and
commentary. They must have assumed that I wouldn’t share what I’d
heard with Master Kristoff, or perhaps they didn’t believe I was
clever enough to understand the nuances of politics. Or maybe, if
Lady Luriel was as shrewd as she was supposed to be, this was all
just a show for my benefit designed to feed Master
disinformation.

Whatever the true reasons, I warned myself
against overthinking it. Later, once I finally had the chance to
touch their minds, I would get the truth. For now I just needed to
remain patient and keep my wits about me—which, given the euphoric
tingles still rippling through me, was more difficult than it
seemed.

Eventually, once the Arlands finished their
cake and downed several more glasses of wine, Luriel clapped her
hands and summoned one of the house servants. A few seconds later,
a fifty-something human woman who looked like she’d probably been a
fixture of the mansion for decades appeared in the doorway.

“Go ahead and take her to our chambers,” the
duchess ordered. “Make certain she’s ready. We’ll be up
shortly.”

“Of course, mistress.”

The woman grabbed my leash and dragged me
through the mansion and up two separate flights of stairs before
stopping inside an elaborate dressing room. Enough mirror lined the
walls that I could inspect myself from virtually any angle, and the
shelves were stocked with more cosmetics, herbs, and oils than I’d
ever seen in one place before. I almost asked how long it had taken
the duchess to assemble such a collection, but my new keeper didn’t
seem interested in casual conversation…or in being gentle. She
gripped tightly on my leash the entire time she touched up my
makeup, and then she roughly bent me over one of the chairs before
wiping me down with a damp cloth.

Ten minutes later we arrived in the master
bedroom, and I couldn’t help but boggle in amazement at the size
and scale—not to mention the decorations. The room was easily as
large as most of the houses in Stormcrest, and the collection of
tapestries, silks, and other artworks was every bit as impressive
as the entry foyer downstairs. If I didn’t know better, I would
have assumed no one had ever actually slept in this place before.
It seemed more like a museum than a bedchamber.

Most of the room did, anyway. The back
corner, on the other hand, looked like something straight out of a
castle dungeon. A stripped-down torture rack was nestled firmly
against the wall, and the adjacent shelves contained a dizzying
assortment of restraining devices from collars to leashes to limb
cuffs. There was even a pillory set up nearby along with a complete
set of chains, scourges, and conventional whips. The entire
collection was in pristine condition, as far as I could tell, and I
cringed involuntarily as I wondered how often the Arlands used any
of the devices upon their own avenari.

“Down,” the handmaiden commanded as she
pressed on my shoulders. I sank down to the floor, and she swiveled
around behind me and unfastened the straps of my dress. She
stripped me naked in record time before tightening the shackles
around my wrists and ankles. By the time she was done, I wasn’t
sure if I’d actually be able to stand back up even if I’d wanted
to…which was probably the point.

After tying my leash to one of the bedposts,
she set my control rod on the nightstand next to the door and then
slipped out of the room. I had no idea how long the Arlands would
make me wait, and so I seized the opportunity to close my eyes and
refocus. Whatever happened for the rest of the night, I needed to
be ready to channel at a moment’s notice. I knew I would get the
opportunity to slip into one or both of their minds eventually. And
if I didn’t…

Well, then I would need to force the issue
without getting caught. Somehow.

I remained in a near trance for what felt
like hours before my hosts finally made their way upstairs and shut
the door behind them. At first, they didn’t even seem to notice me;
they continued their conversation as the duke slipped out of his
overcoat and the duchess sank into one of the plush chairs along
the wall. But then eventually Arland settled in behind me and ran
his fingers through my hair.

“Well, what do you think, darling?” he
asked. “Shall I tie her to the rack, or do you wish to take her on
the bed.”

“Neither,” Luriel said as she crossed her
legs. “She must earn that right first. Send her over.”

The duke grunted as he unfastened my leash
from the bedpost and leaned in to my ear. “Good luck, girl. You had
best not disappoint her.”

He nudged the small of my back, and I
crawled forward towards his wife on my knees. It wasn’t easy or
quick, and Luriel smirked in amusement as I struggled the entire
way across the floor.

“Good girl,” she praised. “As obedient as a
hound without a single lash.”

Arland chuckled as he retrieved one of the
scourges from beside the rack. “It’s almost a pity,” he said.
“We’ll see if she can keep it up.”

On impulse, I leaned down and kissed the
duchess’s foot as it bobbed in the air. It was a risk doing
anything without a direct command, I knew, but something in the
woman’s eyes told me she appreciated it when her slaves took
initiative. I was right.

“She knows her place,” Luriel said
approvingly. “She’s even grown to enjoy it. Like I said, the rebels
would be so much happier if they simply accepted the truth of their
nature.”

I continued nibbling my way up her smooth
calves before she finally uncrossed her legs and lifted up her
skirt. I leaned forward just enough to be within her reach, and a
second later she curled her fingers into my hair and pulled me down
to her sex.

She was sweet—far sweeter than any of the
other noblewomen the Master had trained me on over the past few
months. I couldn’t tell if it was a special oil or herb or just her
natural taste, but whatever it was I felt compelled to drink her
more deeply. She moaned in delight—the first such sound I had heard
her make all evening—and once she was appropriately distracted I
knew my opportunity had finally come. Channeling the Aether through
me, I reached out and slipped into her mind.

I was careful at first; I merely brushed
against her surface thoughts to see how she would respond, and when
I felt no resistance I slinked in just far enough to titillate her
senses. A spark of pure bliss crackled down her spine, and her
thighs abruptly clamped around my head. For a moment I wondered if
she might actually choke me; her strong, athletic legs squeezed
with the strength of a vise. But eventually she relaxed enough for
me to catch my breath…if only just.

“I knew she’d be good,” Arland said from
somewhere behind me, his voice laced with amusement. “Now you’re
going to want to fuck her too, aren’t you?”

“Oh, yes,” the duchess breathed as she came
down from her sudden climax. “Absolutely.”

Her grip on my head tightened, and I delved
into the nether folds of both her body and her mind. While her
husband’s thoughts had been as straight-forward as his desires,
Luriel’s were a veritable maze of schemes and machinations. She had
only lived in Sorthaal for five years and already she seemed to
have leverage on almost every noble in the Empire from the Grand
Dukes all the way down to the regional barons. Outstanding debts,
illicit liaisons, bastard children—the web of secrets was so thick
it threatened to ensnare and suffocate me just like her thighs. But
I managed to navigate the maze well enough to find what I was
looking for: the deepest recesses of her mind and the dark, almost
sadistic desires that dwelt within.

“Come on, girl, bring me again,” she
half-begged, half-ordered as she tugged at my hair. I lashed my
tongue across her folds, and I sent a smaller but no less powerful
spark of magic into her sex. She didn’t climax, but her muscles
quivered in anticipation of my next maneuver. It was only then,
once I had lowered virtually all of her defenses, that I finally
dared to push past the toughest and last of her mental
barriers.

I wasn’t even close to prepared for the
violent tempest of emotions inside her, and once again I nearly
lost control. Her hatred in particular was so raw, so visceral,
that it nearly paralyzed me before I could dig any further. And
what I couldn’t understand was why it was directed so squarely at
my people. Luriel didn’t just resent elves; she despised us.
Master had mentioned that her family had once been wronged by the
faeyn at some point in the distant past, but the further I delved
the more I realized she didn’t actually care about avenging
historical slights. Her hatred was much more banal: the cunning and
ruthless Grand Duchess of Sorthaal, architect of a hundred schemes
and manipulator of half the nobles in the Empire, hated the faeyn
because we were beautiful.

The revelation splashed over me like a
bucket of cold water. I had trouble believing that such a powerful
woman could be so incredibly vain…but there it was, laid out as
plain as day before me. She was jealous of our large eyes, our
sharp features, our supple bodies, and of course our longer
life-spans. By the time she withered into an old crone I would look
virtually the same as I did today, and by the time her infant son
grew senile I would only just be crossing into middle age. The
Covenant had never hidden its hatred of our longevity, and some of
the more fanatical prelates had even suggested that it was simply
more proof of the heretical blood flowing in our veins. But I had
never confronted that raw jealousy personally before, and now that
I had I couldn’t help but see it as
extraordinarily…petty.

Luriel’s thighs clenched about my head yet
again, and as her second climax approached I knew this was my
opportunity to finish what I’d started. Reaching in past her
memories, I implanted a suggestion deep into her subconscious mind:
once we were finished here, she would speak to her husband about
allying with Master Kristoff. She would explain how they couldn’t
afford to lie back and wait as Emperor Lucian’s foolish war tore
the Empire apart. They would join the Quorum, and they would commit
Sorthaal’s impressive auxiliary army to the capital if Lucian and
the Legion refused to see reason.

The duchess bucked in pleasure just as I
finished my work, and I lapped up her sweet nectar even as I once
again struggled to breathe. This time when she finally came down
she lifted up my head and ran her fingers almost lovingly through
my hair.

“You really are a prize, aren’t you?” she
gasped. Her glittering amber eyes bored into mine for a long moment
before she finally glanced past my shoulder to her husband. “Get
out my cock. I want to fuck her. Now.”

“Already done,” Arland said.

He tugged on my leash from behind until I
sank back on my haunches, and then he leaned forward and handed his
wife an impressively large dintare. It was an artificial
phallus, pure and simple, though judging from the small crystals
along the harness this one had been imbued with a variety of
Aetheric enchantments. Master had shown me a massive assortment of
such devices at market once, and he had even taken me with a few
different types during my training. But that had been several
months ago, and a nervous twinge rippled through my stomach as the
duchess secured the dintare around her waist. Behind me,
Duke Arland unlocked the cuffs around my ankles and wrists.

“On the bed, girl,” she ordered once he was
finished. I stood and bent over the end of the bed for her, but
when I glanced back over my shoulder she was shaking her head. “No,
on your back. I want to be able to see you while I fuck you.”

I dutifully flipped over and spread my legs,
and without a moment’s hesitation she climbed between my knees and
pressed the phallus against my sex. With our minds still connected
I could feel her desires almost before she even knew she had them,
and I allowed the faintest moan to escape my lips knowing how much
would entice her. She smiled wickedly, hungrily, as she casually
traced her fingertips across my breasts.

“Tell me, whore: have you ever been taken by
a woman?”

I shook my head. “No.”

Her finger stopped the moment it touched my
nipple. “’No’ what?”

“No, mistress,” I repeated. “I have never
been taken by a woman.”

“Good,” Luriel breathed as she leaned down
and dragged her tongue across my sternum. Despite my best efforts
to remain in control, my skin caught fire; I nearly lost my link
with her mind as my hold over the Aether faltered. But somehow I
managed to maintain the spell, and out of the corner of my eye I
saw Duke Kristoff take a seat behind us and settle in to watch.

“I’m sure Kristoff has gifted you to many
men already, and he will undoubtedly gift you to many more before
he decides to breed you,” the duchess continued. Her tongue lashed
at my nipple as her mouth closed around my right breast, and this
time the gasp that escaped my lips was entirely genuine. “They will
use you, they will fuck you, they may even hurt you…”

Her eyes lifted back up to mine, and her
smile froze against her face. “Don’t expect any different treatment
from me, whore.”

She thrust the phallus into me in a single
motion, and I yelped in startled delight. My toes curled, my back
arched, and a full-blown tremor of bliss rattled through me. But
Luriel didn’t stop there. She slammed into me relentlessly,
remorselessly, and yet again I felt my concentration slipping away.
This time, however, I couldn’t hold onto the spell…and the truth
was that I didn’t really want to.

“Please,” I whispered into her ear when she
leaned in close. “Please fuck me, mistress.”

The words were as much for my benefit as for
hers. For whatever reason the moment they rolled off my tongue I
trembled in ecstasy, and judging by how she clenched more tightly
at my hips it must have had the same effect on her. She splayed my
legs so far apart it almost hurt, and she dove into me deeper than
I ever thought possible…but each twinge of pain only made the
shudders of pleasure that much more intoxicating.

Distantly, as my senses threatened to slip
away entirely, I noticed Duke Arland climbing up over her. Luriel
paused for the briefest of moments as he entered her from behind,
and I could feel the aftershock from each of his thrusts as they
staggered with hers. We quickly became a tangled mass of bodies,
and I whimpered in helpless joy as I finally climaxed.

At some point before my senses fully
returned I felt a stiff arm grab my wrist and fling me out of the
way, and once my vision cleared I saw the duke flip over his wife
and drive into her from the front. She locked her legs around his
waist, and just like during desert I once again faded into the
background.

But that was all right. I had accomplished
my mission, and if the Arlands to bind me to the rack or stick in
the pillory for the rest of the night, it didn’t really matter. The
secrets and schemes I’d plucked from Luriel’s mind would serve
Master well over the next few months, and most importantly the
Arlands would join us at the Quorum. We were that much closer to
pressuring Emperor Lucian into calling off his foolish crusade, and
with luck, we might even be able to convince the vaeyn to give up
Stormcrest in exchange for some reparations and the promise of an
extended peace.

I smiled despite myself. Master had put
himself at considerably risk by placing so much faith in me, but I
knew he would be proud. By tomorrow afternoon I would be back in
his arms, and we would be able to celebrate together. Perhaps he
would take me then and there in celebration…or maybe he’d even
carry me back to his chambers and allow me a rare night in bed with
him.

Another shudder of contentment rippled
through me as the Arlands climaxed in each other’s arms. I was more
than a slave. I was more than an avenari. I was a
weapon—perhaps the most powerful one in the entire Empire.

And I couldn’t wait for Master to wield me
again.


Chapter Seven

 


As promised, Larric retrieved me from the
Arland mansion the next morning. I’d barely gotten any sleep by
that point; while the duke had passed out just after midnight,
Luriel had kept me awake and at her mercy until nearly dawn. By the
time she’d joined her husband in bed I had curled up on the floor
in exhaustion. The scowling handmaiden had eventually retrieved and
dressed me before shoving me out the door like part of the morning
garbage.

Not that I particularly cared. My skin still
tingled as if I’d been holding onto an Aether-charged crystal, and
I wasn’t sure if I’d ever felt as drained and contented. Besides,
I’d done what I had come here to do, and even if I never saw or
spoke to the Arlands again it didn’t really matter.

Larric remained silent the entire trip back,
as expected, and I actually managed to fall asleep inside the
carriage. But once we reached the main gate and the portcullis
slowly cranked open, I realized something was wrong. The mansion
was bustling with activity, far more than was reasonable for a late
morning when no meetings or events had been scheduled. Had Master
invited over unexpected guests? Had Larric arranged some type of
new training exercise for the house guard?

I peered out the window once the carriage
entered the estate, and all across the courtyard the guards were
either on patrol or whispering to each in other in hushed, frantic
tones. It didn’t look like the estate had actually been attacked—I
doubted that even the Faedari rebels were crazy enough to assault
the mansion of one of the Grand Dukes inside Sanctum—but enough of
the men were mobilized that it certainly looked like they were
expecting trouble.

My mind was fully awake and alert by the
time we stopped and Larric let me out, and I made my way into the
mansion as quickly as my shoes would allow. Master was waiting for
me upon the second-floor balcony, his arms crossed as he stared
vacantly out at the horizon.

“I trust everything went well,” he said as I
approached. His voice was dark and gravelly as if he’d just woken
up…or had been screaming.

“Yes,” I whispered as I crept forward. “The
Arlands seemed quite pleased with my efforts.”

“Good.”

I frowned and stopped behind him. Didn’t he
care whether or not I’d learned any useful secrets from them?
Didn’t he care if I had convinced them to join the Quorum?

“Is something wrong, Master?” I asked.

His shoulders slumped as he blew a thin
stream of air out the front of his teeth, and he slowly turned
around to face me. “Balagarde has fallen.”

“What?” I stammered, my mouth falling open.
“How is that possible?”

“The vaeyn attacked overnight. Evidently
they managed to breach the northern gate before anyone knew what
was happening, and the Legion was driven out before sunrise.”

I stared at him unblinkingly, my mind
reeling in shock and horror. It didn’t seem possible. Balagarde was
more of a military fortress than a city, and its position within
the Salt Peaks had made it virtually impregnable for generations.
Even the Reaping Horde had eventually broken on Balagarde’s walls a
few decades ago, and that had been army of almost twenty thousand
incensed groll warriors. How could the vaeyn have possibly captured
the city in a matter of hours?

“General Torelius is scheduled to speak in
the palace plaza this afternoon,” Master went on. “I’m sure he’ll
find a way to blame the local commanders or even claim that we must
have a turncoat feeding the elves information. The attack was
perfectly timed—the Third Army was scheduled to arrive to reinforce
the city by the end of next week.”

I forced myself to take a deep breath. “Do
you think it’s possible? Do you think someone alerted them?”

“What I think is that Farrow was right,”
Master said coldly. “The Emperor shoved his face in a beehive and
wasn’t prepared to get stung. The vaeyn don’t fight like groll or
orcs. They’re clever and subtle, and they don’t burn their Unbound
children at the stake. The Legion isn’t used to fighting anyone
with magic, not like this…”

He slammed his fist into the nightstand. I
hopped backwards as one of the vases crashed to the floor, and I
recoiled in fear as his cheeks twitched with barely-controlled
fury. Master had only been angry a handful of times in the two
years since he’d purchased me, mostly since the start of this war.
But I had never seen him like this. His dark eyes blazed like hot
coals, and I could even see a spark of Aetheric energy crackling in
his palms. I recoiled in terror of what he might do…

“We can’t delay any longer,” he hissed
between his teeth. “We have to stop this now, before it’s too
late.”

I swallowed heavily and leaned against the
wall for support. All our efforts, all our carefully-laid plans,
had been dashed to pieces in a single night. It was hard to believe
and even harder to accept. This morning was supposed to herald our
greatest triumph yet. With the Arlands’ support, we would be able
to stop the war and perhaps even return home to Stormcrest before
the summer. But now…

“What are we going to do?” I asked.

“I’m going to officially summon the Quorum,”
he told me. “But not just to stop the war—peace is no longer an
option. The vaeyn won’t simply fall back now that they’ve conquered
most of Glorinfel. They’ll dig in, and we’ll have to force them
out. And that means we’ll need new leadership. The Emperor and
General Torelius must be removed.”

I licked at my suddenly dry lips. Convincing
the other dukes to pressure Lucian into calling for a truce was one
thing. They all seemed to agree that the war itself was foolish,
and if he refused they might have been willing to call for a
nullification to replace him. But to openly try and replace both
him and the most powerful High General in order to prolong the
war…

“Do you think the other dukes will support
you?”

Master slowly lifted his fist from the
nightstand and glanced down to the bloodied splinters jutting out
of his knuckles. “They will,” he growled. His dark eyes eventually
flicked back to me, and a cold, vengeful smile crawled across his
lips. “You will make certain of it.”

 


To Be Continued

 


 



Book Two:

 


Unbound

 



Chapter One

 


Slowly, seductively, I swung my leg across
Master Kristoff’s waist. His fingers tickled their way down my
sides, and I moaned in delight as I felt the tip of his cock press
against my smoldering entrance. He was already rock hard; he had
been ever since I’d slipped into his bedchamber and undressed for
him. I didn’t know whether or not he’d taken any of his other
servants during my week-long absence, and frankly I didn’t really
care. What mattered was that right now we were back together, and
as I reached down and eased him into me I knew that at long last I
had finally come home.

“Am I still tight enough for you?” I
asked.

“Always, my dear,” he breathed as his
fingernails raked across my back. “Always beautiful, always
perfect.”

I smiled and leaned down until our noses
touched. His dark eyes glinted with raw, animalistic lust, and I
brought my hands to his cheeks as I kissed him. The air between us
sizzled, but for the first time in months there was no magic
involved. No sparks of energy, no mental manipulations, no
channeling whatsoever—just flesh and heat and sex. A shiver of
delight cascaded through me at the thought.

“Fuck me,” I whispered into his ear.
“Please. Fuck your little elf slave.”

He did. Gripping me tightly around the
waist, he slammed into me harshly, deeply, and my hips met him
thrust-for-thrust. My back arched, I cried out in passion, and for
a single, perfect moment everything had returned to the way it was
supposed to be.

It felt like an age had passed since Master
had been inside me. Ever since the fall of Balagarde he had been
passing me around Sanctum to secure the support of any nobles who
had something he wanted, whether it be soldiers, supplies, or even
just gold. With my body and my magic I had helped him cobble
together a small army of mercenaries and slaves, and I was proud of
everything I’d been able to accomplish in such a short amount of
time. The nobles might have seen me as just another avenari,
but I knew I was more than a mere pleasure slave. I was more than
just a renegade Unbound sorceress. I was one of the most powerful
weapons in the Empire, and if everything went as planned we’d soon
be able to challenge Emperor Lucian’s rule and put an end to this
destructive war with the vaeyn once and for all.

But right now none of that mattered. All I
cared about was bringing Master some much-deserved release before
spending the night curled up in his arms. And tonight, at long
last, it seemed like I was once again going to have that
chance.

“Harder,” I begged him as his grip
tightened. I could feel his pulse quickening even as another
shudder of delight rippled through me and curled my toes.
“Please…”

He obliged with a feral grunt, and for a
moment I thought—and hoped—that he might flip me onto my back so he
could take full control. But instead he continued his rhythm,
thrusting up deeper and deeper into me, and a hot sheen of sweat
soon glistened off my belly and thighs. My eyes closed and my
breath caught in my throat, and I felt him tense in preparation for
climax…

But instead he slipped out of me. I blinked
and reached down to help him slide back in…and realized he was
almost flaccid.

“Master?” I gasped between breaths. “Have I
done something wrong?”

Sighing, he shook his head and pushed me off
of him. I collapsed back on the mattress in bewilderment as he
hobbled over to the nightstand to retrieve a drink.

“No, I’m just…distracted,” he managed after
a long gulp. He hadn’t even bothered with a glass. “You’ve done
well, Elara. Better than I ever could have hoped.”

“I can use my magic,” I suggested as I swung
my legs off the bed. “I’ve been practicing a new technique that
should—”

“No, it’s all right,” he interrupted with a
dismissive wave. “I’d rather you save your energy for
tomorrow.”

I frowned. The Quorum was scheduled to meet
in the estate tomorrow, but Master had told me several times that
their visit would be all business. So then why did it matter
whether I was rested or not? It made no sense.

“I promise it won’t take long, my lord,” I
said as I dropped to the floor and crawled over to him on my knees.
I curled my fingers around his cock and then channeled the Aether
through my palm—

“I said no!” he growled as he slapped my
hand away. His eyes flashed with anger, and for a moment I thought
he might actually strike me. But when I sank back on my haunches
and cowered, the worst of his fury seemed to fade and he merely
sighed instead. “Return to your chambers. I want you well-rested in
the morning when the other dukes arrive.”

I wanted to argue. I wanted to fight and
claw for the opportunity to stay and soothe him. But I knew I
couldn’t. With the Aether still coursing through me, I could sense
the brooding tempest gathering in his thoughts as clearly as if
there had been black clouds on the horizon. The storm was coming,
and there was nothing I could do to stop it. The best I could hope
for was not to be here when it hit.

“Y…yes, Master,” I stammered, struggling as
best I could to hide my tears. I retrieved my dress from the floor
and bolted out of the room.

My chambers were as cold and empty as I
remembered them, and I collapsed onto the bed in a tight ball. I
didn’t understand what had gone wrong. Was Master not interested in
me anymore now that I’d been with so many other men and women? He
had never seemed to care before today; if anything, it had made our
infrequent couplings that much more intense. Perhaps I should have
ignored him and used my magic from the start. I had learned so many
new tricks over the past month—tricks even he probably
didn’t know—that I couldn’t imagine how he or anyone else could
possibly resist me. But I had wanted this time to be different; I
had wanted it to be natural. And now I would spend the night
alone.

It was only later, after I had drifted in
and out of consciousness several times, that I realized there was
another, much simpler explanation: Master had changed. If the loss
of Stormcrest had hardened him, then the loss of Balagarde might
have broken him. He was more obsessed now than ever before. I
wasn’t even sure at this point if he really cared about stopping
the war anymore. His revenge against the Emperor seemed more and
more important.

Regardless, I suspected that if we couldn’t
find a solution soon, this conflict would destroy him and everyone
around him—likely starting with me, the slave-turned-sorceress
whose mere existence was heresy in the eyes of the Covenant. But
maybe there was still something I could do to keep that from
happening. Maybe my powers would eventually grow strong enough that
I could get him exactly what he wanted. And maybe then, once we
finally had peace, he would take me back into his arms and
everything would return to the way it used to be.

Sighing softly to myself, I rubbed the tears
from eyes and fell asleep.

 



Chapter Two

 


“A month ago you assured us that all you
wanted was to convince Emperor Lucian to end the war,” Duke Arland
said as he set his empty wine glass back down on the table. “Now
you’re telling us we’re supposed to convince him to divert
more troops to the front lines?

“A month ago he hadn’t lost three-quarters
of his lands,” his wife, Luriel, commented with a sneer. “Now he
realizes peace will cost him even more than war.”

Master Kristoff forced a smile and leaned
against the back of his chair. He was already well past the point
of irritation with his guests—that much was obvious from the subtle
twitching of his cheeks and the tightness along his jawline.
Fortunately, the others probably didn’t know him well enough to
pick up on such nuances…not that they particularly seemed to care
whether or not they offended him at this point. The magical
suggestion I’d implanted in Duchess Luriel’s mind last month might
have convinced the Arlands to join the Quorum, but that didn’t mean
they had instantly become allies. They had largely ignored or
dismissed every proposal Master had made since, and unfortunately I
hadn’t been given another opportunity to pry into her mind. Both
she and her husband had been home in Sorthaal and out of my reach
for the last several weeks.

Duchess Farrow, for her part, hadn’t even
officially agreed to be a part of the Quorum yet. She still doubted
Master’s ability to get Aemond Darkstone, the Grand Duke of
Korvale, to join with the rest of them, and without the armies of
the Vale the chances of pressuring the Emperor or the Legion into
anything was quite small. Farrow’s son, Bolvir, seemed more
amenable to Master’s suggestions, but as a result she had
effectively banished him back to their castle in Abenwreath where
he couldn’t interfere.

So here we were, caught in a perpetual
political stalemate while the Emperor and his generals watched the
Empire burn. And no one but Master Kristoff seemed willing to
acknowledge it.

“It’s true: the situation has changed,”
Master said as he swept his eyes back forth between the Arlands and
the Farrows on opposite ends of the massive, semi-circular
conference table. “A negotiated peace is no longer an option. The
vaeyn captured Stormcrest in retaliation for the Emperor’s
unprovoked invasion of their homeland, nothing more. With proper
pressure and a few concessions they probably would have been
willing to return to Sulinor and accept the pre-war borders…but now
that they’ve captured Balagarde this is no longer about mere
revenge. They believe they can win, and if we don’t find a way to
stop them they’ll be storming the walls of Abenhold and pushing
into the Wreath by the end of spring.”

“You really expect us to believe this wasn’t
your intention all along?” Duchess Farrow asked. “This is a meager
attempt at a coup, nothing more.”

Master’s brow furrowed. “What are you
talking about?”

“It’s quite simple, really,” she said.
“First you suggest we summon the Quorum and place diplomatic
pressure on Lucian—an imminently reasonable suggestion. Then once
you have our attention, you start nudging half the nobles in the
city to loan you their personal armies in case the Emperor won’t
listen. Now you want us to wrestle control of the Legion for
ourselves so that we can escalate the war and liberate your lands.
In a few more weeks you’ll be insisting we replace Lucian entirely
and put you on the throne instead.” She scoffed and waved her hand
in annoyance. “You might have inherited your father’s ambition,
Gabriel, but you lack his subtlety.”

Master sighed and paced over to the enormous
glass window on the far side of the chamber, and I had to fight the
urge to rush over and soothe him. Instead I remained motionless
alongside the other slaves standing on the opposite wall behind the
dukes. We were essentially glorified decorations, but even though I
wasn’t expected to work I was thankful Master had allowed me to
listen. He wanted me to understand the politics of the situation
for when he inevitably sent me to secure—or possibly re-secure—the
support of the other Grand Dukes.

“This isn’t about Glorinfel, and it’s
certainly not about me,” Master said into the awkward silence.
“This is about the future of the Empire. Between the Emperor’s
brashness and General Torelius’s incompetence, we are on the brink
of a losing a war for the first time in history.”

“Hyperbole won’t help your cause,” Luriel
scolded him. “We’ve all read the reports from the Legion and from
our own commanders. The dark elves lack the troops to extend their
supply lines much past their current basecamps. They might risk a
few raids across the border in the Wreath or in Korvale, and it’s
possible they’ll attempt to take Mavarinth sooner or later…but
after that their forces will be spent. We’ll be able to negotiate a
truce while the Legion regroups, and then, a few years down the
road, we’ll be able to sweep in and drive the gray-skinned savages
back into their caves.”

Master grunted and turned back around. “The
vaeyn may be heretics, but they aren’t fools. Lucian underestimated
them, and look where his folly has gotten us.”

“Overestimating an enemy is every bit as
dangerous as underestimating them,” Farrow countered. “Luriel is
right: they lack the soldiers to press much beyond the current
lines. Torelius may be a fat, useless tit, but he’s done as much
damage as he can at this point.”

“So we’re just going to ignore the people
trapped in Glorinfel?” Arland asked. His wife glared daggers at
him, and he visibly shrunk in his seat. “I mean…I don’t wish to
abandon them to the barbarians.”

“Regrettable but necessary,” Farrow said.
“For what it’s worth, I fully support reinforcing Mavarinth with
every legionnaire we can spare, but otherwise the best we can hope
for is a truce. With so many soldiers being deployed to the front,
Faedari rebel attacks have already tripled in Rivani and the
Wreath. The local barons will be far more interested in licking
their wounds and protecting their villages than in organizing a new
offensive, and without their cooperation we won’t have sufficient
supplies or auxiliary soldiers to—”

“They will cooperate,” another voice
interrupted from the back of the room. Calm and collected, it was
like a stream of cool water dousing the Quorum’s flames.
“Hierophant Vexius will not accept a truce, not as long as the
heretics remain upon sanctified soil. Once she makes a formal
decree the barons will fall into line. They always have, and they
always will.”

Everyone in the room glanced over their
shoulder to the new speaker. Standing in the corner was Larric
Aresi, the captain of Master’s guard and a former Inquisitor. I
still didn’t know the story behind his departure from the Covenant,
and I was far too terrified of him to ask him anything directly.
But from his miscellaneous behaviors over the past month I had
gathered that he still shared most if not all of the church’s
convictions, particularly their hatred of all elvenkind.

“Emperor Lucian might have started this war
out of reckless ambition, but he is not a fool,” Larric went on.
“He secured the support of the church first knowing that once the
priesthood tasted the heretics’ blood, there would be no going
back.”

“Exactly,” Master Kristoff said. While his
other guests were facing the opposite direction I saw him give the
slightest appreciative nod to his bodyguard for the well-timed
intervention. “As I said, we might have been able to negotiate
something earlier if the vaeyn had been willing to pull out of
Stormcrest, but now that they have captured Balagarde they have no
reason to cede anything. And if they won’t cede anything, then the
Covenant will not accept a truce. This war will rage on until the
bitter end whether we like it or not.”

“How convenient for you,” Luriel
grumbled.

“Convenient?” Master snapped back.
“Thousands of my soldiers are dead. Tens of thousands of my people
are at the mercy of demon-worshipping savages! This isn’t about
ambition or power—it’s about turning the tide of a losing war
before it consumes us all.”

The rest of the Quorum leaned back and
exchanged meaningful glances with one another, and I could see the
doubt finally starting to seep into their faces. Master had known
all along that getting them to stand against Lucian wouldn’t be
easy—that was the entire reason he had trained me to become his
avenari spy, a seemingly helpless slave who could seduce and
manipulate them into going along with his plans. But for better or
worse, the fall of Balagade really had changed everything. The war
that many in the nobility had seemed content to ignore had suddenly
grown very real and very close…and even the Grand Dukes and their
vast armies and piles of riches couldn’t afford to sit back and do
nothing.

“I trust you have a specific plan,” Luriel
said after a moment, her voice caught somewhere between disgust and
resignation. “Hopefully something that doesn’t involve emptying all
of our coffers.”

“The plan is to proceed as we have been for
the next few weeks. Continue shifting your auxiliary troops closer
to Sanctum under whatever guise you see fit—there’s still a chance
we will have to take the reins from Torelius and Lucian by force.
But other than that…” Master smiled, and with a single deep breath
he seemed to regain his momentum. “Duke Darkstone’s allegiance
still remains vital. With the fall of Balagarde he might finally
recognize that even his precious Korvale is no longer safe. I’m
still planning on making a trip to Skyfall at the end of the week
to discuss the situation in person. With a little luck, when I
return we’ll have his forces at our disposal.”

“And we’ll be plunging the Empire into civil
war even while an enemy ravages our border,” Farrow grumbled. “You
play a dangerous game, Gabriel. Lucian is a fool; none of us will
contest that. But there’s a different between pushing him for a
truce and actively attempting to sabotage the war effort.”

Master Kristoff cocked an eyebrow. “Weren’t
you the one who told Torelius he was incompetent straight to his
face? There has never been any love lost between you and the
Legion, Kathryn. Or have you changed your mind because the Wreath
will be their next target?”

Farrow’s cheek twitched, and she abruptly
stood from her chair. “I don’t have to listen to this. If you want
to try to try and convince Darkstone to play your game, I won’t
stop you. But until then, there’s nothing we can do that won’t make
the situation even worse.”

With that, she stormed out of the room, her
servants and guards close on her heel. A grim silence settled
across the chamber for several moments before Duke Arland finally
grunted and gulped down another glass of brandy.

“Always such a charming woman,” he mumbled.
“It’s truly a wonder her husband died so young.”

“Shut up, Darian,” Luriel growled.

“Er…yes, darling.”

The duchess stood and glared at Master.
“We’ve shifted our forces as close as they can get to the border
without arousing suspicion, but Farrow is right: we can’t do
anything more without Darkstone’s support. We need a large enough
force that Lucian can’t realistically hope to fight back. I won’t
bathe Sanctum in blood while the vaeyn stand on our doorstep.”

“Darkstone will join us,” Master assured
her. “Don’t worry. Just keep your men ready. We’ll need to make our
move by the end of the month.”

“So be it,” Luriel whispered. She glared at
Master Kristoff for a moment longer before nodding to her husband.
“Let’s go.”

The Arlands and their servants left, and
once the chamber was empty I finally abandoned my perch along the
wall and slipped in behind Master. Larric didn’t even acknowledge
my presence; his eyes remained fixed on the doorway.

“Farrow will come around eventually,” he
said, his voice as carefully measured as ever. “Once she realizes
that no one else actually wants peace, she’ll have no choice but to
support us.”

“Except by then it may be too late,” Master
grumbled. “I guarantee the Vaeyn will launch a new offensive by
summer, possibly before. And if Mavarinth falls…” He shook his head
and balled his hand into a fist. “Gods know what they’ll do to our
people. The city’s already filled with refugees; they won’t have
anywhere else to go.”

Larric calmly folded his hands behind his
back and paced over towards the middle of the room. “Then perhaps
we need a change of tactics.”

“There’s nothing to change,” Master said
flatly. “Uniting the Quorum is our only chance.”

“In the long-term, yes. But in the
short-term…” The bodyguard turned back around, one eyebrow cocked.
“We both agree that the Legion can’t defend Mavarinth on its own.
The First Army remains shattered, and the Third was rerouted to
Abenhold after Balagarde. Torelius has tried to cobble the scraps
together into a patchwork force, but it won’t be enough. We need to
get the city aid in other ways.”

“If you’re suggesting we send them troops,
we don’t have any to spare. Every soldier I’ve secured from the
nobles in the city will be needed when we make our push against
Lucian.”

“I’m not talking about soldiers,” Larric
said. His eyes flicked over to me for a fraction of a second before
returning to Master Kristoff. “We have other allies who would never
risk themselves politically by throwing their resources directly at
the Emperor, but they might be able to help in more…discreet
ways.”

Master’s brow furrowed in thought. “You’re
talking about the Black Lions, aren’t you?”

“They are one option, certainly. They have
access to all the resources Mavarinth could possibly need.”

“They’re also criminals.”

“Yes, but in this situation that could be a
significant advantage,” Larric said. “They’re the only organization
in Sanctum with access to enchanted equipment that isn’t directly
sponsored by the Covenant. Employing them will allow us to maneuver
without interference or oversight.”

Master hissed softly as he paced over
towards the wall-length window at the back of the chamber. He
clearly had no interest in contacting the Lions, and it was obvious
why: they were the most notorious gang of smugglers in Sanctum,
possibly in the entire Empire. They bought, scavenged, or outright
stole any Aether-infused items they could get their hands on and
then sold them to the highest bidder. I had heard rumors about
their exploits even back when I had been living in Mavarinth; they
were probably the Covenant’s third most-hated faction in Calhara,
right beyond the Faedari and the vaeyn.

“No,” Master said after a moment. “It’s too
risky. Even if I could trust them to provide what we needed, their
price would be too high.”

“At first probably, but I’m sure we could
talk them down with promises of concessions after the war is over,”
Larric replied. “Free access to the ports in Mavarinth, an
‘understanding’ with the guards in Stormcrest…whatever it
takes.”

Master Kristoff glanced back over his
shoulder, his brow furrowed. “I can’t believe you of all people are
seriously suggesting opening Glorinfel to the Black Lions.”

Larric shrugged. “You wanted suggestions and
I’m giving you one. We don’t have many options.”

“Couldn’t you ask the Artificers directly?”
I suggested. Both men turned to look at me in surprise, and I
resisted the urge to cower. “Some of the nobles in the city seem to
believe they’re on the edge of the revolt from the Covenant.
Perhaps we could take advantage of that.”

“Perhaps you should keep your mouth shut
when you’re not down on your knees,” Larric growled with surprising
force. “You have you no idea what—”

“She’s right,” Master interrupted. His
fingers tapped against his chin in thought, and he waved me over to
him as he sank down into the couch by the window. I dutifully
shuffled over and nestled into his lap, thankful to be as far away
from his glowering bodyguard as possible. “I had almost forgotten
about the near crisis at the Infintium. The Artificers were on the
verge of open revolt, but the Covenant managed to buy them off with
a few concessions. I doubt the truce will last, though…and we could
exploit that.”

It took several uncomfortable moments, but
eventually Larric’s cold blue eyes left me and fastened onto Master
instead. “I still think working with the Lions is a safer bet.
They’re more predictable.”

“Maybe, but if we play this correctly…”
Master trailed off in thought and squeezed appreciatively at my
thigh. I had brought him a library’s worth of secrets and
information over this last month, all plundered from the minds of
the various nobles I’d serviced. He had been able to use much of it
to blackmail them into supporting his cause, but in this case we
might have found something even more valuable than soldiers or
gold.

The Artificers were the lowest social caste
of Bound channelers in the Empire, beneath even the Tel Bator—the
“spellswords” who served in the Legion—and far below the
Inquisitors and the priests. I had never really understood why,
given that the Artificers were responsible for crafting all of the
arms, armor, and other Aether-infused items used by the imperial
war machine. Their job was every bit as important as the soldiers
fighting on the front lines. But then, social respect in the Empire
was only rarely based on merit or accomplishment. The Covenant
treated the Artificers like common laborers because that was
exactly where most of them came from—they were drawn from the
general population after being screened for channeling aptitude.
And in many ways they were treated as much like slaves as the orcs
or the faeyn.

The Inquisitors had put down several labor
uprisings over the years, but with the war going on, the Artificers
working in the Infintium—the largest and most productive
manufactory in the Empire—had become bolder and bolder with their
demands. They knew that the Legion couldn’t afford to take the time
to replace them, not with the vaeyn advancing so rapidly, and so
they had begun to use that fact as leverage to secure better
working conditions and higher wages. I wasn’t sure how much if any
progress they’d made recently, but if we could gain them as an
ally…

“The Infintium keeps a massive storehouse of
supplies,” Master went on after a moment. “Healing salves,
enchanted ammunition, siege devices…exactly the supplies Mavarinth
will need.”

“Supplies the Covenant will notice have gone
missing,” Larric pointed out. “If the Artificers sell you anything,
they’ll be charged with treason. The Inquisitors would string them
all up the moment they found out about it.”

“They can’t—that’s the whole point. As long
as the war goes on, the Artificers are basically untouchable.”

Larric grumbled under his breath and crossed
his arms. “And what about when the war is over? You really want to
be allied with them?”

“Right now my focus is on the present,”
Master told him. “We can deal with the future if and when it
comes.”

“I don’t think we need to worry about that
anyway,” I said, immediately drawing another baleful glare from
Larric. “The Artificers have been stockpiling supplies for
months—supplies they haven’t even told the Covenant about. Perhaps
we could convince them to send along those extra supplies
instead.”

“The Covenant can’t miss what they don’t
know about,” Master mused with an ever-widening smirk. His eyes
twinkled devilishly, and he squeezed at my thigh again. “It’s
almost too perfect.”

“It is too perfect,” Larric growled.
“Where did you even hear this ‘rumor’?”

I opened my mouth but nothing came out. He
had no idea that I was Unbound; he had no idea that I’d been
systematically rummaging through the thoughts of half the city’s
nobility. So what could I possibly tell him?

“From me, probably,” Master lied with a
dismissive wave. “I was mentioning a meeting I’d had with Lord
Calaris a few days ago. He was the one who brought it up. In any
event, it’s a possibility we can’t ignore. We should be able to buy
off those supplies easily enough, and no one will be the
wiser.”

Larric’s brow furrowed. “If you say so. I
still think it’s a waste of time at best and a serious risk at
worst.”

“Your opinion is noted. Regardless, I want
you to make a trip to the Infintium and see what you can
arrange.”

The bodyguard blinked. “Me?”

“Yes,” Master confirmed. “I can’t afford to
be seen speaking with the Artificers directly. A visit from a Grand
Duke would draw far too much attention to the situation.”

“But a visit from your guard-captain
wouldn’t?” Larric countered.

“Not even close to the same degree, no. You
are relatively unknown, and here that will work to our advantage.”
Master grinned as he rubbed at the bare skin on my arms. “Besides,
your service has been impressive enough that I think it’s time I
granted you some new responsibilities.”

For a moment, I thought Larric might
actually refuse. He was a paid employee and not a slave, after all;
he was not compelled to obey Master’s wishes. But over the last few
months I had noticed that the two men seemed to have a much closer
relationship than I’d first thought. Perhaps it had something to do
with Larric’s still-unexplained exile from the ranks of the
Inquisitors…or perhaps it was something else entirely. Either way,
the man eventually just sighed and pinched at his nose.

“You realize there will be an entire squad
of Inquisitors guarding the facility,” Larric murmured after
another few seconds. “If any of them recognize me, it might
compromise the mission.”

“They can hate you all they want, but as the
representative of a Grand Duke they can’t deny you access. You’ll
be fine.”

Larric’s cheek twitched. The movement was
faint and almost imperceptible, but I saw it as clearly as if he’d
been scowling. “I see.”

“We’ll discuss the details over the next few
days,” Master said as he gently lifted me off his knee so he could
stand. “I’ll submit a visitation request with the prelacy, and that
should handle any potential bureaucratic problems. You’ll also be
taking Elara with you as another bargaining chip.”

The bodyguard glanced over to me yet again,
and even though his face remained stolid I could see the disgust in
his pale blue eyes. “Are you certain that’s wise?”

“Avenari are harder to come by than
healing salves and Aether-infused swords,” Master replied. “For
laborers, anyway. Besides, everything I’ve heard about the First
Artificer suggests that he’s something of a glutton, especially
after winning a few victories over his employers. Trust me: he
won’t be able to resist her.”

“If you say so,” Larric said quietly.

“I do. Now go ahead and figure which of the
men you wish to bring with you. I’ll fill you in on any additional
details later.”

The younger man nodded curtly. “Very well,
Your Excellency.”

He half-marched, half-tromped out the door,
and a few seconds later Master and I were alone.

“I’m so proud of you,” he said with a smile.
“You’ve performed just as perfectly as I knew you would.”

“Master is most kind,” I replied, my cheeks
warming. “I’m not sure what to expect with the Artificers. I’ve
never attempted to pierce the mind of another channeler
before.”

“You’ve pierced mine,” he reminded me, “and
trust me, their training is minimal. The priests don’t trust them
with any potentially threatening spells.”

“As you say.”

He smiled and touched my shoulders. “Don’t
worry, my dear. Larric will be there to protect you as usual, and
I’ll get you as much information as I can on the First Artificer
before you leave. By the time you head out you’ll know exactly how
to break him.”

I forced a tight smile in return. “Of
course, Master. I will try to make you proud.”

“You always do. Especially today.” He leaned
forward and kissed me softly, and a shudder of delight rippled
through me. “Now return to your chambers and keep practicing. I may
stop by later to check on you.”

“Yes, Master,” I said, nodding. I was
halfway across the room before he called out to me again.

“On second thought, why don’t you visit me
in my bedchambers after dusk this evening?” he asked. “We can pick
up where we left off last night.”

I smiled again, and this time it was
genuine. Maybe there was something of the old Master left inside
him after all. Maybe his mad scheming and thirst for revenge hadn’t
destroyed him completely.

“I will be there,” I promised, then turned
and left the room.


Chapter Three

 


We set out for the Infintium at dawn three
days later, and for once Master didn’t tuck me away inside a
carriage. He gave me my own horse, in fact, which I found both
exciting and a little terrifying. I was a passable enough rider—my
original owner back in Mavarinth had generously taught me the
basics—but I was amazed at how incredibly exposed I felt
riding through the streets of Sanctum without a sheet of wood to
hide behind.

It was silly, of course, considering that
Larric and five of the other house guards were escorting me. I was
as well-protected as any caravan, and we were only traveling a few
miles outside the city. But eventually I realized my discomfort had
nothing to do with a fear of being ambushed. The truth was much
simpler: I was scared of being seen.

Over these last few months, I had grown
accustomed to being a ghost. I was invisible within my room until
Master had need of me, and I was invisible in the carriage as I
rode to and from the estates of the other nobles. I was even
invisible inside their homes until they decided they had a use for
me. But as degrading as that treatment might have been, I had
learned to use it as a shield—and a weapon. No one considered a
lone avenari to be a threat, and that misconception had
proven to be every bit as powerful as my Unbound blood. The thought
of losing my protective veil was harrowing, to say the least.

But as the war continued to deteriorate,
Master would invariably grant me more and more responsibilities in
the days ahead. I needed to get used to the attention. I needed to
get as comfortable in the spotlight as I was in the shadows. I had
done it before with Duke Arland at the Winter Gala and again for a
time at his estate, and it would have been a lie to claim that I
hadn’t enjoyed it. The control, the power, the knowledge that even
in servitude I was not a victim…

I could embrace the role if I had to. And
perhaps the first step was learning not to be afraid the moment I
left the safety of the mansion.

I managed to settle my nerves by the time we
passed through the northern gates and onto the White Road. The path
was clean and well-kept this close to Sanctum, and merchant
caravans from Abenwreath and even Sorthaal poured into and out of
the city. It wasn’t until late morning when we veered off the main
road that the Infintium itself became visible on the horizon. Even
shrouded in the distance, the tower was impressive. It was easily
the height of any of the grand spires in Sanctum, and the base was
almost as wide as Master Kristoff’s entire estate. All in all it
was more like a small castle than a mere tower, and I wondered
distantly how much remained of the original structure from the days
of Sanctus Veshar.

According to official Imperial history, the
Infintium marked the site of one of Veshar’s earliest victories
during the Great War. His small army had clashed with the forces of
a powerful faeyn sorceress, and his triumph had been a seminal
moment in convincing the orcs to rebel against their elven masters.
Just six months later the Clan Lords had agreed to join with
Veshar’s forces, and the orcs had actually led the charge against
the last faeyn stronghold in Sorthaal years later.

The story had never set well with me for a
number of reasons, not the least of which was the simple fact that
the vast majority of orcs currently living inside Imperial
territory were slaves. Why would the Clan Lords have forsaken one
set of masters only to kneel before another? I also couldn’t
understand how Sanctus Veshar’s army, supposed only two-hundred
strong, had possibly overwhelmed an Unbound sorceress and her
“legions of defenders.” But at this point the details of the war
didn’t seem to matter as much as the result, and for the past
several hundred years the Infintium had served as the unofficial
home of the Artificers.

I braced myself as we drew close enough that
I could make out the dozen or so legionnaires standing guard
outside the walls, but my stomach didn’t twist into knots until I
spotted the red-armored Inquisitor standing directly in front of
the main gate. His presence shouldn’t have been surprising, of
course; the Covenant monitored the use of all magic in Imperial
territory, and when highly valuable Aether-infused weapons and
armor were involved, they paid extra attention. If anything, I
should have been shocked that there wasn’t an entire army of
Inquisitors waiting for us.

Once we reached the main gate Larric
signaled for the other men to wait by the horses, and he tugged on
my leash and led me towards the front steps. Taking a deep breath,
I ran through some of the mental exercises I’d learned to help calm
my nerves, and they mostly worked. Not that it seemed to matter;
the Inquisitor barely even acknowledged my presence. His eyes
remained fastened upon my companion the entire time we
approached.

“Honor to the Triad; glory to the Empire,”
Larric greeted once we drew close. “I approach on behalf of His
Excellency, Grand Duke Kristoff of Glorinfel. I have come to meet
with First Artificer Tacitus Verne—

“Prelate Agarius has received and accepted
your visitation request,” the Inquisitor interrupted. “Though he
why was willing to admit an aeynshok remains a mystery.”

Larric smiled. It was thin and cold, like a
sheen of ice had spread across his face. “Perhaps that is why His
Grace is a prelate and you are not.”

The two men glared at each other, and were
it not for the leash holding me in place I might have retreated a
few steps. In the elven tongue, aeynshok had been used to
denote the coupling of a human and an elf, but in modern parlance
it had become a denigrating slur roughly analogous to calling
someone an “elf lover.” I had heard it used many times in the
Imperial Court between nobles attempting to disparage one another,
but why anyone would use it in reference to Larric was a complete
mystery. He despised my kind to his core.

Did it have something to do with why he had
left the Inquisitors in the first place? Or had been banished
instead? It was impossible to know, but by the way the two men were
scowling at each other it was obvious that Larric’s concerns about
coming here had been perfectly justified. Would the guards turn us
away outright? And why had Master Kristoff sent him knowing the
problems it would cause?

“You may enter,” the Inquisitor murmured
after few more seconds. He nudged a lever behind him, and with a
screech of grinding metal the gate slowly slid open. Larric nodded
once more before tugging on my leash and dragging me along behind
him. The moment I set foot inside the tower all the anxiety
fluttering in my stomach vanished…and was replaced by a wave of
pure awe.

The entry foyer was as large as the Grand
Vestibule in the Imperial Palace, possibly larger, and the
decorations were every bit as impressive. Wall-spanning tapestries,
ancient sculptures, enough enchanted baubles that the air
practically thrummed with Aetheric energy—the tower looked more
like a museum than one of the largest production facilities in the
Empire. I was also immediately stricken by the lack of people. Two
hulking sentinel golems stood vigil in either corner, but otherwise
the only living thing in the entire foyer was the surprisingly
well-dressed servant rushing over to greet us.

“Welcome to the Infintium,” the man said
with an abbreviated bow. He was a human and not a slave, which
presumably meant he was one of the Artificers…but he certainly
didn’t match up with my preconceptions. Based on the mental images
I’d stolen from the minds of the various Sanctum nobles, I had
expected the Artificers to be greasy, soot-stained drudges who
reeked of ash and sulfur. But this man was dressed well enough to
attend the Winter Gala. “First Artificer Verne has asked me to see
you to his chambers.”

“Thank you,” Larric replied. If he was at
all surprised by the greeter’s appearance, his face didn’t show it.
“Lead on.”

We traveled up the winding staircase along
the opposite wall, and a half a dozen floors and innumerable twists
later we reached what I assumed was the top of the tower. The area
was only slightly narrower than the foyer below, but it was divided
into various smaller sections surrounding a larger, more open
conference-style chamber. Standing inside was a middle-aged man,
probably in his early forties, dressed in a blue and silver robe
that was every bit as ostentatious as the outfits favored by
high-ranking Covenant priests. But Tacitus Verne wasn’t a priest;
he and the other Artificers were glorified slaves, at least
according to the Sanctum elite. Were their perceptions really that
far off base? Or had the Artificers won far more in their recent
negotiations than anyone had let on?

If so, they might not be as eager to jump at
Master Kristoff’s offer of gold and amnesty. And that meant my task
was going to be much more complicated…

“At long last, the prodigal champion
returns,” Verne said with a throaty voice that didn’t fit his
outfit in the slightest. He had the pale skin of a man who’d hardly
ever seen daylight, and I felt a subtle tingle in the Aether when
he drew closer—not unlike the ripples I felt when I stood next to a
powerful enchanted item. Years of working here in the Infintium
must have quite literally rubbed off on him. “I suppose we should
be grateful that you’re willing to grace us with your presence
again.”

“Yes, you should be,” Larric replied as he
slowly turned around, his expression unreadable. “But I’ve never
known you to be reasonable before, and I don’t know why you’d start
now.”

For a long, heated moment, the two men
exchanged spiteful glares…but then finally Verne’s mouth cracked
into a wry smirk and he slapped Larric on the arm. “It’s good to
see you again, old friend,” the artificer said. “When I heard Duke
Kristoff was sending an emissary, I assumed it would be some
useless sycophant from the Court.”

“But then you did you a little digging
around, and you learned he’d be sending me instead.”

Verne’s grin widened. “Something like that.
When I first heard you were working for one of the Grand Dukes I
couldn’t believe it. After the Covenant threw you to the wolves I
half-assumed you’d board the next ship to Torsia.”

“The thought did cross my mind,” Larric
admitted, and the left corner of mouth might have even curled into
a genuine smile for a whole half a second. “But the Empire still
has many enemies, and my best chance to fight them is still right
here.”

“Ever the patriot,” Verne murmured. “Other
men would have grown bitter after what they did to you. Some might
have even joined the other side.” He shook his head. “But not
you.”

“Speaking of joining the other side, I’ve
heard a number of interesting rumors about what’s been happening
here over the past few months.” Larric glanced back over the
railing to the forge. “Not a single Inquisitor or priest in
sight.”

“The prelates and I have come to
an…understanding. We can head up to the dining hall and I’ll
tell you all about it.” His eyes finally flicked over to me, and
another grin tugged at his lips. “So this must be the
avenari your employer has been whoring out to half the
nobles in Sanctum these past few weeks.”

“Only to his friends and close allies.”

“Who just so happen to have something he
wants, of course.”

Larric shrugged. “Politics are politics. You
know that as well as anyone.”

“Naturally,” Verne murmured as he brought
his hand to my chin. I was so used to the routine now that it was
practically automatic; I lowered my eyes as a sign of submission
and waited patiently as he inspected me like I was a prime cut of
roast. “I assume he sent her here expecting that my men and I are
desperate for attention, and he hoped that the mere sight of a
noble’s pet cunt would make us more agreeable.”

“He thought you might appreciate a gift,
especially considering how over-worked and under-compensated your
people are,” Larric replied calmly. “But he isn’t asking for much,
and he’s willing to pay quite handsomely.”

The artificer grunted as he traced his
fingers across my bare belly. “I’m sure he is. With how badly
things are going in Glorinfel right now, I imagine he needs all the
allies he can get. But he might be surprised at how different
things are here than they used to be. We’re not quite as desperate
as the Court likes to think.” Verne squeezed my buttocks and smiled
again. “Still, she’s pretty enough. I assume she’s well
trained?”

“Of course.”

Verne’s grin widened. “You know this first
hand, I take it?”

Larric returned the smile, though it was
faint and clearly forced. “I trust Master Kristoff’s judgment.”

“I knew it. Men like him always think
they’re too good to share their toys. A pity.” He slapped my ass
and grunted. “Well, I’m sure some of my boys would be interested.
But in the meantime, follow me. I can catch you up on exactly where
we stand…and show you a bit of local hospitality.”

Tugging roughly on my leash, he escorted us
up a nearby walkway and into a completely different section of the
tower. Where the forge was a smoldering, soot-stained pit, this
area had clearly been designed for personal chambers, luxury
suites, and conference halls—probably for the priesthood. But I
didn’t see a single priest or Inquisitor the entire time we wound
through the neatly-kept corridors. We barely saw anyone at all
aside from a handful of other similarly-dressed men I assumed were
other artificers. They looked upon our group as a whole with
obvious suspicion; they looked upon me with equally-obvious
lust.

Eventually we arrived in a spacious chamber
with a long, polished wooden table at the center. A few well-kept
floral arrangements adorned the walls, and it was only then I
realized that none of the rooms I’d seen so far had any windows.
This place really was a dungeon, and the plants seemed like a
recent addition.

“As you can see, things have changed here of
late,” Verne commented as he gestured towards one of the chairs at
the table. Larric nodded politely and took a seat. “We finally have
some breathing room, and we’ve managed to loosen the Covenant’s
leash.”

“Removed it, more like,” Larric said. “You
only have one Inquisitor guarding the entire manufactory?”

“Two, actually. They rotate shifts.” The
man’s omnipresent grin became incredibly lop-sided as he paced
around to the other side of the table and dragged me with him.
“Prelate Agarius also sends in a few priests to check on us once or
twice a week, but they rarely stay for more than a few hours.”

Larric glanced back and forth across the
mostly-empty chamber. “It’s hard to believe, is all. Compared to
the way things used to be…”

“You mean where we worked as glorified
slaves under the watchful eye of overbearing young zealots like
yourself?” Verne said with a haughty scoff. “Those days are long
gone, my friend. I almost want to head into Sanctum and personally
thank Emperor Lucian for starting this war.”

He stopped in front of his chair and turned
to face me, then casually started unfastening the front of my
dress. I remained as still as I could and tried to ignore the
liquor on his breath. It was only midafternoon, but he smelled like
he’d already downed a half a dozen pints.

“You would be in the minority there,” Larric
said gravely. “Thus far the vaeyn are crushing everything that
stands in their path. And there’s no guarantee they’ll stop with
Glorinfel.”

“I assume this is the part where you ask me
for something,” Verne said. “Weapons, I’m guessing? Armor for
Kristoff’s growing mercenary army?”

“Both, but not for our men here. We want you
to send as many supplies as you can spare north to help reinforce
Mavarinth. Duke Kristoff isn’t convinced that the Legion can hold
the city if the vaeyn decide to strike.”

“I don’t blame him. I wouldn’t trust the
Legion to fend off an army of old women at this point. But if all
he wants are supplies, why not put in a standard requisition?”

“Because by the time anything actually gets
to Mavarinth, it will be too late,” Larric said. “Your people
understand the terrors of bureaucracy better than anyone.”

“True enough,” Verne admitted as he
unfastened the last strap and peeled opened the front of my dress.
“The Covenant often lacks proper motivation. But then again, so do
we.”

He cupped my breasts in his hands, and the
moment his skin touched mine was tempted to reach into his mind. He
was only half paying attention to me, after all, and he glanced
back over his shoulder to Larric enough that I would have probably
had sufficient time to channel the spell without him noticing. But
unlike the vast majority of nobles I’d served over the past month,
Verne was a channeler himself…and he would be far more likely to
recognize a spell when he saw it. I was going to have to wait.

“Decent tits,” he commented with a rough
squeeze. “Though you can’t imagine what I’d pay to see a nice pair
of human tits attached to one of these little bodies.”

“You seem to have enough freedom now I’m
sure you could make arrangements with one of the brothels in the
city,” Larric told him.

“Oh, we have. They send over a dozen girls
at the end of every week. They’re fun enough, but there’s really
nothing quite like a fresh elf cunt now and then.”

“Then consider her an advance on your
payment,” Larric suggested. “I’m sure your men would—”

“You misunderstand,” Verne interrupted as he
spun around. “We don’t need Kristoff’s charity. We don’t need
anyone’s charity anymore.”

He flicked his palm, and a tiny spark of
blue-white Aetheric energy leapt from his fingertips and rattled
against the small bell hanging near the doorway. I heard a
shuffling sound from the hall, and a few moments later another
faeyn woman appeared around the corner.

“We already have our own avenari, you
see,” Verne said with a smirk. “And Prelate Agarius promised he’d
send us another soon—hopefully younger and maybe even still
ripe.”

The woman waited patiently, her eyes
lowered. She was older than me, though of course it was difficult
to tell with our kind compared to humans. Her long, blonde hair was
pinned into a tight ponytail, and she wore the same style dress as
most Covenant-owned slaves I’d seen in Sanctum. The bottom was a
floor-length skirt, but the top was a halter cut just below her
breasts. The design wasn’t intended to be erotic; it was instead
meant to show off the intricate tattoo encircling her navel. The
“mark of sterility,” the priests called it, and it was meant warned
potential buyers that the Covenant had magically sterilizing her.
Given the value of faeyn children on the auction block, it
significantly diminished her long-term value.

I also noticed that her wrists and ankles
were completely unshackled, but even more curious was the fact she
didn’t appear to be wearing an obedience collar. It probably
shouldn’t have been so surprising. She was surrounded by channelers
all day, after all, and they probably had plenty of other means of
ensuring her obedience.

“Impressive,” Larric said, though to my ears
it didn’t sound even remotely sincere. Perhaps I was simply biased
by knowing how much he reviled elves. “Still, I doubt her training
compares to the personal avenari of a Grand Duke.”

Verne grunted. “Go and fetch us some wine
and fruit from the kitchen,” he ordered.

The faeyn woman nodded. “Yes, master.”

She vanished back around the corner, and
Verne callously shoved me away and pointed to the nearby wall. I
obediently shuffled over and waited as he finally sat down in his
chair. “Either way, the point is we’re going to need a more than
another whore to risk crossing the Covenant and the Legion. A lot
more.”

Larric glanced about the wide chamber. “It
seems to me like you’ve crossed the Covenant plenty and come out
ahead.”

“For the moment, but I don’t see the point
in taking foolish risks to help in a war that frankly doesn’t
concern us.”

“It will once the vaeyn push through the
Wreath and threaten Veshar,” Larric warned. “And that day might not
be as far off as you think.”

“We’re willing to risk it,” Verne replied
coolly. “And as I said, right now this war is good for business.
You might even say that helping out Mavarinth is against our best
interests. If the gray-skins attack it and fail, the Legion might
actually manage to push them back into Sulinor. And once that
happens…” He made a sweeping gesture with his hands. “Well, you can
bet these walls will suddenly be filled by zealots in robes
again.”

The slave woman returned with a bottle of
wine in one hand and a tray of fruit in the other. She set them
down on the table before pouring both men a glass. Verne swigged
his down immediately, a boorish behavior that probably would have
made any self-respecting noble faint. Larric simply stared at the
glass, his eyes glimmering in thought.

He wasn’t a negotiator—that much was
obvious. In my time spent amidst the Court, I’d witnessed plenty of
skill and folly in the diplomatic arena, and unfortunately right
now Larric’s behavior was leaning much more towards the latter. He
was usually quite good at controlling his body language, but here
he was completely out of his element…and the cracks were showing.
He was a warrior, plain and simple, and I yet again wondered what
in the name of the Triad Master Kristoff had been thinking in
sending a warrior to do an ambassador’s job.

Worse, Artificer Verne didn’t seem
particularly interested in me. And if I didn’t get another chance
to touch him, I wouldn’t be able to delve into his mind and help
the process along…

“This war must end,” Larric said after a
moment, “but perhaps there’s another solution for you and your
people. Once we’ve retaken Stormcrest, Duke Kristoff is willing to
offer the Artificers amnesty.”

Verne cocked a curious eyebrow as his slave
set out some of the fruit on his plate. “Amnesty? From the
Covenant?”

“From the working conditions of the
Infintium,” Larric clarified. “The manufactory outside of
Stormcrest has always been understaffed, and you and your people
would be welcome there. He would be willing to compensate you
generously for your work in helping to rebuild the border
defenses.”

“I’m sure he would, assuming he ever gets
his city back,” the artificer murmured. “But we both know that’s
hardly a foregone conclusion. And more to the point, there’s no way
he could possibly guarantee us protection from the priesthood if we
attempted to up and leave. Not even a Grand Duke has that kind of
power—and certainly not one in Kristoff’s current position.”

Larric’s cheek twitched, though whether it
was in annoyance or frustration I couldn’t tell. Regardless, I
could feel the situation quickly slipping away, and I knew I had to
do something…

As I mentally scrambled for an excuse—any
excuse—to step forward and interject myself into the discussion,
the slave woman shuffled over to Larric. She helpfully topped off
his glass, placed a few pieces of fruit on his plate…and then
dropped to her knees and began working to unfasten the front of his
trousers.

“That’s…not necessary,” the bodyguard
stammered as he grabbed ahold of her wrists. She blinked in
confusion before glancing back over her should to Verne.

“Please, I insist,” the artificer said with
a bemused smirk. “It’s not every day I get to entertain the
emissary of a Grand Duke, after all. The least I can do is act like
a proper host.”

For a moment, I thought Larric might
actually push the woman away. It was all a setup, of course—Verne
just wanted to distract Larric and earn himself and even better
bargaining position. But that wasn’t necessarily a bad thing, and
from the subtle glint in the bodyguard’s eyes I knew he had figured
that out as well. If the First Artificer was truly just going to
reject Master Kristoff’s proposal outright, he wouldn’t have
bothered continuing to play the game; he would have simply tossed
us out of the tower. But if he was still jockeying for position, it
meant he was willing to deal after all. He was just hoping to get
the best offer possible.

And so with that reality in mind, Larric
forced a smile and released his grip on the other avenari.
She glanced back to her master for approval once again, and when
Verne nodded she leaned forward and deftly worked Larric’s manhood
free.

“Don’t worry: she’s quite skilled,” the
artificer said as he leaned back in his chair and popped a grape
into his mouth. “Maybe not as adept as Kristoff’s personal pet, but
skilled enough all the same.”

I wasn’t sure why I found the sight of this
woman kneeling between Larric’s legs so strange or unsettling.
During the past few months in Sanctum I had seen plenty of other
slaves servicing nobles or soldiers or even merchants. And more to
the point, Larric was a former Inquisitor; he was
undoubtedly accustomed such privileges. Just because I had never
personally seen him with a slave or prostitute before didn’t really
mean anything.

But for reasons I couldn’t explain or
understand, my heart fluttered each time the avenari licked
and kissed the tip of Larric’s cock…and my legs grew weak when she
leaned forward and swallowed him to the hilt.

“Enjoying the competition, girl?” Verne
asked, his voice light with obvious amusement. Dimly, I wondered if
he’d noticed my reaction or just felt like continuing to flaunt his
position. “You can always help her if you like.”

I glanced over to Larric, and he warned me
off with a single glance even as his breaths became short and beads
of sweat began to trickle down his cheeks.

“That’s all right; he’s probably tired of
you anyway,” the artificer said with a grunt before turning back to
Larric. “In any event, you were saying something about His
Excellency wanting to offer us amnesty. But I’m afraid we’ll need
more than empty promises to risk helping you against the Covenant’s
wishes.”

The bodyguard swallowed visibly as he tried
to split his concentration. “Duke Kristoff has a sizeable mercenary
at his command in the city,” he managed, “and I’m sure he’d be
willing to commit them to your protection.”

“A handful of mercenaries aren’t going to
help against the army of Inquisitors who’ll arrive on our doorstep
the moment the dark elves are contained,” Verne said. “We’ll need
more—much more.”

Larric nodded distantly as the slave bobbed
up and down in his lap. She really was skilled, and judging from
the way she kept methodically pulling back and slowing her pace,
she had obviously received specific instructions from her master to
drag this out as long as possible. Verne was good, I’d give him
that. He must have been preparing for this meeting from the moment
he’d learned about it, and he’d obviously planned for every
contingency.

Except for me.

Taking a deep breath, I called out to the
Aether. Its power crackled through me, and I concentrated on
breaching into Verne’s mind. Normally, I needed to make direct
physical contact to probe into another’s thoughts and memories; so
far I had only been able to sense the most basic surface emotions
from a distance. But Master had told me that a few of most powerful
Covenant priests had the ability to manipulate the perceptions of
their congregation from all the way across the worship chamber…and
as an Unbound, I should have been able to accomplish even more.

For the first few seconds, nothing happened.
The two men continued to banter back and forth, but the words faded
into the background as I glared at the side of Verne’s head. I half
expected him to turn towards me and recognize what I was
attempting…but he didn’t. And after a solid minute of
concentration, I finally broke through.

At first, the artificer’s thoughts were a
vague, indistinct mumble, almost like I was listening to a
conversation through a wall. But when he didn’t react to my
intrusion, I eased myself in deeper and deeper until the “words”
began to take on a distinct shape. I felt his smug satisfaction at
how successfully his plans were unfolding so far, and I felt his
unbridled rage at the Covenant and everyone who supported them. I
saw flashes of schemes and memories and raw passions given
shape—

And then suddenly it all washed over me at
once. I found the dam’s shatter point, and what had once been a
small leak burst into a full-blown rupture. A tidal wave of
thoughts and emotions flooded over me…and in a single instant, I
knew everything there was to know about First Artificer Tacitus
Verne.

He was thirty-seven years old, the son of a
blacksmith and a sailor from a village near the Gulf of Tuvari. The
local priest had conscripted him into the ranks of the Artificers
when he turned fifteen, and when his mother had protested they’d
locked her in the dungeon and thrown away the key. For over twenty
years Verne had slaved away inside the Infintium, and he’d slowly
risen through the ranks all while carefully nurturing his hatred of
the Covenant, the Imperial Court, and even the Empire as a whole.
He was a man forged by rage and sharpened by pain…and he believed
that his time had finally come.

My eyes abruptly flicked open—I hadn’t even
realized I’d closed them—and I felt beads of sweat dripping from my
forehead. The two men were still speaking, and mercifully neither
of them was paying any attention to me. Verne chuckled to himself
as he finished off his grapes, and Larric groaned softly in
pleasure as the avenari continued her ministrations. They
still hadn’t agreed to anything, and I realized there would
probably never be a better time to put the limits of my powers to
the test.

Having implanted suggestions in the minds of
Duke Arland, his wife, and a dozen other nobles over the past
month, I had grown quite adept at the technique, but here my
refined expertise almost wasn’t necessary. Now that I knew
everything about Verne, his mind was a wet lump of clay. I could do
far more than subtly manipulate him; I could almost completely
control him. And that’s exactly what I did.

“If Kristoff is willing to promise us
protection and a place in Stormcrest once the city is retaken,
we’ll gladly send everything we can spare to Mavarinth,” Verne said
in a hushed, conciliatory tone as if he were ashamed he’d ever
contested the idea. “There’s very little security here at the
moment, as you’ve noticed. As long as your people are willing to
come to us, there’s no reason we shouldn’t be able to slip out the
supplies overnight.”

Larric, nearly consumed by his
rapidly-approaching climax, nevertheless managed to open his eyes
and blink curiously at his counterpart’s abrupt change of heart.
“I’m…sure we can arrange that.”

“Good. The others would probably like some
more direct compensation, but as long as you give me your personal
assurances that Kristoff won’t back out on his promise, I should be
able to convince them easily enough.”

“His Excellency always honors his word,”
Larric said, his voice still floundering. “You will get your
protection.”

Verne smiled. “I knew we’d eventually see
eye to eye. Old friends always find a way.” He glanced down to the
slave girl. “Now hurry up, dear. You don’t want him to get bored,
do you?”

Even she glanced back to her master in
confusion for a moment, but then she quickly remembered her duty
and swallowed Larric whole once more. He pressed his hand firmly
against the back of her head, clamped down on his jaw…and then
swiftly spilled his seed down her throat.

“I told you she was skilled enough,” Verne
said of his own accord. I allowed him the moment of smug
satisfaction; in his mind, he believed he’d negotiated exactly the
agreement he’d wanted. “We make certain she earns her keep each and
every day.”

Larric held her head in place for a few
seconds while he recovered, and when he finally removed his hand
she leaned back on her haunches, licked him clean, and then tied
his trousers—all without meeting his eyes a single time.

“Thank you, my lord,” she said softly.

“You’re….welcome,” Larric managed. The woman
stood and backed away, and Verne waved a hand at her.

“You may leave, dear,” the artificer said.
“Go and see if they need any help in the kitchen for tonight’s
dinner.”

“Yes, master.”

She vanished almost immediately, and Verne
grunted. “You’re welcome to stay and celebrate, if you like. She’ll
be available if you want to fuck her, and two of the brothel girls
are actually still here as well.” He glanced back over to me for
the first time since I’d penetrated his mind. “Besides, I’m sure
plenty of my men would like a turn with this one.”

“We’ll be heading back shortly,” Larric said
as he sat up straight. The reality of the moment—and what he had
miraculously accomplished—looked like it was finally settling in.
“Duke Kristoff will wish to hear the news as soon as possible.”

Verne was actually going to protest, but all
it took was a subtle tug from my mental leash to set him straight.
“Of course, I understand completely,” he said with another
contented smile. “I’m just glad we were able find a common ground
so easily.”

Larric nodded idly as his eyes flicked over
to me. For an instant, I feared he might have actually suspected
something…but of course he couldn’t have possibly guessed my true
nature. Who could have? The very notion that Master Kristoff was
been harboring an Unbound slave was ridiculous.

And that, more than anything else, was
precisely why I was so dangerous.

“So am I,” Larric murmured as he stepped
over grabbed ahold of my leash. “So am I.”

 



Chapter Four

 


“Leaving already, sir?” one of the house
guards said as Larric and I walked back towards the line of horses
waiting outside the tower. It appeared as though they’d only just
finished setting up a small camp to wait for us.

“Yes,” Larric told them. “We got what we
needed. Now pack up—we should be able to make it back to the city
before dusk.”

The other guard frowned and glanced up into
the clear midday sky. With the days slowly growing longer, we would
probably be back several hours before dusk at least. But the man
didn’t comment, and he had the others picked up and back on their
horses within just a few minutes.

“Something is wrong,” Larric murmured while
they were working. “Verne shouldn’t have agreed that easily, not
when he knew he could get a lot more out of us.”

“Getting his people away from this place
seemed like the most important thing to him,” I commented. “You
gave him that.”

He glanced over to me, eyes narrowed, as if
he just remembered that I was there. “I knew bringing you would be
pointless. Kristoff seems to think he can have you fuck his way
into getting whatever he wants, but it’s not that easy. Just
because Arland is a fool doesn’t mean everyone else is. Duke
Darkstone certainly isn’t.”

I wanted to remind him that we’d gotten
everything we wanted, but as usual I kept my thoughts to myself. I
also belatedly realized that I needed to be more subtle with my
telepathic suggestions in the future. Verne wouldn’t think twice
about his abrupt about-face—I had manipulated his mind enough that
he legitimately believed he’d gotten the exact deal he’d wanted.
But Larric obviously wasn’t buying the unforeseen turn, and some of
the other Artificers might not either.

“Get on your horse,” Larric growled with a
dismissive wave. “We’re leaving.”

I did as he asked, but the entire time we
trotted out of the tower courtyard I felt a nervous lump rising in
my throat. I might have just made my first serious mistake. I had
allowed the intensity of the moment overwhelm me; I had been so
excited at the prospect of delving into Verne’s mind without
physical contact that I hadn’t really thought the situation
through. What if the other artificers rejected his deal? What if
Larric realized I wasn’t what he thought I was? What if there was
enough of a fuss that the Inquisitors investigated?

I had nearly worked myself into a panic by
the time we turned back onto the White Road and angled towards
Sanctum, and I started to worry if the guards might notice my odd
discomfort. Larric, for his part, rode far enough ahead of us that
the men couldn’t chat with him about what had happened even if
they’d wanted to, and a part of me—a very stupid part of me—was
actually tempted to try and reach out to his mind to see what he
was thinking. I had all kinds of questions about his past and his
beliefs, and touching his thoughts would get the answers I sought.
It would also allow me to assuage his fears if he really had
started to connect Verne’s sudden shift in behavior to me.

But Inquisitors were trained to resist
Aetheric manipulation, or so I’d been told, and it was far too much
of a risk. It was baffling that I was even considering such a thing
considering the trouble I may have already gotten myself into…

I continued to inwardly chide myself for
several minutes before realizing that the house guards had finally
broken the odd silence around us. And it only took a few more
seconds to realize that they weren’t simply engaging in idle
chatter. Something was wrong, and Larric gradually slowed and
brought his steed in line with the others.

“Sir, I think I spotted movement along the
tree line,” one of the men whispered. “I thought I noticed
something a few minutes ago too, but then it vanished.”

“We’re being watched,” Larric replied
gravely. His tone, I noticed, had reverted to that of the cold,
stoic warrior I was used to. And for once I actually found it a
little comforting. “Someone has been following us for a while
now.”

“What…” I blurted out. “What do we do?”

His eyes fastened onto mine and narrowed.
“You are going to keep your mouth shut. We are going
to do our jobs.”

He gestured with his chin, and two of the
guards slowly fanned out to opposite ends of the road while the
others remained in formation around me. They didn’t draw their
weapons, presumably to make it seem like they didn’t realize
anything was wrong, but unsurprisingly they were poor actors. Their
postures stiffened, their hands clenched and unclenched in their
saddles, and one of them even brushed his fingers across the pommel
of his blade from time to time. I had no idea if our stalkers would
notice such details or not, but I had been trained to read body
language as well as minds. And the fact that a battle-hardened
squad of men had suddenly gotten this nervous made the hairs on the
back of my neck stand.

Only Larric seemed unaffected…though that
might have had more to do with the fact that he always
looked like he was ready for combat. His eyes scoured the tree
line, and he gently nudged his horse forward until he returned to
the font of the formation. Meanwhile, it was all I could do to
clutch more tightly onto my reigns and try not to shake myself out
of the saddle.

I felt more helpless than when my wrists and
ankles were shackled. I hadn’t the faintest clue how to fight. I
had never lifted a blade or bow or even a knife in my entire life,
and Master had only taught me the most basic defensive spells. Not
that channeling Aether out here in the open was much of an option
anyway. Reading minds was subtle and difficult to detect, but
sheathing myself inside a glimmering, plainly visible protective
barrier would probably just make the house guards turn and run me
through right here and now.

I paused as a thought belatedly struck me.
Reading minds….

Closing my eyes, I closed my eyes and
allowed the Aether to flow through me. I focused on replicating the
same technique I’d used earlier with Verne; I slowly stretched out
with my mind, first to nudge against the simplistic bestial
consciousness of my horse and then outwards until I felt the
faintest emotional ripples of the other guards. I didn’t delve into
their actual thoughts, but I didn’t need to. All I wanted was a
reference point for when I extended my senses out into the
surrounding forest…

And there it was. Or rather, there
they were—eight minds lurking in the bushes and split up
evenly on either side of the road. I couldn’t tell specifically
what they were thinking, but I could tell that they were there…and
that was enough to make my heart skip a beat inside my chest.

My eyes blinked open as I dismissed the
spell, and I noticed that Larric’s mount had drifted back to within
a few feet of mine again. I opened my mouth to warn him, but then I
realized I had nothing to say. How was I going to tell him what I’d
sensed without revealing my powers to him? Was it worth the risk if
we were about to be attacked anyway?

Before I could make up my mind, he tilted
his head towards me. “Be ready to ride,” he whispered as his
fingers casually slipped down to the handle of his sword.
“Whitestone Tower is just a mile down the road, and you
should—”

The words died on his lips when one of the
other guards shrieked in agony and clutched at the arrow suddenly
jutting out of his breastplate. He tried desperately to heft up his
shield, but it was already too late—a storm of arrows rained down
from the tree line, and he and most of the others were dead before
they even had a chance to draw their blades.

I screamed. My body froze helplessly in
place as I watched the carnage around me, and I knew deep in my
heart that I was about to die.

“Go!” Larric screamed into my ear. He
smacked my steed with the flat of his blade, and I barely had a
chance to steady myself in the saddle before the horse bolted down
the road at a full gallop. My breath caught in my throat, and I
pressed my eyes shut as I whispered a quick prayer to the Triad
that they might spare me just this once…

And then suddenly the horse whinnied and
stumbled, and before I even knew what was happening I was soaring
out of the saddle. I rolled instinctively as I hit the ground, but
the impact still knocked the air from my lungs. Gasping
breathlessly, I managed to grab onto something and stop my reckless
tumble, but not before a stabbing pain shot down the entire right
side of my body.

“What the fuck are you doing?” a deep male
voice growled from somewhere. “If she dies we lose everything!”

“She was getting away, what the hell was I
supposed to do?” another countered. The rest of the argument
devolved into an unintelligible chorus of irritated male voices. I
opened my eyes to try and see what was going on, but they refused
to focus. Everything was a spotted red blur, even the otherwise
clear sky.

After a few moments a strong hand clutched
around my waist and hoisted me to my feet, and soon after another
grabbed onto my wrists and locked them behind my back. There were
at least three men nearby, as far as I could tell, and I continued
to blink to try and clear my vision…

“See? She’s fine,” the second voice said.
“Just a few scrapes and bruises.”

“You’re lucky,” the first one snarled back.
“And if we can’t clean this up for the auction, boss is still going
to gut you.”

“You worry too much.” One of the hands
clawed up into my hair and jerked my head back hard enough that my
jaw rattled. “See? She’s the Grand Duke’s finest, just like I said.
Worth a thousand sovereigns at least.”

“More than that,” another voice put in.
Another hand abruptly grabbed onto the front of my dress and tore
it open. “See? No brandings. She’s ripe and ready. Probably worth
three times that much at least.”

One of them whistled. “Almost makes me want
to try and sell her myself.”

“I’d rather not be marked for death,
thanks.” A hand brushed against my chin. “Poor Duke Kristoff seems
to be losing everything these days. First his land, then his army,
and now his favorite pet.”

“What a tragedy,” another voice muttered.
“Maybe we should try her out, make sure everything’s still
working.”

“You so much as touch her and the boss will
cut your balls off. Now stuff her in the wagon and open some of the
healing salves. We need to get her to auction before word hits that
she’s missing.”

One of them hoisted me up over his shoulder,
and as my head dangled against his back my vision finally started
to refocus. I glanced up as best I could to inspect the carnage…and
almost immediately wished I hadn’t.

The guards were dead, most struck down
before they’d even had a chance to draw their blades. Only two of
them appeared to have managed any kind of serious defense, and
their arrow-riddled shields and armor had still succumbed in the
end. In the middle of pile, his armor splattered with blood, was
Larric.

I wanted to scream, but I had no voice. I
wanted to cry, but I had no tears. My entire body seemed to have
gone numb, and my hand quivered in front of my face as I hung
listlessly over the bandit’s shoulder. My brain refused to work at
all; it was like I had been ensnared by some type of stasis
spell.

But there was no magic involved here, just
cowardice and fear. In the span of a few hours I had gone from a
powerful sorceress capable of bending the mind of the First
Artificer to a hapless slave so terrified she couldn’t even
speak.

Eventually the bandits dragged a small wagon
out from the forest and onto the road, and my captor tossed me
inside. Now that my eyes were working I finally caught a real
glimpse of his face, and he was actually less savage-looking than I
assumed. All of his men were, in fact. They were adorned in
unmarked leather armor, and even my untrained eye recognized the
impressive quality. These were definitely not average street-side
bandits; they were professionals hired by someone specifically to
capture me. And Larric and all of the other guards were now dead
because of it.

“Your master is pretty trusting to let you
ride without cuffs,” the man commented as he grabbed my feet and
started to tie my ankles together. “So who was carrying your
control rod?”

“It’s here,” another of the men commented as
he rifled over Larric’s corpse. “Looks like a nice one, too,
probably enchanted by—“

And then, just as the man leaned up and
turned his back, Larric moved.

In the span of a heartbeat the bodyguard
leapt back to his feet, stole the bandit’s sword from its scabbard,
and plunged it through the man’s back. My eyes gaped open in shock,
and my mind barely had time to register what was happening before
the bandit leader yelped out a warning to his comrades.

He needn’t have bothered. Reaching into the
folds of his armor, Larric whipped out a pair of wicked-looking
throwing knives and then hurled them at the closest two bandits
with a synchronized flick of his wrists. The men died with
choked-off gurgles, and before their corpses even hit the ground
Larric had already drawn his own blade and lunged forward.

The road in front of me became a blur of
steel, blood, and death as Larric whirled between the
still-staggered bandits and carved them to pieces. One attempted to
leap backwards and draw his bow, but Larric pounced forward and cut
him down before he could nock an arrow; another tried to meet the
newfound threat blade-to-blade, but Larric ran him through after
single masterful parry and riposte.

It seemed to me that even the most hardened
thugs should have panicked and fled at that point, but to these
men’s credit—or perhaps abject stupidity—they stood their ground
and pressed their assault regardless of the massacre unfolding
before them. I could only assume they were more terrified of their
mysterious employer than of the man who had just killed five of
them in the span of a few seconds…and if that was the case, I
trembled to think who that person possibly could have been.

Two of the remaining bandits drew their
weapons and pivoted about in an attempt to flank their attacker,
but the third drew a small, hand-sized crossbow and leaned against
the wagon next to me as he lined up a shot. Larric, caught in
another melee, probably didn’t even see the marksman, and I held my
breath as I watched the bandit’s narrow and his finger twitch on
the trigger—

I didn’t do it consciously. I wasn’t even
sure how I did it at all. But suddenly my hands flicked upwards and
a gout of fire roared outwards from my fingertips. The bandit
shrieked in shock and anguish…and then abruptly fell silent as the
flames consumed him. A pile of seared bone and charred flesh was
all that remained when he hit the ground, and I gaped down at my
hands as if I didn’t recognize their owner.

Unbound.

It took me a moment to realize that the word
hadn’t just been inside my head; someone had spoken it aloud. And
that was when I turned and saw Larric standing over the corpses of
the bandits, his face contorted in disgust and horror. Blood still
dripped from his sword, and for an instant I wondered if he might
leap forward and cut me down as well…

“Merciful Triad,” he breathed. “That’s why
Kristoff sends you everywhere. That’s why he protects you as if you
were kin…”

I tried to speak, but again I had no voice.
I stared at him, hands quivering, as my greatest fear was finally
realized. My secret was out. And now he would drag me before the
Covenant and have me executed as a heretic….

Larric closed his eyes and swore under his
breath. He stood there silently for what felt like a small eternity
before finally glancing behind him to survey the carnage. “We need
to get back to Sanctum,” he murmured as he wiped his blade on his
tunic and then sheathed it. “There could be more of them waiting
nearby.”

He crouched down over the bodies and
rummaged through them for a few moments. I had no idea what he was
looking for, but he tore off a small patch from one of the bandit’s
armor and eyed it as if it were significant.

“Come on, get up,” he ordered as he spun
back around. I tried to spin my legs over the edge of the wagon and
untie the rope around my ankles, but my trembling muscles made it
impossible. Larric growled under his breath and slashed the
bindings clean with a single sweep from his knife. I yelped in
shock, and he grabbed me roughly around the waist and hoisted me up
onto his shoulder. He then strode over to the only surviving horse
and plopped me into the back of the saddle before hopping on
himself.

“Try channeling again and I’ll slash your
throat,” he snarled. “Now hold on—we’re getting out of here in case
more of them show up. His Excellency needs to know what happened.”
I felt his muscles tense as he grabbed onto the reigns. “And then
he has some explaining to do.”

 



Chapter Five

 


We rode hard and fast, and for the first
several minutes I clutched my arms tightly around Larric’s waist
and attempted to breathe normally. It didn’t work. I squeezed my
eyes shut, but all I could see over and over again was a plume of
Aetheric fire spraying from my fingertips and searing flesh from
bone. I still didn’t understand how I had done it. Master had never
taught me how to manipulate flame or lightning; such overtly
destructive techniques were ostensibly the exclusive province of
the Tel Bator. But somehow I had just managed to kill a man on pure
reflex…

The wind dried the tears against my face,
and eventually my arms stopped trembling. I had no idea whether
Larric even noticed or not; the man didn’t utter so much as a peep
the rest of the trip. But once I settled down and started to think
clearly again, I wondered if clutching onto him like this was a
mistake. There was a very real chance he would attempt to turn me
over to the Covenant the moment we reached the Sanctum gates, and
for an instant I was tempted to leap off the horse and try to hide
in the forests around the city.

But even if I somehow managed to escape, my
life as I knew it would have been over. The Inquisitors would track
me down eventually, and in the meantime I would probably starve or
end up captured by more bandits. No, whether I wanted to admit it
or not, my life—and Master Kristoff’s—was now in Larric’s hands. He
could turn me in and have both of us executed, and ultimately there
was nothing I could do about it.

Swallowing heavily, I glanced up and studied
the man in front of me. From the tightness along his jawline to the
way his hands clenched and unclenched around the reins, I could
practically feel the turmoil raging within him. He was probably
trying to decide for himself what he should do, and just like
before we’d been ambushed, I was yet again tempted to risk prying
into his mind to see exactly what he was thinking…and to perhaps
“convince” him to forget the whole incident. But I still had no
idea whether or not my powers would even work on an Inquisitor, and
so instead I rode along in quiet terror waiting for the
inevitable.

We reached the Sanctum gates several hours
before dusk, and I bit down on my lips as we cantered through the
streets and approached the Aetherium. But to my pleasant surprise
and unbridled relief, we rode straight past. I couldn’t even
conceive of what Master had done to earn this kind of unwavering
loyalty from one of his employees, even the captain of his guard.
Larric was an Imperial citizen, not a slave—his contract would be
forgiven the moment he proved that Kristoff was harboring an
Unbound slave. It didn’t make any sense.

Still, I obviously didn’t protest, and by
the time we reached the estate my stomach was so twisted into knots
I feared I might wretch at any moment. But somehow I managed to
hold myself together, and Larric screamed at the other guards to go
and retrieve the lord of the house. By the time we had dismounted
Master Kristoff came rushing out the door, his face pale.

“What the hell happened?” he gasped. “Where
are the others?”

“Dead on the road just west of Whitestone
Tower,” Larric said. “We were ambushed.”

Master leapt forward and grabbed my hand.
Our eyes met, and his face twisted with worry and pain and outright
disbelief. For a single fleeting moment, I could have been his wife
returning from a long journey, and he could have been my loving
husband waited desperately to embrace me.

Except it wasn’t love I was seeing in his
eyes, not really. It was fear. Fear that he would lose his
most valuable weapon—fear that all this schemes would finally come
crashing down around him. Without me, he hadn’t a chance in the
void of raising an army and reclaiming Stormcrest; without me, he
would never be able to rally the Quorum or dethrone the Emperor. I
was, quite literally, his last and only hope for redemption…and he
had come within inches of losing me forever.

Eventually he seemed to compose himself, and
he scoured my body for injuries. Now that the heat of the moment
had passed, my shoulder and left leg had begun throbbing from
dozens of scrapes and bruises. Still, I was absurdly fortunate that
I hadn’t broken anything after being thrown off my horse. Each
twinge of pain made me want to channel a healing spell, but
naturally that was out of the question. I didn’t know if Larric
would reveal what he’d learned about me, and I didn’t want to force
the issue…

Master’s palm abruptly flashed with Aetheric
power, and an instant later a soothing chill tingled through my
skin as the healing magic stole the worst of the pain away. The
bruises would probably still last for a day or two, but the actual
cuts sealed almost immediately.

“I can’t believe bandits would risk
attacking you so close to the walls,” he murmured as he stroked at
my hair.

“They weren’t bandits,” Larric told him.
“They were mercenaries hired specifically to capture Elara.”

Master froze in place. “How can you be
certain?”

“They waggled their tongues after they
thought they’d killed me. They knew exactly who we were and where
we were headed. They were hoping to sell her at auction.” The
bodyguard reached into his baldric and withdrew the scrap of armor
he’d taken from the attackers. “And then I found this.”

“What is it?”

“Cured hide,” Larric said. “Specifically,
cured thacedon hide. It has a unique texture and hardness that’s
much different than what you’d find from any the local
tanners.”

“Thacedon…” Master whispered, his jaw
tightening as he rubbed the leather between his fingers. “As in,
the nocturnal predators found exclusively in Rivani?”

“Correct. I can check the local merchants
and see if they’ve received any shipments recently, but I don’t
think it matters. Like I said, these weren’t local thugs; they were
professional mercenaries. And there aren’t many people who would be
willing to pay top sovereign to equip their hired swords with
authentic thacedon hide armor. It’s just not worth the extra
expense.”

“Unless, of course, they had an abundant
local supply,” Master reasoned, his jaw tightening. “Like the ruler
of Rivani.”

“That was my first thought,” Larric said
with a nod. “It would seem that Zarene has finally decided to make
her move.”

Master turned and paced away for a moment,
his eyes glimmering in deep thought. I had never heard of thacedon
hide before, but Grand Duchess Jora Zarene was the ruler of Rivani,
often called “the Basin” due to its shape and position along the
Empire’s southern coast. Rivani’s numerous ports made it the
wealthiest of the Imperial provinces, and many believed that its
lush forests and endless beaches also made it the most beautiful. I
had never been there myself, obviously, nor had I ever wanted to
for one simple reason: Rivani was the center of Covenant power in
the Empire, even more than Sanctum. And its Grand Duchess was as
legendarily fanatical as any of the prelates and possibly even the
Hierophant herself.

“Why would the Grand Duchess wish to capture
and sell me?” I asked softly. The two men turned to look at me as
if they’d forgotten I was even there.

“Because she knows,” Master told me. “She
knows I’m trying to organize the rest of the nobility.”

“Which isn’t particularly surprising,”
Larric said with a fractional shrug. “You’ll forgive me for being
blunt, Your Excellency, but we haven’t been nearly as subtle in our
movements since the fall of Balagarde. Zarene has as many eyes in
Sanctum as any of the other Grand Dukes, possibly more.”

Master closed his eyes and pinched his nose.
“If she had any tangible proof, she probably would have gone
straight to Emperor Lucian by now. We haven’t actually done
anything yet.”

“No, but once Arland and Farrow begin to
march their auxiliary forces towards Sanctum, we’ll have crossed
that line,” Larric said. “There won’t be any going back.”

Master stayed silent for a few moments
before finally sighing and drifting back over to us. “It’s all
right. We’ll just have to be more careful in the future.” He smiled
and gently ran his fingers through my hair. “I should have sent
more men to protect you. Next time you’ll get three squads. I’ll
leave the whole bloody estate empty if I have to.”

I offered him a faint smile. I wanted to
believe he was speaking out of genuine affection, but at this point
I knew better. All those months I’d believed I was different than
his other slaves, all those months I’d believed I was special…

I was, but not in the way I’d hoped.

“It might be worth keeping her inside the
city for a while,” Larric suggested. “And you should reconsider
your trip the Korvale. It’s too dangerous.”

Master shook his head. “We need Darkstone’s
support before we can pressure the Emperor, and he won’t budge
unless we push him.”

“Then perhaps you should at least postpone
it until the Legion can—“

“No,” Master replied firmly. “Arland’s
troops are nearly ready, and I doubt it will take much longer to
convince Farrow. We cannot afford to wait.” He stared at me or a
moment longer before shifting his eyes to Larric. “Are you
wounded?”

“Not seriously,” the bodyguard said. “A few
scrapes, but nothing some salve won’t cure.”

“There’s no need for that,” Master said with
a dismissive wave. His hand glowed again as he touched the other
man’s arm. At first I thought Larric might pull away—his face
twitched in discomfort or maybe even disgust—but his face quickly
became an unreadable stone wall again. Master pulled away after a
few seconds and nodded. “That should handle the worst of it.”

“Thank you, Your Excellency.”

“Thank you,” Master said as he
clapped the younger man on the shoulder. “You have served me well
yet again—you’ve served the entire Empire. If anything had happened
to her…”

“I understand,” Larric murmured. His eyes
flicked over to mine, and for the span of a few heartbeats I
wondered if he might reveal that he’d learned my dark secret. But
then he looked away and the moment passed.

“What happened with Verne, anyway?” Master
asked. “You’re back earlier than I’d expected.”

Larric’s cheek twitched. “He agreed to aid
us with all the supplies he can spare. All he asked in return was
the promise of protection once the war is over. He wants us to move
his people to Stormcrest.”

“That’s all?” Master asked, eyebrow cocked.
“He didn’t ask for sovereigns or slaves or anything else?”

“No. He was unexpectedly cooperative.
Suspiciously so, in my opinion.”

“Well, I learned long ago never to argue
with good fortune,” Master said with a smile. He didn’t look at me
either, though I assumed he realized that I had been the one to
make Verne so amicable. “Besides, I always knew you wouldn’t let me
down.”

“Warrior’s luck, I’m sure,” Larric murmured.
“Now if you don’t mind, Your Excellency, I would like to return to
the barracks.”

“Of course, but you deserve to be rewarded.”
Master glanced back over to me and eyed me up and down. “Go inside
and have the handmaidens clean you up. Once they’re finished, go
and meet Larric in his quarters. You’ll be serving him this
evening.”

I blinked. “Master…?”

“He saved your life,” he replied with a
shrug. “This is the least you can do to repay him.”

“That…won’t be necessary, my lord,” Larric
said gingerly. “I’ll need some time to coordinate with the rest of
the men—”

“You can do that later,” Master interrupted.
“You’ve earned a respite. My father always made sure to reward
excellence, and so will I. She is yours for the night—do whatever
you wish with her. I have some arrangements to make…”

The bodyguard looked at me again, and I
wondered if he noticed the newfound terror behind my green eyes.
“Thank you again, my lord,” he said. “I’ll be certain to make the
most of it.”


Chapter Six

 


The house servants drew a bath for me the
instant I shuffled back into the mansion, and as I melted into the
tub I closed in my eyes and prayed to the Triad that all of this
had simply been a bad dream. They didn’t respond, of course, nor
did the long-forgotten gods of my people when I dared whisper their
name. I felt more vulnerable than when I’d been standing at the
auction block at Stormcrest. And worse, for the first time in as
long as I could remember, I felt completely and utterly
alone.

Even Master seemed to have abandoned me. All
I really wanted was to collapse in his arms and curl up into his
bed…but instead it appeared I would be spending the evening with
the man who had looked upon me with disgust even before he
knew what I really was. Now…now I didn’t know what Larric would do.
I didn’t understand why he hadn’t told Master that he’d learned my
secret, just like I didn’t understand why he hadn’t turned me over
to the Covenant. If nothing else, perhaps tonight I would have the
opportunity to find out.

Or perhaps he would simply change his mind
and kill me himself.

With that grim thought looming over me, I
did my best to relax as the handmaidens slipped inside and scrubbed
me clean. Sharela stopped by a few minutes later, and I actually
thought she was going to faint when she first saw the tattered
remnants of my dress. She spent the better part of ten minutes
scolding me as she salvaged as many of the encrusted gemstones as
she could, but by the time the handmaidens had finished she seemed
to have gotten the worst of it out of her system.

“Here, you can wear this,” she grumbled as
she picked out a long, silvery dress that was easily the most
modest outfit I’d seen since arriving in Sanctum. “It’s simple and
sturdy, and I doubt a soldier has enough taste to care what you’re
wearing anyway. I’m sure he’ll have you bent over a table before he
can get his bloody armor off.”

She had me slide the dress on almost before
the other women had even finished drying me off, and after a few
minor adjustments it fit comfortably enough. Normally she would
have paraded me back in front of Master to make sure he was happy
with her work, but of course tonight he didn’t really care. He had
made that abundantly clear earlier, and every time I thought about
it I had to fight back the urge to break down into tears.

Sharela pushed me out the mansion door not
long after, and a few minutes later I was back in the barracks area
of the courtyard. The house guards watched me approach like a pack
of sabre cats stalking a wounded gazelle, but I knew they wouldn’t
risk Master’s ire by touching me. After a few awkward seconds one
of them nodded towards a door on the far side of the building, and
I sheepishly made my way over and paused in front of it.

Closing my eyes, I took a deep breath and
reminded myself that Larric had already passed on the opportunity
to turn me over to the Covenant once, and there was no reason to
expect that now, just a few hours later, would be any different.
And if all he wanted was sex…well, I could oblige him easily
enough. I really did owe him my life, after all, and he was
a handsome, athletic man. There were certainly far worse potential
fates than spending a night with him inside me.

Or so I told myself. As I reached out to
knock on the door, I realized belatedly how odd that thought would
have seemed to me even just a few days ago. I had always been
intimidated by Larric…and no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t
pretend the thought of spending a night with him wasn’t anything
less than terrifying.

“Enter,” his voice called after I knocked. I
stepped inside and shut the door behind me. His quarters were quite
a bit larger than they looked from the outside. A wall separated
the room from the rest of the barracks, and he had space for a
kitchen and dining table, a wide storage area, and even a cozy
upstairs nook complete with a bed and assorted furniture. Larric
himself was standing near the armor rack on the far wall polishing
his breastplate. He appeared to have just stepped out of the bath,
and all he was wearing was a pair of simple trousers. Having never
seen the upper part of his body without armor before, I almost
didn’t recognize him…but his back and arms were every bit as taut
and chiseled as I’d imagined.

For a long, agonizing couple of moments he
seemed content to ignore me, and when I opened my mouth to speak
but nothing came out. I had no idea what to say. He clearly knew I
was there, and he just as clearly didn’t seem to care. So I stood
there in silence for what felt like half the night as he continued
wiping the cleaning rag across his armor.

“I couldn’t understand it at first,” he said
once he finally finished. “Avenari are rare enough in
Stormcrest, but in Sanctum even minor nobles own at least one of
your kind. It made no sense why Kristoff believed you could spread
your legs enough to win him an army.” Larric hung the breastplate
on the rack and then turned to face me, his pale blue eyes as cold
and terrifying as ever. “But it was never about the sex, was it? It
was about the Aether. It was about worming your way into the minds
of his enemies and getting leverage on them one dirty little secret
at a time.”

Again I started to speak, and again I
thought the better of it. Larric grunted and tossed aside the rag
before taking a swig from his wineglass.

“How did he find out what you were, anyway?”
he asked. “The Covenant has spent centuries trying to develop a
technique to reliably identify Unbound, but they’ve never figured
it out.”

“I…” I swallowed and lowered my eyes. I
couldn’t bring myself to meet his gaze; it felt like he was staring
right through me. “I told him.”

“So you knew, then. Interesting. Many
heretics don’t even realize they have the power until something
triggers it. A few have even joined the Covenant over the years.
Sometimes the truth doesn’t come out until years later.”

My lip twitched. “The Covenant let Unbound
serve?”

“Of course not,” Larric replied
matter-of-factly. “They were executed the moment the truth was
revealed. ‘It is the will of the Triad that those born with demon
blood be put the sword before their taint can spread.’ Kristoff
knows this…and yet he chooses to ignore it. He plays a dangerous
game.”

I closed my eyes and tried to swallow, but
my throat was parched dry. “Why didn’t you tell him that you
knew?”

“What would that get me? He would probably
order the other men to kill me before I could leave the estate. He
couldn’t take the risk that I would use it against him.” Larric
took another long sip and then set his empty glass back down on the
table. “No, telling him would be foolish. Better for me to take you
straight to the Prelates…or to simply kill you myself.”

My body tensed as he stepped forward, and I
heard the faint hiss of a knife being pulled from its sheath. My
breath caught in my throat as one of his hands clutched around my
right wrist…and a few seconds later I felt the chill of cold steel
press against my throat.

“You would let me kill me without a fight,
wouldn’t you?” he whispered. “He really has broken you. No spirit,
no will…just unquestioning obedience.”

He held the blade in place for what felt
like a lifetime before finally grunting and pulling it away.
“Pathetic,” he spat. His other hand shifted up and grabbed my chin
until I was forced to look at him. “Do you even realize the power
you wield? Do you understand how dangerous you could be? The
Faedari rebels would butcher half the villages in Veshar to get
their hands on another Unbound. You could run to them and live like
a goddess…and yet you stay here and allow Kristoff to whore you out
to every noble in Sanctum with a sovereign to his name. Why?”

“I…”

Larric snorted. “You love him, don’t you? Or
you’re so broken that you think you do. It’s remarkable, really—he
doesn’t even need the collar to keep you in line. Maybe the reason
you elves are so supple is that you lack a spine.”

I wanted desperately to speak, to say
something, anything, in my defense…but I couldn’t. He was
right, and deep down I knew it.

“I always thought you were especially
doe-eyed, even for a slave, but now…I think I’ve seen hounds with
more dignity.” He scoffed and put his hand on my back. “Bend
over.”

I swallowed heavily and lowered my elbows
onto the table. He shifted in behind me and leaned down over me,
and a moment later I felt the cold steel of knife press against my
throat once more. I was trembling so hard I actually feared I might
cut myself.

“Do you really think I’d let you touch me?”
he said in disgust. “You’re pathetic. The only reason I’m not going
to slit your throat is that the Empire needs you alive. We won’t
survive this war, not with Lucian in charge. For now, I’m willing
to do whatever is necessary to secure the support of the Quorum and
challenge the Emperor.” He leaned in closer until his lips were
nearly touching my ear. “You had best hope that doesn’t
change.”

The pressure on my back released as he
removed the knife and stood. I heard him shuffle over to the door
and grab the handle. “Lord Kristoff will expect you to stay the
night, and I’m not going to insult him by refusing his gift. You
can sleep on the bed upstairs if you want. I’ll return in the
morning and take you back to him.”

With that, he was gone. I wasn’t sure how
long I leaned against the table, arms quaking against the wood, but
eventually I slumped backward and curled into a ball on the floor.
I should have been overjoyed, or at the very least relieved—he
wasn’t going to kill me or turn me into the Covenant or reveal that
he knew my secret to Master. He wasn’t even going to fuck me.

But somehow, being abandoned like this
actually felt worse. Not because of callously he’d treated me or
how harshly he’d berated me…but because he was right. I was
pathetic. I was broken. Here I was, a channeler blessed with an
inborn power so fearsome that the Covenant hunted down and killed
anyone born with the gift. They legitimately believed that if
enough of us were allowed to roam freely across Calhara, we would
tear down the Empire and throw the entire world into anarchy.

I wielded this great power…and yet I allowed
myself to be controlled. I allowed myself to be enslaved. The
Covenant might have called me Unbound, but the chains I’d wrapped
around myself were far stronger than any cuffs or collar the
Artificers could craft. I was bound—not to the Covenant, but to my
own cowardice.

I lied there on floor, sobbing quietly to
myself, until deep into the night.

 



Chapter Seven

 


Master Kristoff wasn’t at the mansion the
next morning when I returned from Larric’s quarters, a fact I found
both disconcerting and relieving all at once. The former because it
fed my ever-growing sense of estrangement from him, and the latter
because I really had no idea what I was going to tell him. Should I
inform him that Larric knew I was Unbound? Should I reveal that his
bodyguard had allowed me to cry myself to sleep on the middle of
his floor without laying a finger on me?

The long, empty hours of the next few days
gave me plenty of opportunity to debate both questions and more. I
hardly saw or spoke to anyone, Master included. He didn’t summon me
a single time—not to prepare me for our forthcoming trip to
Korvale, not to check up on my continued progress as a channeler,
not even to bend me over his desk and relieve himself. I avoided
the barracks completely for obvious reasons, and other than
mealtime I mostly remained alone in my quarters reading or
practicing my channeling techniques. I was tempted numerous times
to replicate the gout of flame I’d somehow conjured during the
bandit attack, but I was never able to muster the nerve to try
something so dangerous again. Courage, it seemed, was never going
to be my strong point.

On the morning of the third day, Master
finally summoned me to the conference room. I half-expected Arland
and Farrow and half the other minor nobles in the city to be there,
but when I opened the door I saw it was just him.

“Ah, good,” he said, beckoning me over.
“Come here.”

I slid over next to his chair and waited
patiently as he frantically scribbled something onto a scroll.
After another few minutes he set the stylus down and smiled as he
clasped my hands.

“How are you feeling, my dear? All rested
and ready to travel?”

“Yes, my lord,” I told him. “I am ready to
serve.”

His smile faded ever so slightly, and he
pulled me down onto his lap. “You look worried. Is something
wrong?”

“No,” I lied. “I’m simply anxious to begin
our trip.”

He grunted and placed his hand on my cheek.
“I know I haven’t been able to make much time for you lately, but
these past few days have been more hectic than I’d anticipated.
Duchess Farrow continues to be too obstinate for her own good, and
I needed to finalize terms with the Artificers.”

“I understand.”

He eyed me for a long moment, probably
trying to decide if I was telling him the truth or not, before his
hands slipped inside my loose robes and curled around my back.
“I’ve been meaning to ask you about the ambush on the road. Larric
has been uncharacteristically vague when it comes to details. Did
something else happen I should know about?”

The hairs on the back of my neck prickled.
Was this a test of some sort? Had Larric revealed what had happened
after all? I’d had the better part of three days to prepare for
this conversation, and yet still I had absolutely no idea what to
say…

“I don’t believe so, master,” I replied so
softly I feared my voice would break. “It was…terrible. I thought
they would kill me for sure.”

He squeezed me reassuringly. “You were the
safest one there. They wouldn’t dare risk harming their prize.”

I nodded but remained silent, and his smile
eventually returned. “Though you’re very fortunate I decided to
send Larric with you. Otherwise you’d probably still be in a
slaver’s wagon somewhere on the road to Rivani. I hope you thanked
him properly the other night.”

“He…seemed content enough,” I managed. “I
find him difficult to read.”

“You and I both,” Master muttered. “In
retrospect, I’m a little surprised he was willing to take you. I’m
sure you’ve noticed that he’s not overly fond of your people. But I
suppose all men have needs, in the end.”

“Yes,” I whispered. As far as I could tell,
Master really didn’t know anything—not about how Larric had treated
me or about his discovery of my powers. I wondered dimly if that
might not have been a good thing after all. A part of me just
wanted to spill my guts right now and get it over with.

But another part, a growing part, realized
something far more important. Even Master, the man who knew best
how dangerous I was, still didn’t consider me a threat. He didn’t
bother peeking into my mind to see if I was lying to him; he
accepted my explanations without question. He trusted me
implicitly.

And it was in that moment I realized our
relationship really had changed. Not because of his obsessions or
schemes or growing detachment—not because of him at all. What had
changed was me. For the first time since he’d purchased me I
had lied straight to his face…and now I realized I could do it
again if I had to. Or even if I just wanted to.

“On that note, Larric should be stopping by
in a few minutes to discuss the trip,” Master said with another
squeeze. “But in the meantime, there is one last thing I wanted to
show you.”

Gripping me tightly, he hoisted me off his
lap and sat me down on the edge of his desk. I frowned, unsure of
his intentions, until he untied the sash holding my robe together
and then gently pushed my knees apart.

“I really haven’t been paying you enough
attention if you’re wearing these again,” he said playfully as his
fingers brushed against my knickers.

“I’m sorry, master,” I replied. “I didn’t
know—”

“It’s fine,” he assured me with a warm grin.
He unfastened the front of his trousers and worked his cock free.
It was only semi-hard, but when I reflexively reached down and
curled my fingers around the shaft that quickly changed. “There is
a technique I learned several years that I never taught you,” he
went on as I continued to stroke him. “It’s very powerful, but
frankly I had trouble imagining where and when you might use
it.”

I tilted my head quizzically. “I don’t
understand.”

“It’s not something you can hide,” he
explained. “Your partner will know the moment you channel the
spell. The only reason I’m teaching you now is because your powers
are growing so quickly. I suspect you might be able to figure out a
way to adapt the technique somehow.”

I remained as confused as ever, and I’m sure
it showed on my face. Master just smiled and readjusted me closer
to the edge of the desk. I started to lean back to make it easier
for him, but to my surprise he cupped a hand around my back and
held me upright even as he lifted my feet up onto my shoulders.
With his other hand he slid my knickers out of the way and then
pressed the tip of his cock against my smoldering entrance.

“Brace yourself,” he warned. “This won’t be
like anything you’ve ever felt before.”

The Aether stirred around him, and I felt
him reach out to touch my mind. For an instant, I feared he might
attempt to read my thoughts and ensure I wasn’t hiding anything
from him after all, but thankfully this particular spell wasn’t
about intrusion—it was about joining. Our thoughts and emotions
swirled together, and a wave of dizziness threatened to steal my
consciousness away…

But then the discomfort passed, and my body
tingled in anticipation as the tip of his cock slipped into me. I
leaned back my head and moaned softly, but between the waves of
delighted contentment I couldn’t help but notice that something
was…different. Master had taken me a thousand times over, but it
had never felt like this before. It was only then, after another
wave of pleasure washed over me, that I realized this new sensation
wasn’t actually coming from my body at all.

It was coming from his.

“It’s called an empathic bond,” Master said,
his own voice shaking as he tried to process the new sensations. “I
feel what you feel, and you feel what I feel. Not metaphorically—I
mean that quite literally. Here, like this.”

On cue, he thrust into me another inch…and I
actually cried out as a shockwave of pure ecstasy shuddered through
me from my toes all the way to my lips. Master was right; I had
never experienced anything like this before. And in that moment of
pure euphoric delirium, I couldn’t imagine ever experiencing
anything like it again.

I could feel his cock as if it were my
own—every tingle, every twitch, every inch of impossibly warm
wetness as he slid deeper inside me. For a single instant, I knew
what it felt like to be a man…and yet I simultaneously retained my
own senses. His pleasure was mine, and my pleasure was his…and I
had no idea how in the world he didn’t immediately climax inside
me.

“You see,” he breathed. “There really is
nothing like it.”

I didn’t answer. I couldn’t answer.
Instead I just locked my feet behind his neck and grabbed his waist
to try and pull him in deeper. He obliged, and soon he was buried
inside me to the hilt. My vision went black, my breath caught in my
throat…and I realized that if I died in that moment I probably
wouldn’t have had a single regret.

“You can use this knowledge,” Master’s voice
said from what seemed like a thousand miles away. “Even without
channeling the spell, you can understand precisely what they’re
feeling. You can understand why you’re so irresistible…and you can
use that knowledge to control them.”

“Please,” I begged. “Please fuck me.”

His strong hands held me upright when all I
wanted to do was fall backwards. “I’ve always been worried about
overusing this technique, even with you,” he told me. “The one who
showed it to me said it was as addictive as lotus and every bit as
dangerous. I think she was right.”

“Please,” I pleaded again. “Please…”

He released his grip, and I collapsed onto
the desk. Grabbing my waist for leverage, he slammed into me again
and again, and this time I couldn’t even scream in delight. I
couldn’t make any noise at all; it was like my muscles had been
completely paralyzed. All I could do was flop in rhythm with his
thrusts and reel at the sensations bombarding my every nerve. My
vision blurred and my eyes rolled back into my head, I could almost
visualize myself in Master’s place.

I felt his cock twinge in appreciation as it
pounded deeper and deeper into me; I felt his testicles contract as
they prepared to flood me with his seed. I felt every strain of his
thigh muscles and every beat of his quickening heart. But most of
all, I felt his power. Not as my owner or even as the Grand
Duke, but as a man. I had always been adept at reading men’s
desires and giving them what they wanted, but now the last veil of
doubt had been pulled away. And Master had been completely right: I
would be able to use this knowledge to control them.

Just not right now.

“Fuck me!” I yelled so loudly I could hear
my voice echo off the high ceiling. Under different conditions,
Master probably would have been amused…but I could feel in his mind
that he was barely able to concentrate himself. Finally he reared
back his head and shouted in triumph as he spent deep inside me.
Before today I had only been able guess at what a man must have
felt like when he released, but now I understood. The spasms of his
cock, the abrupt weakness in his knees...it all washed over me in a
glorious, euphoric epiphany. And my own climax followed swiftly on
its heels.

I had no conception of how long I lied there
fully splayed, head slumped over the back of the desk, but I was
dimly aware of voices speaking in hushed tones. Eventually I felt a
pinch on my thigh, and my eyes shot open and slowly refocused.

And standing there, staring at me from near
the doorway on the opposite side of the room, was Larric.

I wrenched my back as I bolted upright, and
a pained yelp escaped my lips before Master grabbed my arms and
held me in place. He smiled in amusement.

“You can stay,” he told the other man. “I’m
finished with her anyway, and we have much to discuss.”

He helped me off the desk, and I struggled
to get my wits about me as I frantically tried to pull my robe back
together. I was covered in sweat; it looked like I’d just sprinted
across the entire courtyard naked during a thunderstorm. I’d never
been this disheveled, not even after a three-hour session with the
most virile noble lord. I had heard of people having autoscopic
experiences before, typically when they had smoked too much dry
lotus, but in this case it seemed like it was actually true. I’d
been so intimately connected with Master that I almost felt like a
stranger inside my own skin.

“I’ve made all the necessary preparations
for the trip to Skyfall,” Master said once he’d refastened his
trousers and poured himself a drink. “With luck, putting a face on
our struggles here in Sanctum will be all it takes to persuade him
of the righteousness of our cause.”

Larric nodded stiffly as his eyes flicked
between us. And for perhaps the first time, when they settled upon
me they didn’t seem filled with revulsion. I had no idea why, given
what he’d just witnessed.

“As you’ve said before, with the fall of
Balagarde he’ll have no choice but to accept that Korvale isn’t as
impenetrable as he’d like to believe,” Larric replied after a
moment. “And since there’s virtually no chance that Duchess Zarene
will join the Quorum, we can easily promise him a portion of her
lands once the war is over. He won’t be able to resist the prospect
of controlling a slice of Rivani.”

Master downed his glass in a single gulp and
then smiled. “I knew you had a firm grasp on the situation. I’m
sure you’ll be able to convince him given enough time.”

Larric’s lip twitched fractionally. “I beg
your pardon, my lord?”

“I’m sending you to negotiate with Duke
Darkstone,” Master told him. “You’ll get a proper escort this time:
two-dozen men, including a handful of orc warriors from Arland’s
auxiliary forces. Even the Black Lions wouldn’t risk hitting a
convoy with that much protection.”

The bodyguard glanced between the two of us
in confusion, and I felt my breath catch in my throat. Master
couldn’t be serious, could he? He’d been planning this trip ever
since we’d fled from Stormcrest. Darkstone’s allegiance was the
final piece in aligning the Quorum against the Emperor…how could he
possibly not wish to go himself?

“My lord,” Larric’s voice piped in when mine
failed, “I don’t understand.”

“I realize it’s a bit sudden, but sadly
there’s nothing for it,” Master said as he sank into his desk
chair. “Besides, you’ve proven yourself a capable diplomat already
by convincing Verne and the Artificers to aid us, and given what we
have to offer Darkstone shouldn’t be any more difficult.”

The bodyguard’s cheeks tightened almost
imperceptibly, and he took a step forward closer to the desk. “With
all due respect, Your Excellency, I’ve never even met Duke
Darkstone before. And from everything you’ve told me about him,
he’s ambivalent about the Covenant at best. I don’t he’ll respond
well to a former Inquisitor.”

“You said the same thing about Verne, and
that worked out just fine.”

“That was different,” Larric insisted. “And
to be blunt, the stakes are considerably higher here. Darkstone’s
support is vital to your plans, and you’re a dramatically better
negotiator than I am. I don’t understand why you would wish me to
travel in your stead.”

“Two reasons,” Master said. “First, your
fallout with the Covenant will be a tremendous asset. Aemond will
be absolutely delighted to discuss the hypocrisy of the
Hierophant and the prelacy with you. It will ingratiate you to him
almost immediately. And second…” He took a deep breath and leaned
back in his chair. “The bottom line is that I simply can’t afford
to be away from Sanctum for three weeks, not with the situation as
delicate as it’s become. I can’t take the risk of Farrow or Arland
doing something stupid while I’m gone.”

Larric set his jaw and glanced away. I could
tell he was angry, but I could also tell that he was fighting to
control it. Yet again I didn’t understand why he was willing to
show Master such loyalty. Larric could have easily refused the
request, and even if Master threw him out of the estate it wasn’t
as if a warrior of his skill wouldn’t be able to find work
elsewhere. I had seen those skills in person, and I had no doubt
that any noble in the city would have been more than happy to hire
on his services.

But Larric wasn’t going to refuse, no matter
how much he might have wanted to. Just like how he hadn’t sold us
out to the Covenant despite the fact it probably would have put him
back in the Hierophant’s good graces. There was obviously more to
his relationship with Master than either of them let on. But as
much I yearned to know more, right now I had bigger problems to
deal with.

Namely, the fact that I was about to spend
the next three weeks away from Master Kristoff for the first time
since he’d purchased me.

“You still wish me to accompany him?” I
asked into the tense silence.

“Absolutely,” Master said, flashing me an
empty smile. He could have told me this when I’d first come in, but
he hadn’t. Obviously he wasn’t interested in my opinion on the
matter. And just as obviously, he was once again placing faith in
my unswerving loyalty. “Aemond Darkstone’s harem is something of a
legend across Calhara, but I know he’s always interested in meeting
new, well-trained avenari. I’m sure he’ll adore you.”

I nodded but didn’t reply. Three weeks
without Master. Three weeks alone with Larric…

“I will need to make preparations,” Larric
said eventually. “And I will need documents to prove—”

“Everything is already prepared,” Master
interrupted as he tapped the stack of parchment on his desk.
“You’ll be given proper treatment in every village and town you
stop on along the way. And we can discuss some of the particulars
tonight over dinner.”

The other man nodded stiffly. “As you wish.
I will return later.”

“Good, I’ll see you then.”

Larric spun on a heel and left, and once the
door shut behind him Master wrapped his arm around my waist and
pulled me back down onto his lap. “I know this isn’t what you
expected, but unfortunately it’s just the way things must be,” he
told me. “But there’s no need to worry. Larric will look after you,
and Darkstone will no more be able to resist you than Arland or
anyone else.”

“I hope so,” I whispered.

He squeezed my arm reassuringly. “You’ve
accomplished so much these past few months it’s almost hard to
believe…and I expect you aren’t nearly done yet. Now go and meet
with Sharela. I’ve had her prepare a number of new outfits for you
that should suit Aemond’s tastes.”

“As you wish, my lord,” I said. “I live to
serve you.”

“I know,” Master replied, smiling. “I
know.”

 



Chapter Eight

 


Two days later, our caravan set out for
Korvale. I prepared myself as best I could for the long trip, which
included borrowing several of Master’s history books as well as his
entire collection of Rantavari’s dramas. The long-dead playwright
was popular all across Calhara, but he was virtually a legend in
his homeland of the Vale. My hope was that his works my give me
some additional insight into the local culture…and more
importantly, keep my mind off the fact that I was just a few feet
away from a man who completely and utterly reviled me.

Thankfully, Larric didn’t choose to ride
inside the carriage with me after all. He stayed outside on his
horse with the rest of the men, and at times I felt almost like the
Hierophant herself with such an enormous escort surrounding me.
Still, after what had happened during our trip to the Infintium, I
obviously understood why Master had wanted to take precautions. It
certainly made me feel more secure.

The journey itself proceeded largely as I’d
expected. I spent the days alone reading, napping, or simply
enjoying the shifting scenery outside the window, while at night I
was typically offered a modest bed in whatever small town or
village we stopped at along the road. The local barons leaned over
sideways to provide Larric with every luxury they could afford
during our stay, which was a testament to the lingering influence
of a Grand Duke—even one who had been driven from his home. On the
first night I’d been terrified that Larric might offer me up to the
rest of the soldiers like a piece of mutton, but he didn’t. I would
have liked to believe that Master Kristoff had ordered him
otherwise, but I suspected he’d given his bodyguard broad authority
to treat me as he saw fit during this trip. I probably should have
been thankful that Larric found me so repulsive; it meant he was
perfectly content to stuff me inside my own room every evening and
otherwise leave me alone.

We passed into Abenwreath on the morning of
the third day, and on the end of the seventh we crossed the Peakway
Bridge and entered Korvale itself. Up to that point I had largely
been in awe of the disparate towns, villages, and even
Legion-controlled forts we’d passed along the way. They had given
me an entirely new perspective on the size, breath, and general
diversity of the Empire. However, the Vale itself was easily the
most impressive sight yet, from the towering, jagged edges of the
Salt Peaks to the north to the lush, seemingly endless green hills
to the south. At a glance it appeared to be the perfect combination
of the rocky majesty of Glorinfel and the more temperate climes of
Rivani…and I could suddenly understand why its ruler seemed content
to hide behind his mountainous walls and remain detached from the
troubles of the rest of the world.

From what I’d read about Korvale’s history
in Master’s library and the books I’d brought along for the trip,
the natives of the Vale—called the Kor—had been one of the last
human ethnicities to join with Sanctus Veshar on his crusade to
destroy the elves and unite Calhara under a single banner. That
tradition of independence lingered on today, and the current Duke,
Aemond Darkstone, was evidently the embodiment of those values. He
rarely visited Sanctum or communicated with the rest of the Quorum,
and unless Korvale’s interests were directly threatened he
preferred to remain within Skyfall and reap the rewards of the
thousands of iron and silver mines scattered across his duchy. It
would be our goal—my goal—to change that.

But first we had to get there, and on the
final night of the trip the confrontation I’d feared since the
beginning finally happened. We set up camp in Reskin, a small
mining town at the base of the Ember Peaks, and the local baron
loaned Larric an entire wing of his impressive mansion for the
evening. But before I could scurry off into one of the side rooms
and vanish for the evening, Larric called me back into the main
chamber.

“Yes, my lord?” I asked as I stepped over
towards him. “Is there something you need?”

“There is,” he said, gesturing towards the
plush chair opposite him. “Have a seat.”

For a fraction of a second I considered
feigning fatigue or illness or even injury, but of course that was
absurd. Instead of dreading this moment, I should have just been
thankful he’d waited the entire trip before springing it upon me.
Maybe that was the whole problem; after a week of being left almost
completely alone, I’d actually managed to convince myself that I
could go this entire trip without speaking to the man.

But instead of conjuring up a nonsense
excuse, I merely nodded and slinked over to the chair. The cushions
were just as comfortable as they looked, and I crossed my legs and
tried to appear calm. Larric was as difficult to read as usual,
perhaps even more so considering how half his features were
currently cast in shadow. I wondered distantly if the overly dim
illumination was intentional; it didn’t look like he’d bothered to
stoke the fireplace in some time.

“I trust you’ve prepared yourself for
tomorrow,” Larric said after a moment. “Duke Kristoff had a rather
specific set of instructions for how he wished you to dress and
behave on our arrival.”

“I am ready,” I assured him. “Duke Darkstone
will not be disappointed.”

The man grunted softly as he twirled
something small between his fingers. It was a ring of some sort,
assuming he was following the same pattern as the last few nights.
I had no idea what it looked like; I’d only caught a glimpse here
and there. But he always seemed to have it with him, just like he
always seemed to be wearing his armor. I had started to wonder if
he slept in it, too.

“So how do they work, anyway?” he asked
after a long pause.

I blinked. “I beg your pardon?”

“Your powers,” he clarified. “The Covenant
always taught us that every Unbound had the capacity to pry into
your mind and manipulate your perceptions. It wasn’t until many
years later that I realized it wasn’t true at all. Most of the
young adepts we captured couldn’t control their abilities in the
slightest—some even managed to harm themselves when they attempted
to channel.”

I tried to swallow but found that my mouth
had gone dry. I had wondered when he’d wish to speak of my powers
again. Evidently that moment was now…but if nothing else, at least
we were far enough away from Sanctum that it would be difficult for
him to turn me over to the Covenant. There would obviously be a
temple in Skyfall, but from what I’d read Korvale was probably the
least devout duchy in the Empire.

Larric cocked an eyebrow when I didn’t
respond. “I assume you never had a similar experience?” he
prompted.

“No,” I said, clearing my throat.

“Ah. You mentioned before that you had
learned to channel before Kristoff purchased you. When did you
first realize you were Unbound?”

“Not until I was almost fourteen,” I told
him. It still seemed odd to discuss this so openly with him, but it
wasn’t as though I had any choice. “I had cut myself working in
master Kurwick’s garden, and when I clutched at the wound something
just…happened.”

He clasped the ring tightly in his palm and
closed his hand into a fist. “You were able to mend the wound?”

“Eventually, yes. At first I just felt an
odd tingling sensation, almost like I’d stuck my hand in a tub of
warm water. It was only later I realized I was feeling the Aether
as it flowed through me.”

“And I assume you didn’t tell anyone?”

“No. I didn’t want to believe it at first. I
knew what would happen to me if anyone found out.” I bit down on my
lip as I opened the long-forgotten mental dam and allowed the
memories to wash back over me. “But I couldn’t ignore it, no matter
how much I tried. The Aether was a part of me whether I wanted it
to be or not. After a while I realized I could feel it all the
time—I had just grown so accustomed to it I didn’t notice it
anymore. It allowed me to do things I knew shouldn’t have been
possible. Heal scrapes and bruises in an instant, hear another’s
thoughts if I so much as brushed against their arm…”

“Spray fire from your fingertips,” Larric
added mildly.

I closed my eyes and swallowed. “I had never
done that before the ambush. I didn’t even know I could do
that.”

“Then you’re luckier than you know. Every
adept we tracked down always had a clearly visible display of their
power—fire, lightning, something like that. But I always knew it
was the ones we couldn’t see who were the real threat. A
ball of conjured flame can kill a dozen men, but a secret plucked
from mind of a prelate or a duke could destroy an Empire.”

I nodded but didn’t reply. I’d never thought
of it that way before, but he was probably right. The common people
feared the likes of the Tel Bator for their ability to destroy
enemy barricades or blast through the walls of a castle, but they
were probably near the bottom of the channeler castes for a reason.
The priests learned to heal wounds and manipulate minds, and
ultimately those were far more powerful skills. As Master had once
told me, the ability to destroy meant little without the wisdom and
temperance to control.

“So your owner never knew what you were,
then?” Larric asked after another pause.

“No,” I told him. “He paid very little
attention to me unless I overcooked something.”

“That seems hard to believe. Faeyn slaves
are rare enough in Mavarinth, and potential avenari are
rarer still. I’m surprised he didn’t just hire a normal servant.”
He paused and eyed me strangely for a moment. “He never took you?
Not even once?”

I shook my head. “No, never. I always
expected him to…change my duties once I came of age, but he never
did.”

“So Kristoff really was your first then.
That explains a great deal…”

I wasn’t sure exactly what he meant, but I
nodded absently in response. A small part of me still expected him
to drag me off to the Inquisitors at any moment…but it seemed less
and less likely as the seconds ticked by. For months he had looked
upon me with absolute revulsion, and less than a week ago he’d been
visibly disgusted at the thought of laying a hand on me. But
something had changed between then and now. His eyes were
contemplative, not damning. His entire body language seemed to have
shifted from hostile to curious. And I had absolutely no idea
why.

Perhaps he’d resigned himself to the fact
that Master intended to use him as his chief negotiator, or perhaps
he’d simply realized that I wasn’t a threat to him or the Empire
despite the magic in my blood. Or perhaps I just didn’t understand
him at all. At this point, that seemed the most likely
explanation.

“Did you ever know your parents?” he
asked.

“No, I don’t remember them,” I said. “Master
Kurwick told me I came from a breeder somewhere across the border
in Sorthaal, but he never elaborated beyond that. My first memories
are from Mistress Grolaine’s slave house, and she sold me to
Kurwick when I was eight.”

He nodded thoughtfully. “She’s still in
business, as far as I know. Or was, before the invasion. At this
point I wouldn’t be surprised if everyone with the means has
already fled across the border to Sorthaal…”

I swallowed again and took in a calming
breath. I had no idea if I’d ever get another chance to ask him
this question, and now seemed like as good a time as any…

“If you were in an Inquisitor,” I managed,
“weren’t you able to channel, too?”

His cheek twitched. Like most of his tells,
the movement was almost imperceptible, even more so with the long
shadows covering half his face. But it was definitely there…and he
seemed more pained than surprised.

“Yes,” he said, his voice a grave whisper.
“All Inquisitors swear fealty to the Triad and bind themselves to
the Godstone.”

“And they took that away from you.”

His pale blue eyes finally latched onto me,
and I felt stark naked despite the thick robe slung over my
shoulders. “The Covenant does not allow traitors to retain their
powers any more than it allows them to keep their sword or
armor.”

Traitor. The word seared into my mind
as I conjured up a thousand wild possibilities of what he crime he
might have committed to deserve such a label. The Inquisitor at the
Infintium had called him an exile, but surely a traitor was worse.
Which tenets of the Covenant had he violated? I had always assumed
they simply executed any servants who dared turn against the
teachings of the Levinthian…

Before I could turn my musings into a
question, Larric abruptly stood from his chair and circled around
behind me. For a moment he remained silent, and it took a supreme
effort on my part to remain patient and not swivel around to face
him.

And then suddenly his hands brushed against
my arms and pulled the robe from my shoulders. A chilling draft
prickled my bare skin, and I wondered nervously if he finally
intended the claim the prize Master had offered him a week
earlier...

“Kristoff trusts you implicitly,” he said,
his tone surprisingly conversational despite my near nudity. “Not
many nobles allow their slaves to wander without an obedience
collar, and certainly not a valuable one like an avenari. He
gives you your own bedchamber, he allows you to read anything you
wish from the library…and he even lets you practice your dark magic
in the safety of his study.”

“I am very lucky,” I replied. Another cold
draft pricked at my back, and I struggled to repress a shiver.
“Master has been very kind to me.”

“Other than sending you off to fuck half the
city, anyway.”

My lip quivered. What was he getting at?
What did he want me to say? Was he trying to bait me into revealing
something?

“I gladly serve Master however he
wishes.”

Larric grunted. He was just behind my ear
now; I could feel the warmth of his breath against the back of my
neck. “That’s what I don’t understand. You serve him, but you
clearly don’t have to. With your powers, you could easily escape
the mansion and flee the city. You could find the Faedari. You
could fight with them to try and free your people, but you don’t.
Why?”

“I…” My throat went dry and took my voice
with it. He must have been testing me. I couldn’t think of
any other reason why he’d choose to confront me tonight after he’d
had so many other opportunities. “I serve because I am a loyal
subject of the Empire. I would never join the heretics.”

“But they want to help you. You wouldn’t be
a slave anymore. Don’t you want freedom?”

“It is my place to serve,” I told him. “It
is the only way my people can find penance in the eyes of the
gods.”

Larric remained silent for a moment, his
breath continuing to tickle my skin, before he finally snorted and
stepped back around in front of me. “This is what the Covenant
doesn’t understand. They see every Unbound as an uncontainable
threat, but there are methods of control besides the Godstone. Here
you are, gifted with almost unimaginable power, and yet it never
occurs to you to use it. You are sapped and docile. You are
broken.”

I lowered my chin and remained silent. I
didn’t know what he expected me to say. Perhaps he didn’t expect me
to say anything. He just stood there glaring at me, the temporarily
forgotten revulsion blazing in his eyes once again. I could almost
feel the disgust pouring off him.

His hand flicked down to his belt, and when
it returned it was holding a knife. Somehow I managed not to jump
or even recoil as he leaned in closer to me. He reached down and
grabbed ahold of my knickers before crisply slicing the band and
letting the remnants fall to the floor. I was now completely
naked.

“Kneel.”

I did as he asked without a second thought,
and I waited expectantly for him to open his trousers and present
me with his manhood. But he didn’t. He just stood there, the same
as before, staring at me like I was something he’d scraped off his
boot. Finally I couldn’t stand it anymore, and I reached out to
touch his belt—

“I never said you could touch me,” Larric
said, his voice as cold and dark as the fading winter. “I never
said you could do anything.”

“Forgive me, my lord,” I groveled. “I
just…”

He snorted again before curling his fingers
through my hair. He then abruptly squeezed and jerked my head
backwards until I was forced to look up at him. “This is all you
know, isn’t it? You can’t even conceive of a life where you’re not
swallowing cocks or bending over tables. I’d say it’s pathetic…but
really I think it’s just sad.”

He released his grip, then leaned over to
his satchel and retrieved my leash and cuffs. He hadn’t fastened it
onto my collar the entire trip—he had never needed to—but now he
leaned in and snapped the leather strip firmly into place.

“It’s time for you to get some rest,” Larric
said under his breath as he hauled me back to my feet. “I’m sure
Duke Darkstone will make fine use of you. Just like I’m sure you’ll
enjoy it.”

He pulled me into the small side chamber
with the single bed and pushed me face-first onto the mattress. I
heard the clink of metal as he adjusted my cuffs and fastened my
wrists behind my back, and he even latched my ankles together
before tying my leash off on one of the bed poles.

“I assume you prefer it this way, yes?” he
asked snidely as he checked to make certain the bonds were secure.
“I wouldn’t want you to be tempted to use your power to
escape.”

He glared down at me for a moment longer,
probably wondering if I’d be willing to protest even the smallest
amount. But I didn’t. I just closed my eyes and laid there locked
in place, and eventually he grunted and left the room.

A week ago, I had curled into a ball on the
floor of his room and cried myself to sleep. But tonight was
different. Tonight I didn’t allow despair to overwhelm me. Tonight
I simply laid there, strapped nude and motionless to the bed,
rolling Larric’s words over and over in my mind.

I really could have escaped. I could have
charmed one of the other guards and commanded them to unbind my
restraints. I could have used my powers to blend in with the
townsfolk, at least for a while, and then I could have found the
Faedari rebels and joined up with them. But I didn’t want any of
that…and, like Larric, I wasn’t sure why.

Did I serve Master Kristoff because he was
my owner, or because I had convinced myself that I loved him? Did I
refrain from using my powers because I was scared of the Covenant,
or because I was scared of taking control over my own destiny? Was
I a slave because the Empire demanded it, or because had I simply
learned to enjoy the collar around my neck?

I had so many questions, but the more I
thought about them the more I realized how terrified I was of the
answers. Because if Larric was right, then I wasn’t really a slave
to the Empire after all. I was a slave to doubt. I was a slave to
fear.

I was a slave to myself.

 



Chapter Nine

 


Skyfall was the dark reflection of
Stormcrest.

I’d heard that saying countless times over
the years from the nobles back home, and I’d probably read half a
dozen variations of it in the historical texts. But as we curled
around the base of the Ember Peaks the next morning and got our
first look at Korvale’s largest city, I decided that conventional
wisdom was, as increasingly seemed to be the case, wrong.

Where Stormcrest was a mighty fortress built
atop the mountains at the center of Glorinfel, Skyfall was a mighty
fortress built into the mountains. According to legend, long
ago a great rock had fallen from the heavens and landed at the
heart of these ridges, shattering the jagged crests and carving out
a massive crater of flame and ash. They had been dubbed the Ember
Peaks for that reason, and sitting comfortably within them, tucked
neatly away behind virtually unscalable ridges and snow-covered
cliffs, was Skyfall.

In a sense, the city was a perfect microcosm
of Korvale. While the province was isolated from the outside world
by mountains and oceans, Skyfall was isolated from the rest of the
Vale by the Ember Peaks. The result was a fractured population with
far more diversity and far less unity than any of the other
imperial provinces. If not for the fact that the vaeyn had
conquered Balagarde, I doubted that Master would have actually
bothered sending an envoy. But now, with the enemy disturbingly
close to his border, perhaps Duke Darkstone could finally be
convinced to join the Quorum.

Not that I was overly concerned with our
mission at this point. Larric had placed me on one of the horses
rather than inside the carriage today, and he’d actually gone so
far as strap me into the saddle. My hands were free to clutch the
reins, but my ankles remained shackled and slung over the side
together. I was tired and uncomfortable, and I remained haunted by
the ghosts of the previous night. Rationally, I knew I needed to
prepare myself for our meeting with Darkstone…but I just couldn’t
bring myself to focus.

We reached one of the guard towers outside
the city gates by early evening, and a small unit of soldiers
wearing the black-gold tabards of Korvale approached us. They
weren’t with the Imperial Legion, I noticed. In fact, now that I
thought about, I hadn’t seen any legionnaires in at least
two days…

“Greetings, my lord,” one of the guards said
with a stilted bow. I didn’t recognize the rank insignia inscribed
on her baldric, but presumably she was some type of officer. “His
Excellency Duke Darkstone welcomes you to the Vale.”

“Thank you,” Larric replied politely. Having
gone through this process probably a hundred times with other
soldiers over the past week, his responses were almost involuntary.
“Duke Kristoff sends his regrets that he was unable to make this
trip himself, but I speak in his stead.”

“Yes, His Excellency was informed of the
change of plans. He welcomes Duke Kristoff’s representatives
nonetheless.” The woman’s helmet tilted to the side, and through
her narrow visor I could see a pair of hazel eyes fasten upon me.
“By His Excellency’s orders, however, I must request that you
remove all restraints from your avenari immediately….as well
as those from any other slave you may have brought with you.”

Larric froze in place, his brow furrowing in
confusion. This was definitely not a part of the standard
greeting routine. “I beg your pardon?”

“I know it is an unusual request, my lord,
but His Excellency’s orders were quite clear,” the guard said. “He
promised to explain why once reach the palace.”

Larric glanced over to me and then back to
the other two dozen guards fanned out behind us. At least ten of
the others Arland had lent us were slave soldiers drawn from Duke
Arland’s auxiliary army, including the six barrel-chested orc
warriors. They weren’t overtly shackled, of course—soldiers would
have been pretty useless with the feet locked together—but they
were all wearing obedience collars.

“Is this the new law of the land in
Korvale?” Larric asked. “Because if so, I’ve never heard of
anything like it before.”

“We received the orders in anticipation of
your arrival, my lord,” the woman told him. “I understand your
concern, but I’m afraid we must insist.”

Having seen Larric in action, I had a
feeling he could have killed every one of these soldiers by himself
if he needed to. But presumably there were reinforcements stationed
inside the tower, and of course there was also the inconvenient
fact that butchering a squad of Darkstone’s loyal soldiers probably
wouldn’t have been the most auspicious way to open our
negotiations. And so after another few seconds of deliberation,
Larric simply nodded.

“If this is His Excellency’s wish, then so
be it,” he said, signaling to his other men. “Were you planning on
escorting us to the city gates?”

“Yes, my lord,” she confirmed. “For your
added protection, of course.”

“Of course,” Larric murmured. The other
house guards set to removing the collars from the slave soldiers,
and one shuffled over and did the same with mine. A few minutes
later, with all the restraints safely stored inside the carriage,
we continued onward to Skyfall itself. And the entire time I felt a
dark, warning chill rippling down my spine.

What was Duke Darkstone up to? I couldn’t
imagine a single reason why he would possibly want Master
Kristoff’s slaves released. There was no obvious political angle,
nor was there an obvious betrayal angle. If all he wanted was to
kill us, he could have easily ordered his men to attack us on
sight. But no, there must have been something else going on here.
Something that none of us had prepared for…

Half an hour later, we reached Skyfall’s
impressive main gate, and half an hour after that we had crossed
through the city proper and were making our way up the long,
winding path to the palace. Darkstone’s guards had kept the streets
clean and orderly for our arrival, and several different
processions greeted us along the way. It was a sufficient amount of
pomp and fanfare for the arrival of a Grand Duke’s envoy, if only
just. I started to wonder if perhaps Darkstone was simply trying to
send us a message before we arrived…but if he was, I had no idea
what it was trying to say. The only thing I did notice was the
complete and total lack of visible slaves on the streets. No
avenari, no orc warriors, no groll laborers…I didn’t see a
single member of those races at all, in fact.

By the time we reached the palace I was
anxious to the point it actually hurt. I half-expected his royal
guards to pull out their crossbows and shoot us as we dismounted
and made our way up the steps, but again they remained motionless.
Duke Darkstone himself stood at the center of the staircase flanked
by two heavily-armored guards. He was in his mid-fifties, a bit
younger than Duchess Farrow but almost two decades older than
Master Kristoff or Duke Arland, and his long hair and trim beard
had greyed in a dignified, regal manner. He was a touch overweight
but not massively so, and his near solid black outfit was
complemented by a golden sash and a smattering of glimmering
jewels.

“On behalf of Grand Duke Gabriel Kristoff,
ruler of Glorinfel, I greet you, Your Excellency,” Larric said as
he knelt on the top step. I followed his lead, as did the rest of
our procession. “We have been humbled by your people’s hospitality
and generosity. My name is—”

“Larric Aresi,” Darkstone interrupted in a
deep, bellowing voice, “born twenty-eight years ago inside the
Temple of the Triad in Balagarde. At just thirteen years of age you
began your training as a Covenant Inquisitor, and your exceptional
skill and devotion was noted all through the ranks of the prelacy.
At eighteen you were given your first assignment to watch over the
Artificers at the Infintium, and at twenty-one you were sent back
to the front lines along the Sulinor border to hunt down renegade
Unbound attempting to flee into vaeyn territory.”

Somehow, Larric’s expression remained
neutral. “I am honored that His Excellency has taken the time to
learn so much about me,” he said.

“Oh, there’s more,” Darkstone said, his lips
curling in a faint smirk. “At twenty-five you were involved in the
infamous ‘incident at Daragar’ where you were sent to kill a vaeyn
warlock suspected of breaching the Aether and summoning demons into
our realm, but somehow everything went wrong. You found out that
this warlock was doing nothing of the sort; she was, in fact,
fighting against a pack of demons. You decided to help her,
but of course the Covenant would never tolerate one of their chosen
warriors aiding a vaeyn Unbound, not even if she was actively
fighting demons. You were charged with ‘Aetheric Malfeasance’ and
exiled from the service of the Triad.”

I swallowed heavily and studied the side of
Larric’s face. This time his expression definitely cracked. A dozen
different emotions flickered across features, but the one that
stuck was simple confusion—confusion which I thoroughly shared.

Darkstone chuckled at the man’s discomfort,
and he waved his hand for us to rise. “Don’t worry; there’s no need
to be alarmed. Everything I described puts you in my good graces.
It’s no secret that there’s no love lost between myself and the
Hierophant, and the fact that she was so willing to exile one of
her best people only aids my cause. I’m glad that Gabriel decided
to send you to speak for him.”

“I’m…pleased to hear you say that, Your
Excellency,” Larric managed. “Perhaps it will allow us to reach a
mutually beneficial arrangement.”

“I’m sure it will, but first there’s someone
else you need to meet,” Darkstone said, his smirk morphing into a
full-blown smile. “The circumstances of our negotiations have
changed…just like the circumstances of his war.”

A flicker of movement from the shadows
behind the duke caught my eye, and a tall, slender figure seemed to
materialize from inside the darkness. Long locks of shimmering
white hair spilled across her shoulders, and even though I couldn’t
see her features from inside the cowl of her thick cloak, I knew
her identity purely from the form-fitting purple-back armor
sheathing her figure like a leather glove. It was the same armor I
had seen on the battlefield the night Stormcrest had fallen; it was
the same armor that had seared into my memory as vividly as if the
attack had happened yesterday.

It was the armor of a vaeyn shadow
knight.

“Hello again, Larric,” the woman said as she
pulled back her hood. “We have much to discuss.”
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Chapter One: Duke Darkstone’s Bargain

 


“There is no greater test
for our courage—no greater trial for our faith—than the plague of
the gray-skinned heretics who dwell beneath our feet. The blood of
false gods flows in their veins. The corruption of demons poisons
their hearts. The Triad demands their obedience, and one day they
shall kneel beneath the glory of Veshar. Only then will they be
purified. Only then will they be free.”

—excerpt from the
Levinthian, holy text of
the Imperial Covenant, on the nature of the vaeyn

 


“Hello again, Larric. We have much to
discuss.”

The female vaeyn emerged from the shadows
and slowly descended the palace steps. Even though her features
were concealed by the thick cowl of her cloak, long locks of
shimmering silver-white hair spilled down across her shoulders. Her
form-fitting purple-black armor seemed to absorb the light around
her, and the mesh-like scales clung to her lithe frame so tightly
it was like she was draped the freshly-flayed skin of a demon.

She was, without a doubt, the absolute last
thing I had expected to see upon arriving in Skyfall, the
mountainous capital city of the Imperial province of Korvale. The
presence of any vaeyn would have been surprising, even a captured
prisoner or slave. But this woman was neither. She was a Shadow
Knight, one of the elite warrior-assassins of the vaeyn Matriarch
Queen…and just looking upon her tall, athletic figure filled me
with equal parts awe and dread.

“Lady Karethys informed me that the two of
you are already acquainted,” Grand Duke Aemond Darkstone said, his
voice piercing the awkward silence like a thunderclap shattering
the stillness of a quiet night sky. “My hope is that this will
allow our negotiations to proceed more smoothly.”

The armored man standing next to me remained
silent. He was Larric Aresi, the guard-captain of Grand Duke
Kristoff’s personal army and my stand-in master for the duration of
our trip here to Korvale. He had been a domineering presence in my
life ever since Kristoff had hired him, but in all that time I
don’t think I’d ever seen him speechless before this instant. Not
that I could blame him—I still couldn’t bring myself to accept what
my eyes were showing me. If Master Kristoff knew that the vaeyn
were here…if Emperor Lucian knew that the vaeyn were here. ..

I swallowed heavily and forced my muscles to
stop quivering. A Shadow Knight was the absolute last thing I’d
expected to find here at Duke Darkstone’s palace in Skyfall, but
her presence didn’t fundamentally change my mission. Master
Kristoff had sent me here to persuade Darkstone to join the other
Grand Dukes in opposing the Emperor. Together, a united “Quorum”
could depose Lucian and put an end to the misbegotten war that had
already ravaged our home in Glorinfel. I could still complete my
mission whether a vaeyn was here or not.

“Our encounter in the north seems like a
lifetime ago,” Karethys said, coming to a halt a few steps above
Larric. Her voice was soft and husky all at once, and her accent
was thick but perfectly understandable. “I hope you haven’t
completely forgotten.”

“No,” Larric replied hoarsely. “No, of
course not.”

“Lady Karethys informed me of what really
happened,” Duke Darkstone said, smiling in amusement at his guest’s
obvious discomfort. “She told me that two of you worked together to
destroy a warlock and his demonic servants…and she also told me how
the Hierophant herself expelled you for deigning to work with a
dark elf in any capacity. I can’t imagine a more stark
demonstration of the moral rot infecting the Covenant and the
Empire.”

Larric opened his mouth but nothing came
out. I couldn’t even begin to fathom how or why he had associated
with a vaeyn in the past, and so instead I forced myself to relax
and continue studying this woman instead. She was tall and
statuesque, and she moved with the same casual, fluid grace I had
seen in Master’s other warriors, particularly Larric. Her violet
eyes glowed ever-so-faintly beneath the cowl of her cloak, and the
long braids of her hair were practically glistening in the
sunlight. I had never seen an elf carry herself with such power and
confidence before, especially when standing alone in front of so
many Imperial nobles…

In the two and a half years since Master
Kristoff had purchased me at auction, I had spent more time pouring
through historical records than most Imperial scholars. He had
insisted that I become as educated as the men and women I was
destined to serve, and I was beyond grateful for the opportunity.
Few Imperial slaves were taught to read, let alone given intense
tutelage in history, politics, and philosophy. But of all the
passages in all the books, I had probably read the ones about the
vaeyn a hundred times over. The so-called “dark elves” were exotic
and mysterious. My people, the faeyn, had been conquered by the
humans centuries ago…but the vaeyn had never yielded to the Empire.
They had battered back dozens of incursions by the Imperial Legion,
and they even held firm against the Veshari religion spread by the
Hierophant and her Covenant. The vaeyn were free, deadly, and
fearsome. And yet I had never stood so close to one until this very
moment.

“I know you weren’t expecting to find me
here,” Karethys said, her voice tinged with amusement, “but I hope
we can rekindle the spirit of cooperation before this war claims
any more lives.”

“So do I,” Larric replied. His jaw was tight
and his face remained pale. If I didn’t know better, I would have
assumed I was looking upon a completely different man. The Larric I
knew was stoic and unflappable to a fault.

“Duke Darkstone has suggested a number of
interesting proposals for temporary partnership between our
peoples. I hope your master will be amenable.”

Larric cleared his throat and seemed to
center himself. “Duke Kristoff seeks an end to hostilities and the
return of his rightful lands. If he can achieve these goals with a
peaceful accord, all the better.”

“Good,” Darkstone said, glancing between the
two of them and smiling. He obviously enjoyed tipping Larric
off-balance, and even though they’d never met in person I wondered
what rumors Darkstone had heard about the former inquisitor…and
about me. “Before we begin, allow me to give you a tour of Skyfall.
We can discuss details over dinner this evening.”

“Of course,” Larric murmured. “Lead the way,
Your Excellency.”

Chuckling softly, Duke Darkstone signaled
for his men to escort us the rest of the way up the stairs. I
followed as closely as I could to Larric without actually pressing
into him, and it was all I could do not to gasp at the size and
grandeur of the palace. The enormous, multi-level structure loomed
over the city below like a dragon perched atop a mountain. A score
of flags and banners fluttered in the wind, and a surprising
fanfare of trumpets heralded our approach.

In some ways, Darkstone’s estate was even
more impressive than the Imperial Palace. Skyfall as whole was
certainly more authentic than Sanctum. The walls and columns
had clearly been carved out of the original mountain rather than
hauled halfway across the continent by slaves, and I wondered
distantly just how much the Vale had changed over time. Before the
rise of the Empire, modern Korvale had consisted of several smaller
nations, and Skyfall had once been the capital of the influential
kingdom of Tauros. Perhaps the God-Kings of old had ruled from this
very throne…

After providing us with a brief tour of his
estate, Duke Darkstone led us into a wide, marble hall with a long
conference table. Two young nobles—one male and one female—were
waiting inside Judging from their ostentatious style of dress and
similar age, I assumed they were Darkstone’s children…or I would
have, if Master hadn’t informed me otherwise before the trip. The
young woman was actually the duke’s new wife, while the man was his
son from a previous marriage. She had just turned twenty, while he
was only nineteen. I could only imagine the scandal this situation
would have triggered if Darkstone spent any time in Sanctum.

“Allow me to introduce my lovely wife,
Cassandra,” he said as we approached. “I think she’s still upset
that Gabriel wasn’t able to attend the wedding.”

The Duchess stepped forward and smiled
warmly. She was short and slender with long blond hair and
sparkling blue eyes that were so common among the native Kor.

“Not upset, just disappointed,” she chuckled
lightly. “The Kristoff family has quite the reputation in the Vale.
His forefathers have done business here for generations.”

“My lady,” Larric said, bowing. “It is a
pleasure to meet you.”

“You honor me. It’s not every day we receive
a former Inquisitor. I’ve heard so much about you.” Her smile
widened, and her eyes studied his athletic figure with all the
subtlety of a huntress sizing up her prey. If her husband was at
all bothered by her shameless leering, however, he didn’t show
it.

“This is my son, Varyl,” Darkstone went on.
“He has been debating whether or not to join the Legion, despite my
wishes to the contrary.”

The young man nodded fractionally, though he
was barely paying attention to Larric. His eyes had been locked
onto me from the first moment I’d entered the room. He had just
turned nineteen, according to Master, and I wondered distantly how
many avenari his father had already purchased for him…

“Greetings, Captain,” he said with a forced
smile. “Welcome to Skyfall.”

“He’s the only boy among three sisters,”
Darkstone said, “though they have all since married and settled
elsewhere in the Vale.” He paused for a moment then gestured back
towards the conference table. “In any event, we’ll have plenty of
time for pleasantries later. For now, there are many things we need
to discuss.”

“We will see you later, dear,” Duchess
Cassandra said, squeezing her husband’s hand even though she
continued staring at Larric. “And you too, Captain.”

The two of them left the room, and I
wondered briefly if Larric might order me to wait outside as well.
I had seen other faeyn tidying up in the palace, but none of them
had been wearing shackles. Had Darkstone actually freed them or was
he simply putting on a show for the benefit of Karethys?

“I’m sure this is all a bit overwhelming,
especially after a long trip,” Darkstone said, gesturing for them
to take a seat at the table. Several servants—all human—rushed in
and filled the table with fresh fruits and drinks before vanishing
again. “I’m sure a vaeyn Shadow Knight was the last thing you
expected to find here. Especially one you knew personally.”

“It’s certainly…different,” Larric managed.
His eyes flicked over to me as if he couldn’t decide if I should
stay or go, but Darkstone merely chuckled and waved a dismissive
hand.

“Your servant is welcome to attend,” he
soothed. “Or I can show her to your quarters, if you’d prefer.”

“Perhaps you should ask her opinion,”
Karethys said, pulling back her cowl now that we were out of the
bright sun. “Though I suspect you don’t allow her to speak very
often.”

Larric blinked awkwardly, unsure of how to
respond. “She is—”

“You’ll have to forgive our guest,”
Darkstone interrupted with a forced smile. “We’ve been negotiating
in secret for months now, and while I’ve assured her that Korvale
has worked tirelessly to resist the Covenant’s edicts on bondage,
the rest of the Empire is not so…enlightened.”

Karethys’s violet eyes latched onto me for
the first time, and if I didn’t know better I would have sworn she
was staring directly into my soul. My first temptation was to grab
onto Larric’s arm; my second was to beg for forgiveness and ask to
be dismissed. But somehow I managed to retain my composure and
remain silent.

“Elara is an avenari,” Larric said
eventually, “and a gift to His Excellency on behalf of Duke
Kristoff.”

“As I suspected,” Karethys said, her lip
twisting in obvious disgust. “Still, at least you were honest. You
know me well enough to realize I no patience for petty
deception.”

“I remember,” Larric murmured. His body
language abruptly shifted. I doubted that anyone else was attuned
enough to notice, but I could feel his tension-level abruptly drop.
Was some kind of secret meaning in her words?

Karethys glanced back over to me. “Since no
one else is likely to ask your opinion: do you want to stay here
with your master or retire to your chambers?”

“I…” I managed, struggling to find my voice.
“I would rather stay here with Master Larric.”

“Then it’s settled,” the vaeyn said. She
held her eyes on me for a moment longer before she finally took a
seat across the table between her two guards. “There is much to
discuss. Where does His Excellency wish to begin?”

Darkstone settled into the mock throne at
the head of the table and sipped from his goblet. “I see no reason
to mince words, so I’ll get right to the point: this war is an
abomination, and the Emperor who ordered it is a fool.”

Larric cocked his head in surprise. Even
when uttered from the lips of a Grand Duke, such words were
treason. Like all Veshari Emperors, Lucian Patravian was the living
incarnation of Sanctus Veshar, patron god of the Empire—at least
according to the Covenant. The Grand Dukes were given considerable
latitude in the rule of their own provinces, but ultimately the
Emperor’s word was still law. And speaking so poorly of the
Covenant’s chosen in public was an offense punishable by death.

Not that Master Kristoff and his allies
hadn’t done the same many times. But Darkstone didn’t even know
Larric, and he had never positioned himself as a direct ally of
Master Kristoff, either. He was obviously confident enough not to
fear any sort of retribution…

“The Empire has enough problems without
provoking the vaeyn,” Darkstone went on. “Orc and groll tribes
gather strength all across the continent, and the Imperial City is
racked with rebellion and infighting. The Covenant, clutching to
the scraps of its waning influence, can’t even control its laborers
in the Infintium…”

“Master Kristoff has expressed similar
concerns,” Larric replied neutrally.

“No doubt,” Darkstone said. “Gabriel has
suffered the most from Lucian’s foolishness, which is precisely why
I wished to speak with him. We haven’t always seen eye-to-eye on
everything, but we are now faced with a once-in-a-generation
opportunity. We must act.”

Larric let out a deep breath as one of the
servants poured him a glass of wine. He waited until she had
disappeared before he spoke. “As I’m sure you’ve heard, the Quorum
has been deliberating on this very question. They have come to
a…different decision.”

“They hate the Emperor, and they could be
persuaded to move against him,” Darkstone said. “But they don’t
believe this war can be ended so easily, even if Lucian is removed
from the throne. Is that about right?”

“Something like that,” Larric murmured. He
was obviously surprised that Darkstone knew anything about
this—Master Kristoff’s letter had been rather vague on key points.
But all the Grand Dukes deployed spies throughout Sanctum, of
course, and Darkstone’s must have been especially competent.
“Whatever else you may think about Emperor Lucian, he was cunning
enough to secure the loyalty of the Hierophant and the Prelature
before invading Sulinor. The Covenant sees this as a holy war—they
will not support a truce until vaeyn corpses litter the
battlefield.”

“Then they will die,” Karethys said flatly.
“Your ‘religion’ has been the scourge of Calhara for generations,
and we will not—”

“There’s no need to overreact just yet,”
Darkstone soothed. “We are merely discussing the situation as it
stands.”

I could feel the vaeyn’s anger rippling
through the Aether. I didn’t dare summon my powers openly, not in
the presence of three Shadow Knights, but I didn’t need telepathy
to sense the obvious. Since the time of Sanctus Veshar, the
Covenant had branded all the non-human races as chattel, but the
elves’ natural affinity for channeling had always made us their
primary nemesis. The conquest of Sorthaal and the subjugation of
the faeyn were still considered the faithful’s greatest
achievements.

Larric’s concern was that after centuries of
Covenant sermons depicting the dark elves as demon-worshipping,
blood-thirsty savages, there could be no real compromise. This was
a holy war, a righteous war, and that meant the Legion was
duty-bound to fight until the bitter end.

“My guess is that Gabriel sent you here to
convince me to send my armies to Sanctum,” Darkstone said into the
silence. “He and the rest of the Quorum want to replace Lucian, and
with new leadership he believes we can turn the tide against the
vaeyn.”

“That’s largely correct,” Larric said.
“Duchess Zarene fully supports the Covenant, obviously, and Duchess
Farrow isn’t yet convinced we can successfully oppose Lucian. But
Kristoff believes the latter will come around soon, and he already
has Duke Arland’s full support. With the aid of Korvale’s soldiers,
we believe we’ll have enough men to force Lucian’s hand.”

Darkstone grunted and folded his hands in
his lap. “Mere soldiers won’t be enough to force the Emperor to do
anything. Kristoff underestimates the power and influence of the
Covenant, as always.”

“Perhaps,” Larric conceded. “But you’re
clearly not content with the current situation. What is your
alternative?”

“Reaching out to our enemies rather than our
‘friends,’” Darkstone said with a smug smirk. “The vaeyn are the
victims here, Captain. They don’t want this war any more than we
do—but unlike us, they might be able to stop it.”

Larric turned towards Karethys. “How?”

She leaned back in her seat, her violet eyes
glimmering in thought. “I have no love for your Emperor,
obviously,” she said, “but he is not the real source of your
problems. Hierophant Vexius holds him on a tight leash, and as
you’ve just said, the Covenant believes this is a holy war. Nothing
will change unless we can dispel that belief.”

“Which is obviously easier spoken about than
accomplished,” Darkstone added, “but the bottom line is that Vexius
is our true enemy. She must be destroyed if this war is to come to
an end.”

“I hope you’re not suggesting we murder the
Hierophant.”

“Of course not. Transforming her into a
martyr is the worst outcome I can imagine. The Covenant would rally
behind her memory and insist on burning Sulinor to the ground.
Thankfully, there’s more than one way to destroy an enemy….”

Larric paused as he bit into an apple. He
was stalling, of course. He had been taken completely by surprise
here, and he was desperately trying to figure out how to proceed.
“Such as?”

“Vexius has been mired in scandals ever
since she ascended to her position a decade ago,” Darkstone
continued. “Her reputation is vulnerable, but waging a campaign
against her would take too long. What we need is leverage—leverage
our new vaeyn friends have been more than willing to provide.”

Karethys smiled thinly. “Our spies have
learned a great deal about the inner workings of the Covenant, both
from our operations in Sanctum and from recent conquests. Many of
the prelates despise Vexius, and not all of them are war-mongers.
With careful manipulation, we can turn them against her. They will
discredit her for us, and we can use the chaos of her political
downfall to put an end to this war.”

Larric frowned. “And that’s it? That’s all
you want?”

“The Matriarch Queen will require other
concessions, of course,” Karethys replied matter-of-factly. “Your
Legion attacked us, and there are many factions in Sulinor who
would prefer we destroy you than negotiate. But they can be
appeased.”

“Kristoff will be restored to power in
Stormcrest,” Darkstone said, “but he will need to cede territory.
Balagarde and the eastern coastline will likely remain in vaeyn
control.”

Larric grunted. “You don’t seriously believe
he’ll accept those terms.”

“He won’t have a choice,” Karethys said. She
locked eyes with him for a long moment before she flicked her wrist
dismissively. “But we can negotiate minor details later. The point
is my people are willing to call an end to hostilities, but only if
you agree to replace Hierophant Vexius and institute certain
reforms.”

“Reforms,” Larric murmured. “Such as?”

“I am no naïve enough to believe your entire
society can change overnight, but we will not tolerate the brazen
enslavement of our cousins forever.” Karethys’s eyes flicked over
to Elara. “Your Covenant must change, or a long-term peace
will never be possible.”

“As a show of good faith, I have already
taken steps to further protect faeyn slaves here in Korvale,”
Darkstone said. “It’s a small step but an important one. I’m
confident that given time, we apply pressure to a new Hierophant
and enact positive reforms.”

I felt my brow furrow in disbelief, and I
was suddenly glad that no one was paying any attention to me. I
still didn’t dare touch the Aether in the presence of so many other
channelers, but even without my telepathy I didn’t believe a word
Darkstone was saying. Everything Master Kristoff had told me about
the man implied that he was a staunch traditionalist. His
relationship with the Covenant had always been frosty, but that
didn’t make him a reformer. On the contrary, it just meant that he
was annoyed they exerted so much power in his personal domain…

“This is a lot to take in,” Larric said
after a moment. “And frankly, I’m not sure how Duke Kristoff would
respond to any of this.”

“He’ll come around when he understands the
alternatives,” Darkstone said. “Reclaiming most of Glorinfel is
better than reclaiming none of it, after all.”

Larric nodded but didn’t reply. He obviously
wasn’t convinced by any of this either, but he must not have been
sure how to respond. Instead he finished his fruit and continued
studying Karethys.”

“I don’t expect us to resolve everything
today,” Darkstone went on, flashing everyone a soothing smile. “But
I did want to get everything out on the open right away. No one
will benefit from deception here. If we’re going to save to the
Empire, we must carve a path forward…together.”

“Of course,” Larric said, forcing his own
smile. “Ultimately, we all share similar goals.”

“Indeed.” Darkstone finished his drink and
placed the goblet back down on the table. “I’m sure you are
exhausted after your trip, but I wished to discuss a few minor
issues before we retire. Then we can continue fresh tomorrow.”

Larric nodded. “Very well. Please,
continue.”

The discussion continued for perhaps another
hour, though the vast majority of the conversation was more about
subtle verbal jockeying than anything of substance. Darkstone
clearly just wanted to evaluate Larric as a negotiator so he could
properly tailor his arguments tomorrow. Karethys, for her part,
seemed content to watch the men duel and interject only when
necessary. She spent most of the time staring at Larric and
occasionally me. I wished I knew her true agenda.

Once the meeting adjourned, Darkstone
ordered his men to escort us to our chambers. The luxurious suites
put the master bedroom in Stormcrest to shame. The art, the
furniture, the rugs—at a glance, I saw wonders from at least a
dozen overseas nations. The Numenese silk alone was probably worth
more than Larric’s armor…

“We’ll have a feast tomorrow evening,”
Darkstone said. “Tonight I assume would you rather relax a
bit.”

“Very thoughtful, Your Excellency,” Larric
replied, smiling. He strode into the center of the suite and shook
his head at the painting over the bed. “Is this an authentic
Garravio?”

Darkstone nodded and smiled. “Yes. Nearly
eight-hundred years old, give or take a decade. I would have
preferred to purchase the ‘Veil of Stars,’ but the Elerians weren’t
willing to negotiate. I’m actually supposed to ship this back in a
few months...but we’ll see what happens.” He chuckled and gestured
to the adjacent room. “Your associate is welcome to stay here. I
assumed you would want an adjoining suite.”

“That will work out splendidly, thank you,”
Larric said.

“Then I will say ‘goodnight’ to you,
Captain. If you need anything at all, don’t hesitate to ask one of
the servants.”

The Duke bowed and vanished around the
corner. Karethys stayed in place for a moment, her face unreadable,
before she followed. Larric waited a full minute before he closed
the door and let out a deep breath.

“Merciful Triad…”

My head swam with a thousand different
questions, but I decided to wait and allow him to speak. I had no
idea what he was going to expect of me now that the situation had
proven so...complicated.

“Kristoff’s lucky he didn’t come here,”
Larric went on, turning. “He’ll never agree to any deal with the
vaeyn. The situation would have deteriorated quickly.”

“What are you going to do?” I asked. My
voice was hoarse, having barely spoken a single word all day.

Larric shook his head. “I don’t know,” he
admitted. “But something’s not right. We need to figure out what
they really want.” He paused and eyed me up and down. “I know
Kristoff sent you here to manipulate Darkstone, but he might not
allow that to happen. Be careful.”

I nodded sheepishly. “Is…is there anything I
can do for you, my lord?”

“No,” he murmured. “Go ahead and enjoy your
suite. The guards should bring up the rest of our supplies
soon.”

“As you wish, my lord.”

I bit down on my tongue and did as he
ordered. I even shut the door behind me to give him some privacy.
It was still early and I wasn’t tired yet, but I knew I shouldn’t
complain. I had fully expected to be down on all fours with
Darkstone’s cock inside me at this point, but now…now I
legitimately had no idea what was going to happen. Even if
Darkstone was merely pretending to abhor slavery, with the vaeyn
looking over his shoulder he might never have the opportunity to
take me. And if he didn’t take me, I wouldn’t be able to slip into
his mind. I wouldn’t be able to convince him to agree to Master
Kristoff’s proposal or uncover his darkest secrets…

Sighing, I plucked a peach from the table
and sat down on the edge of the bed. Mere moments after I finished
the last bite, the door opened and our caravan guards delivered my
luggage. One of Duke Darkstone’s servants helped them unpack, and
she hung up the various dresses and gowns inside the armoire. It
was an odd sensation to watch a human perform my job for me, but
she insisted that I relax and enjoy myself. The guards, for their
part, couldn’t help but toss me disgusted glares. I had a feeling
that their accommodations weren’t nearly as elaborate despite the
fact I was a mere slave.

They finished quickly, but just moments
after the door shut behind them another knock sounded on the wood.
Frowning in confusion, I turned the handle and peeked around the
corner—

“Good evening, my lady,” the Duke’s young
son, Varyl, said from the other side. “I hope my father has made
you comfortable.”

“Y-yes,” I stuttered in confusion.
“Everything is lovely.”

“I’m glad to hear it. He glanced past me
into the room. “Do you mind if I come in for a moment?”

“O-of course not, my lord.”

I stepped backwards, and he casually
sauntered inside. “I wondered if Kristoff’s hound would keep you at
his side all night,” Varyl said with a grunt. “Things must be very
different in Glorinfel if he’s willing to grant his avenari
such leeway.”

I frowned. “My lord?”

His smile widened as he pushed the door
shut…and then, without warning, he abruptly grabbed me about the
waist and clamped a hand over my mouth.

“Scream and I’ll break your pretty neck,” he
warned. “Do you understand?”

Varyl’s grip was like iron. He might have
only been nineteen, but he was strong and powerfully built. There
was no way I could fight him off, so I didn’t even try. Instead I
merely nodded.

“Good,” he said, relaxing his grip on my
mouth. His arm remained locked around my waist, however, and I
could feel the heat from his breath on the back of my long ears.
Eventually he scoffed in disgust. “I can’t believe my father put
you up in one of the royal suites. A worthless elf whore treated
like a bloody princess…”

I gasped in surprise as he pushed me up
against the nearest wall. I could feel his swelling manhood against
my leg, and I wondered if he might take me right here. With his
free hand, he pulled down my low-cut dress and freed my
breasts.

“I know you’re supposed to be a gift for my
father,” Varyl said, “but he rarely fucks his own slaves these
days. He’s old and tired and has too much on his mind. Even I fuck
his new wife more than he does.” He chuckled softly as he pinched
my nipple between his fingers. “He wants to play nice with the dark
elves, so for the next few days we all get to pretend you’re an
honored guest rather than a stupid cunt. It’s disgusting.”

He pressed harder against me, and after
fondling my breasts for another few seconds he lowered his arm and
slipped his hand beneath my dress. His fingers crawled up my thigh
before they finally settled against my sex.

“Gods, you’re actually wet,” he said with a
snort. “You see? I knew you were a whore. You probably can’t wait
to spread your legs for every noble in the Vale. Well…you’ll get
your chance.” He leaned in close enough that his lips tickled my
earlobe. “Just remember that once the vaeyn bitch is gone, you’re
mine. Kristoff might not even want you back once I’m finished…but I
doubt he cares. Plenty of other elf sluts to go around.”

Varyl held me in place as he slipped the
tips of his finger inside me. After chuckling for another few
seconds at my obvious discomfort, he finally released his grip and
pulled away.

“See you soon,” he taunted, stepping back to
the door. He twisted the handle, but just before he left he glanced
over to the armoire. “Oh, and by the way…you won’t need any of
those. I prefer my whores naked.”

With that, he strode out of the room and
shut the door behind him. I stood in place for several long seconds
as my mind slowly caught up to what was happening. Master had
warned me that the Darkstone family was legendarily depraved, but I
hadn’t expected this…

Still, I was perfectly accustomed to dealing
with men who got off on their own power. Lord Varyl was young and
probably thought he was special and unique…but all men believed
that, no matter their position or influence. And after they had
dominated and humiliated me, their egos would swell even as their
cocks deflated.

But ultimately, I was the one who had been
in control all along. I read their minds, I controlled their
thoughts….I transformed them into my puppets even as I gorged on
their seed. And if I never got the opportunity to manipulate Duke
Darkstone, his son would suffice. He would tell me everything I
needed to know, and one way or another Master Kristoff’s plan would
come to fruition.

I would make certain of it.

 


 



Chapter Two: Nighttime Dalliances

 


I spent the next several hours after Varyl’s
visit lying on the bed and allowing the Aether to flow through me.
My mind and senses stretched out across the palace, though the
lingering threat of being identified as an Unbound kept me in
check. I treated the exercise as a form of meditation rather than
an overt attempt to learning anything. A focused mind was a
dangerous mind, Master was fond of saying, and I needed to be both
focused and dangerous if I had any hope of succeeding
here.

I was just about ready to finally retire for
the evening when I heard the unmistakable sounds of movement from
the adjacent suite. Larric had been silent for hours now, and I
initially assumed he had merely woken to fetch some water. But his
footsteps were too cautious and measured for a man who was
half-asleep. It was almost like he was stalking someone…

Frowning, I slipped out of my sheets and
swung my legs off the bed. A human probably wouldn’t have even
heard Larric at all, but my elven senses were keen, especially
after I had just been channeling so intently. I listened for a few
more seconds, and I knew something was seriously wrong when I heard
the faint ring of metal. He had retrieved a weapon, probably a
simple knife, and he was tiptoeing towards the door leading into
the hallway.

Biting down on my lip, I crept towards the
door connecting our suites. I pressed my ear against the wood and
held my breath, wondering if I should just press it open and ask
what was wrong. When he remained still for several more seconds, I
turned the handle and peeked inside. His chamber was dark aside
from a small, ever-glowing lantern on the far wall, but I could
just barely make out his half-dressed figure as he approached the
door with a knife in hand. I opened my lips to speak—

At which point the shadows themselves seemed
to come alive.

I had never seen anything like it. The
tendrils of darkness writhed and twisted, and the skin on my arms
prickled as a surge of power rippled through the Aether. Soon a
humanoid figure appeared, and it pounced upon Larric like a great
cat leaping from the underbrush.

I had seen his impressive warrior skills
first-hand when we had been ambushed by bandits outside the
Aetherium just a few weeks earlier. He had scythed through a half a
dozen men like grass, and I had trouble imagining anyone getting
the better of him—at least, until this moment.

The shadowy figure coiled around him and
knocked the knife from his grip. He reflexively dropped into a
crouch and spun around to strike with his elbow, but the figure had
already vanished. He paused and blinked and in confusion while the
shadows coalesced behind him. The figure reappeared and grabbed him
again, and before I could even gasp Larric was pinned tightly
against the wall.

Seconds passed like minutes as my mind
struggled to accept what had just happened. But as the shadows
finally calmed, the figure’s identity became clear: it was Lady
Karethys, and she was calmly holding a blade against Larric’s
throat. For an instant, I thought she was going to kill him—he was
pinned and helpless, and I opened my mouth to scream—

And then she laughed.

It was as husky as her speaking voice but
laced with impish guile, almost like a child who had just spooked a
friend. The blade in her hand vanished, and she pressed against him
until her lips were almost touching his ears.

“You’ve gotten sloppy,” she whispered. “All
the time away from the Covenant must have dulled your
reflexes.”

“Maybe,” Larric replied. “Or I’m just better
at baiting traps.”

Their bodies became a blur of motion, before
my mind could process what was happening he managed to flip her
around and slam her back against the wall. His hand had produced a
second knife from somewhere, and the metal glinted in the dim light
as he pressed it against her throat.

“Not bad,” Karethys said, her violet eyes
flickering. “But with shadows this deep, I could escape whenever I
wished.”

“I know,” he said. “But I’m betting you
won’t.”

They stared at each other for a long moment,
and my breath caught in my throat. There was nothing I could to
help Larric if she attacked; my budding magic was no match for a
vaeyn Shadow Knight. And the guards might not even listen to an
avenari slave if I tried to summon them…

Then, without warning, Larric tossed his
knife aside. He glared at Karethys for several more seconds…at
which point he leaned forward and kissed her.

I had to blink twice before I believed what
I was seeing. I had difficulty imagining Larric embracing anyone,
let alone a dark elf…but this was a kiss of passion in every sense
of the word. Her right hand gripped the back of her head and pulled
him in closer while her left dropped to his waist and frantically
tore open his trousers…

By the time I’d accepted what my eyes were
showing me, Larric had slipped his hands beneath her leather skirt.
Karethys leapt up into his arms and clamped her legs around his
waist…and then sighed in delight as he thrust inside her. Her ruby
lips curled into a smile as she locked her ankles together behind
him, and soon he was pounding her against the wall so hard one of
the nearby paintings fell off its hooks.

Deep down, I knew I should have backed away
and returned to my bed. The longer I stayed and watched, the
greater the chance I would be discovered. I had no idea how Larric
would react if he spotted me. His relationship with this woman was
obviously a secret. Master Kristoff never would have hired a
bodyguard who had a vaeyn lover. Fraternizing with a dark elf was
more than just treason—it was sacrilege against the will of the
Covenant.

But no matter how much I told myself to walk
away, I couldn’t. My body was frozen, not in terror but in
wonder. A human and an elf embracing out of passion rather
than dominance…

After a few more moments of intense
pounding, Larric clenched his teeth and growled as he spent inside
her. They shared a long, breathless kiss before he pulled her off
the wall and relaxed his grip on her thighs. Karethys didn’t
relent, however; she kept her legs locked around his back as firmly
as a vise, and when their lips finally parted I could feel the
Aether coiling around her. Their bodies vanished in a writhing
cloud of shadows…and then they were suddenly lying atop his bed a
few yards away.

“Darkstone will have men stationed nearby,”
Larric warned between gasps. “If they discover you here—”

“I’ve taken precautions,” Karethys
interrupted, roughly pushing him down on his back. “You’ll need a
better excuse than that if you want time to recover.”

He smiled up at her. The expression was so
strange, so unexpected, that my breath actually caught in my
throat. It was almost like I was looking at a completely different
man than the one I had known for the last few years. Larric Aresi
rarely showed emotion of any kind, but this…this was a genuine
smile filled with warmth and compassion.

He reached up and helped her remove the
straps of her breastplate. It took several minutes of work
interspersed with deep kisses, but eventually the floor was
littered with armor plates and undergarments. After a bit of light
coaxing from her tongue, his cock swelled upright again…at which
point she swung her leg over his waist and mounted him.

Even bathed in the dim light, Karethys was,
without a doubt, the most exotic woman I had ever seen. Her
statuesque figure was the perfect embodiment of feminine power:
lithe but powerful, muscular but sleek. Her grey-blue skin
contrasted starkly with her vibrant violet eyes, and the right side
of her body was covered with elaborate, faintly glowing tattoos
designed to ward off demonic possession. Watching her back flex and
arch was almost memorizing. I had never imagined an elf wielding
such control and power before…

I was used to watching men take their
partners roughly. I was used to the desperate thrusting and
breathless exultations. I was used to them doing whatever was
necessary to bring themselves pleasure. But this…this was
different. I had so rarely witnessed sex between equals. It was
enthralling. It was glorious.

Eventually Karethys bucked atop him as she
climaxed, and mere moments later Larric groaned as he spilled deep
inside her a second time. Once her glowing eyes finally reopened,
she smiled as she leaned down and brought their lips together. They
kissed passionately, hungrily, and I began to wonder if they would
release before morning. But eventually she pulled away and dragged
her fingernails across his bare chest.

“Right where we left off,” Karethys
whispered. “I was worried that all your time as a house guardsman
would make you fat.”

Larric snorted and clenched his hands around
her taught waist. “I was worried that all your time on the front
lines would make you even more of a bitch.”

“We both know that’s not possible.”

Larric smiled. I almost couldn’t believe it
at first—I had never seen such a radiant glow on his face before.
He looked like a completely different person…

“Vaeyn women know we want, and we aren’t
afraid to take it,” Karethys told him with a wry grin. “I know
that’s intimidating to you Imperial boys…”

His hands squeezed more tightly around her
waist as he tackled her onto the mattress. I wondered if he might
take her for a third time, but apparently even a former
Inquisitor’s endurance had limits. Instead they spent the next
several minutes locked in a passionate embrace.

“I missed you,” Larric whispered. The
softness of his tone was as unrecognizable as the warmth on his
face. “When you stopped returning my letters after the fall of
Stormcrest, I wondered if something had gone wrong…”

“I’ve been…occupied,” Karethys replied.
“Once I confirmed that our plan had worked and you survived the
attack, I knew you’d be cooped in Sanctum for a while anyway. And
we agreed earlier that you wanted time to see how Kristoff reacted
so we plan accordingly.”

“I needed a few weeks, not the better part
of a year,” Larric said, leaning backwards and gently pushing her
legs down. “You don’t know what it’s like living on the
inside.”

“You mean being surrounded by wealth and
decadence? Having your whims catered to by an army of helpless
elves?”

“That’s not fair and you know it,” he told
her. His smile vanished, and the cold, humorless Larric I was used
to returned. “Every day, I’m one misstep away from execution. And
maintaining my cover requires certain…compromises.”

“Like whoring Kristoff’s top slave around
Sanctum? How often does the girl share your bed, I wonder?”

“You have no idea what you’re talking about.
Elara is…” He swallowed and shook his head. “She’s not what you
think.”

The vaeyn’s eyes narrowed. “Explain.”

“You first,” Larric said. “You could have
warned me that you’d be here. You could have told me what you were
planning.”

Karethys sighed and crawled out from beneath
him. “You’re right. I’m sorry, I just…” She paused for a moment and
seemed to compose herself. “Seeing you with an elf slave on your
arm makes me sick, but I know that’s not fair to you. You have to
do what’s necessary to survive.”

They sat together in silence, and it was all
I could do to remain quiet. The fact that Larric was friends with a
vaeyn Shadow Knight was strange enough; the fact that he was
lovers with a vaeyn Shadow Knight was almost unbelievable.
But the more they spoke, the more lost I became. Who was he,
really? Was he even loyal to Master Kristoff? Was his entire
position as a bodyguard some kind of ruse? A thousand potential
explanations looped through my mind, but I forced myself to ignore
them and remain focused. What had started out as seemingly harmless
voyeurism had suddenly transformed into accidental espionage.

Part of me wanted to race back to my bed and
bury my head beneath my sheets. The more I learned here, the harder
it would be for me to conceal the knowledge from Larric. And I
didn’t know how he would respond if he knew I’d learned his
secrets. The less I knew about any of this, the better.

But it was already too late to walk away,
and deep down I realized that. I had already done more than dip my
toe in the water; I had plunged in head-first. My only hope was to
learn the truth—the full truth—so I could return to Master
Kristoff and tell him everything.

“I knew that reconnecting would be
difficult,” Karethys said eventually. “But the time has finally
come for us to take action. I just need to know why you agreed to
come here.”

“Duke Kristoff insisted,” Larric told her.
“There’s nothing more to it.”

“And what does he want?”

“Exactly what I told Darkstone: Kristoff and
the Quorum need Korvale’s soldiers. They can’t depose the Emperor
without support.”

Karethys nodded and pulled her knees close
to her chin. “So the plan worked. The Empire is finally ready for
civil war…”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” Larric warned.
“The other Dukes won’t waggle a finger if we can’t get everyone on
board. Lucian is still powerful, despite his missteps.”

“I assumed as much, which was why I couldn’t
say ‘no’ when one of Darkstone’s agents approached me during the
winter. I knew we couldn’t afford to pass up this opportunity to
stoke the fire.”

“You do realize he’s full of shit, I
hope.”

“I’m not a fool, Larric. Darkstone may hate
the Emperor and the Covenant, but he couldn’t care less about my
people or the faeyn. He just doesn’t want an army of Shadow Knights
marching over the Salt Peaks and razing his cities.”

Larric sighed and cross his arms. “You still
haven’t told me why you’re even here. What deal are you really
trying to make? What the hell is going on?”

“I’ve been mostly honest,” Karethys told
him. “I told Darkstone that we’d need concessions to stop the
fighting, and that’s true—we have our own bloodthirsty political
factions who see this war as the perfect opportunity to stamp out
the Covenant once and for all. But the reality is that the Empire
still outnumbers us twenty-to-one. The Legion is fat and lazy from
years of peace, but that will change soon enough.”

She sighed a brushed a loose strand of
silver-white hair from her eyes. “Darkstone wants chaos in the
Covenant so that he can depose the Hierophant with one of her
weaker, more malleable prelates. We want that too—we’re just
planning to spread the chaos a bit farther. Division in Covenant,
division in the Quorum…civil war is the only chance for my people
to survive.”

Larric’s eyes narrowed. “There’s more to it
than just sowing chaos,” he said after a moment of silence. “Your
people were ready for this. No one expected Glorinfel to fall so
quickly, not even me—and I knew what was coming.”

“Unlike impatient humans, we have the
capacity to plan ahead,” Karethys replied with a wry smile.

“That’s not going to work. You can’t
distract me that easily.”

“You’re sure?” she asked, sliding an arm
under the sheets next to him. I couldn’t see exactly what was
happening from this angle, but by the way he reacted it wasn’t
difficult to guess. “It’s still early—”

“I’m serious,” he said, grabbing her wrist
and pulling her arm aside. “If you want my help, you need to tell
me what’s really going on.”

Karethys stared at him for a few seconds
before she finally released a long sigh. “I located a new ally in
Sanctum. Someone with resources and connections beyond anything we
could have hoped for. His people infiltrated the Legion, sabotaged
outposts, bribed minor nobles…by the time he was finished,
Glorinfel was a sandcastle just waiting to be washed away.”

“I see,” Larric whispered, frowning. “Vaeyn
spies could never act so openly, and the Faedari rebels don’t have
enough influence or leverage to pull off something on that scale.
So who is this person? A nobleman? Another Inquisitor?”

“It might still be dangerous for you to know
his identity. If Kristoff or the Covenant forces you to talk—”

“They won’t,” Larric assured her. “And I
can’t help here if I don’t know the truth. We need to work together
here, or neither of us will make it out of Korvale alive.”

“You overestimate Darkstone,” she muttered.
“But you’re right, you deserve to know. The trouble is, I don’t
think you’ll believe me if I tell you.”

“Try.”

Karethys hugged her knees a second time.
“Emperor Lucian.”

I inhaled so sharply that I would have been
spotted instantly if Larric hadn’t done the same. “You can’t be
serious.”

“I warned you,” she said, smiling faintly.
“It sounds crazy, I know. But he’s not the man you think he is.
He’s not the man anyone thinks he is.”

Larric rubbed a hand across his mouth. I
could feel his mind churning through the possibilities without even
trying. “What is that supposed to mean?”

Karethys sighed and seemed to brace herself.
“He’s Unbound.”

This time, the color completely drained from
Larric’s face. I thought he might actually fall over; I certainly
would have, if I weren’t already crouched on the floor.

“That’s impossible,” he said eventually.
“The Covenant would never allow it.”

“The Covenant is clueless, obviously,”
Karethys told him. “Their ‘tests’ to reveal Unbound are
nonsense—you know this first-hand. The only people they identity as
Unbound are political rivals or other dissidents the Hierophant
wants out of her way.”

Larric passed across the room for at least a
minute before he finally sat back down at the edge of the bed.
“You’re saying the ‘living god’ of the Covenant is a heretic. Do
you have any idea what that means? If the people found out…”

“The Covenant’s moral and political
authority would evaporate like morning dew. The Quorum would turn
against them, and so would every noble family in the Empire.”

“It would be worse than that,” Larric
murmured. “The prelates and their priests have been demonizing the
Unbound since the dawn of the Empire. Sanctum would burn. The
people would riot and try to tear down the city.”

“A secret of that magnitude is both a curse
and a weapon,” Karethys said. “Lucian knows this…and he plans to
use it.”

Larric sighed and shook his head. “You’re
going to have to start at the beginning. How in the hell did you
even contact the Emperor? How do you know any of this?”

She leaned back onto the pillows and folded
her hands in her lap. “You’re aware of the rumors surrounding his
ascension.”

“That had his father killed? Of course.”

“Not just that,” Karethys said. “I mean the
specifics.”

“Some of the nobles believe Emperor Rikus
was poisoned. The Covenant priests seem to think he was killed with
magic. And of course there’s the rumor than Lucian hired a vaeyn
assassin to…” Larric’s eyes narrowed. “Please tell me that
you didn’t kill him.”

“I didn’t,” Karethys assured him. “You
really think I would have kept something like that from you?”

“Considering what else you’ve revealed
tonight, yes,” Larric replied with a grunt. “So what actually
happened to Rikus?”

“Lucian did hire one of my people, but not
someone in the service of the Matriarch. I don’t even know her real
name.”

“A mercenary, then?”

“Not exactly. Apparently she was a member of
the Adorei Kel.”

Larric hissed between his teeth. I had heard
the name before, but all I knew for certain was that the Kel were
an old and reviled cabal of vaeyn warlocks. According to the
Covenant, they were fond of summoning and enslaving demons …but the
Covenant said that about all dark elves, so I had no idea what was
true and what was hyperbole.

“For once, it’s actually possible that
all the rumors are true,” Karethys went on with a wry smile.
“A vaeyn did assassinate Emperor Rikus, and she probably used
poison and dark magic in the process. I wouldn’t be surprised of
Lucian has nurtured some of the rumors.”

“But why?” Larric asked. “An heir killing
his father to steal the throne is hardly new, but usually the heir
tries to hide his involvement. Why would Lucian want people to
know? The Dukes and the Court already despise him.”

“Exactly. For once, this isn’t about
power—this about destroying the Empire from within.”

Larric rubbed at his face again. “This is
insane. It doesn’t make a damn bit of sense.”

Karethys reached out and touched his arm. “I
know it’s a lot to take in, but there’s more. You need to hear
it.”

“I’m listening,” he rasped.

“I wasn’t in contact with Lucian until just
a few weeks before the attack on Stormcrest,” she explained. “Or at
least, I didn’t know specifically until who I was working until
then. We had been receiving information from someone in Sanctum for
a long time, but he kept his identity a secret. Once I learned the
truth, everything changed.”

She took a deep breath and scooted up next
to him. “The bottom line is that Lucian is Unbound. I don’t know
how he learned what he was or if he’s spent much time refining his
abilities, but they’re real. He believes the Covenant is the source
of almost all the Empire’s evils, and he wants to destroy it.”

“Which I suppose makes sense, given than
they’d burn him alive if they ever learned the truth,” Larric
murmured. “But do you trust him?”

“As much as I trust anyone.”

“So ‘no,’ then.”

Karethys smiled thinly. “I trust what he’s
done for us so far. The victories we’ve had in this war wouldn’t
have been possible without his help. And I can’t see any other
endgame for him if he’s just deceiving us.”

Larric pursed his lips. “The Faedari don’t
know anything about this. I’ve been in contact with several other
cell leaders, and they still consider Lucian their mortal
enemy.”

“They don’t know that he’s involved,” she
confirmed. “Not yet. But he supports their cause as fervently as
you and I do. He sees elven slavery—all slavery—as an abomination
manufactured by the Covenant.”

“I see,” Larric whispered.

Once again I could feel his mind churning
through the possibilities, and mine did the same. I could scarcely
wrap my head around Larric having a dark elf lover, let alone him
being a member of the Faedari. He had treated every faeyn in
Stormcrest with scorn—particularly me! Everyone knew he hated our
people, including Master Kristoff…

“Now that I’ve found you again, we can
finally start coordinating,” Karethys said. “This treaty with
Darkstone is the perfect opportunity to—”

She abruptly paused and turned her head. I
couldn’t tell if she was trying to listen or if someone was
communicating with her through the Aether.

“Someone’s coming,” she warned. “It’s the
Duchess.”

Larric jaw clenched. “What the hell does she
want at this hour? Dammit.” He glanced down at the pieces of armor
strewn around the floor “I can try to—”

“We’ll speak again later,” Karethys
interrupted. In an astonishing display of agility, she leapt off
the bed and scooped up her discarded armor. The room’s long shadows
gathered around her like living tendrils…and then she vanished.

Larric’s clothing remained behind, of
course, and he wouldn’t have an easy time explaining why he’d
undressed so frantically. Rebuffing Duchess Cassandra outright
would be considered quite rude, and he couldn’t risk upsetting her
before such an important negotiation. I had no idea what he was
going to do…

“Elara,” he breathed, abruptly turning on a
heel and dashing straight towards me.

My heart froze in my chest. His human eyes
probably couldn’t see me lurking in the darkness, but if he found
me crouching here with the door cracked open…

I lunged back towards my bed, praying to any
god willing to listen that he didn’t hear or see me. I dove under
the sheets and flung them over me like a child who had been caught
staying up past her bedtime.

“Elara!” he beckoned as he tossed open the
door. “Get over here.”

“My lord?” I asked, leaning upwards and
struggling to keep my voice steady. “Is there something—?”

“Get over here!” he repeated in a stiff
growl.

Even if I hadn’t known what was going on,
the tone and power of his voice would have compelled me to obey. I
raced over towards him, and he roughly slung his arm around my
waist and carried me into his room. With a single, violent motion
he ripped open my gown open and then threw me down on his bed. I
squeaked in surprise and wondered if he might actually try to mount
me…but then a knock sounded from the door, and he reached down to
retrieve his trousers.

“One moment,” he said, injecting his voice
with breathless irritation. Once his lower half was covered, he let
out a deep breath and strode over to the door.

“Oh!” Cassandra gasped. I could see her eyes
peek past his bicep and latch onto me. “I apologize for
interrupting, Captain. I had no idea you were…indisposed.”

“It was a long trip,” he replied with a
grunt. “I just needed to work out certain…frustrations.”

“I see,” Cassandra said, smiling devilishly.
“If you like, I could summon my handmaidens. They’re quite adept at
relieving tension.”

Larric chuckled softly. “I appreciate the
offer, my lady, but I’m fine. Besides, this one needs to earn her
keep.”

“She will, trust me.” The Duchess eyed me
for a moment before placing her hand on his thick arm. “Again, I
apologize for interrupting, Captain. I look forward to speaking
with you in the morning. My husband is obsessed with business, but
there’s so much of Skyfall you’ve yet to see…”

“Goodnight, my lady,” he said.

She squeezed his arm a few more times before
she finally backed away and nodded. “Goodnight, Captain.”

Once the door closed, Larric spun on a heel
and let out a long, slow breath. He remained still for several
seconds, and I wasn’t certain what I should do. As far as I could
tell he hadn’t noticed me snooping, and between Karethys’s
revelations and the Duchess’s bizarre interruption, he was probably
too distracted to worry about me. Sometimes being invisible was an
advantage, just like Master Kristoff had taught me during my
avenari training.

Eventually Larric strode back over to the
bed and looked at me like he’d forgotten I was even there. I hadn’t
moved an inch; I was still splayed half-naked across the ruffled
sheets.

“Were you asleep?” he asked. For the first
time I could remember, he looked genuinely concerned about my
well-being.

“Yes,” I lied.

His blue eyes studied me carefully, and I
wondered if he had belatedly realized that my door had been
cracked. If so, it wouldn’t take him long to figure out what had
happened, and I didn’t want to suffer through the interrogation of
a former Inquisitor…

“D-do you wish to have me, my lord?” I
asked, pulling open the rest of my tattered gown and slowly sliding
off my knickers…

His hand flashed out and grabbed my wrist.
In that instant, the old Larric returned. His expression and voice
hardened, and he looked upon me with disgust rather than
curiosity.

“No,” he said. “Return to your room. You’ll
attend the Duchess’s breakfast with me in the morning.”

“Y-yes, my lord,” I replied, swinging my
legs off the bed and scampering away without another word. This
time I shut the door behind me, though I didn’t bother to slip on
another gown. I let the scraps fall to the floor, and by the time I
curled under the sheets I was almost naked. I closed my eyes, but I
knew there wasn’t a chance in the void I’d actually fall asleep
with so many revelations looping through my mind.

The Emperor was working with the vaeyn.
Larric sympathized with the Faedari Rebellion. Everything I thought
I’d known had suddenly been turned on its head. I didn’t know what
to think, and I certainly didn’t know what to do.

So instead I cried. I cried until my pillow
was soaked, and when I tossed it aside I cried until the next one
was too. Over the last few months, I had learned more about
Imperial politics than I’d ever dreamed possible. The lurid
affairs, the petty backstabbing, the grandiose themes—I had seen
them all in the minds and memories of noblemen and noblewomen
across Sanctum. But this was different. These
weren’t the type of secrets that could bring down a random
noble.

They were the type of secrets that could
bring down an empire.

 



Chapter Three: Agreements

 


I only managed an hour or two of sleep by
the time the first rays of dawn finally pierced the curtains.
Larric woke early—or perhaps he also didn’t sleep—and he ordered me
to wash up before he escorted me down to Duchess Cassandra’s overly
extravagant breakfast gala. She silenced anything resembling
negotiation or serious conversation, preferring instead to coerce
her guests into trifling small talk. The result was one of the most
awkward social experiences I had ever been a part of despite the
fact everyone seemed content to ignore me.

Everyone, that is, except for Lady Karethys.
The vaeyn woman asked for my opinion on virtually every topic,
though she demonstrated little interest in my actual words. She
merely enjoyed watching the faces of Darkstone’s court nobles as
they were forced to listen to the opinions of a slave. Under
different circumstances, I might have found her behavior
amusing…but my stomach was too twisted into knots for me to take
joy in anything.

Once the negotiations restarted in earnest,
Duke Darkstone cleared the room of all servants and associates. His
guards escorted me back to my room, and I spent virtually the
entire afternoon curled into a ball trying to figure out what in
the void I was going to do next.

If I told Larric that I’d overheard him, he
would respond in one of two ways: either he would relax his cover
and attempt to convert me into joining the Faedari with him…or he
would kill me. I couldn’t imagine any other likely incomes. Once I
had some more time to deliberate, however, I decided that the
former was a much more likely outcome than the latter. Larric must
have cared about the plight of elves in Calhara, otherwise he
wouldn’t be involved with the Faedari. The rebels’ entire purpose
was to end Imperial bondage and destroy the Covenant, and my powers
as an Unbound would obviously be very valuable to them. Under this
theory, Larric’s frigid attitude towards me over the years must
have been an act. Some of his off-handed comments actually made
more sense now than they had at the time…

But logical or not, I couldn’t bring myself
to see Larric as a potential ally. If he was working with the
Faedari, that meant he was working against Master Kristoff.
If I could just keep this secret until we returned to Sanctum, I
could warn master about this conspiracy and perhaps avert disaster
for the entire Empire.

And betray your own people in the
process, I scolded myself. What other slave would pass up
the opportunity for freedom? What other Unbound would pass up the
opportunity to flee the Covenant?

The questions echoed through my head all
day, and I never reached any satisfactory answers. I had avoided
thinking about the Faedari for most of my life. The Empire
considered them criminals, and the Covenant considered them
heretics. Even Master Kristoff, in his most generous mood, had
never voiced a word of support for the rebels. He had no love for
the Emperor or the Hierophant, but he considered slavery an
integral part of the Empire. The nobility could survive without
avenari—there were no shortage of prostitutes in Calhara—but
the Imperial economy would collapse without the labor of groll and
orcs.

Eventually I pushed the questions aside and
convinced myself to focus on my original duties. Master Kristoff
had sent me here to learn whatever secrets I could about Darkstone,
and I had already done that and more. I just needed to keep my
fears under control until I returned to Sanctum. Then I could tell
Master the truth, and he would protect me from whatever chaos
followed…

One of Darkstone’s guards came to fetch me
about an hour before dusk, and he escorted me down to the dining
hall where everyone another evening of food, drink, music, and
verbal sparring. Karethys spared me unnecessary public attention
this time, though after dinner she did manage to confront me alone
while the others were locked in conversation.

“Elara,” she said with a nod. “I wanted to
ask you something while we have a moment to ourselves.”

“Of course, my lady,” I replied. “How may I
serve you?”

“You don’t need to call me ‘lady’ and you
certainly don’t need to serve me.” Her violet eyes studied me for a
moment before she sighed. “It makes me ill to think what they’ve
done to you.”

I swallowed heavily and struggled to hide my
growing anxiety. “I don’t understand.”

“That’s what is so disheartening,” Karethys
murmured. “Do you have a surname?”

“I…have never been given one.”

“So you probably never met your parents or
your siblings.”

“I have no memory of them if I did.”

Karethys nodded and glanced back over her
shoulder. “One of these days, you will. You and all the others like
you.”

“My lady?” I asked, confused.

“Forget it,” she said, smiling and touching
my arm. “We’ll speak again soon.”

She stepped away and returned to her vaeyn
comrades, and I couldn’t help but frown in confusion. I was
surprised she was willing to openly display her disgust at my
bondage, though I probably shouldn’t have been at this point. She
had made her feelings on the matter perfectly clear to everyone in
the palace.

The rest of the evening passed without
incident. Larric and I returned to our chambers about an hour
before midnight, and once we were alone inside he let out a deep
breath and turned to face me.

“Did anyone bother you this afternoon?”

“No, my lord,” I told him. “I was left alone
in chamber all day.”

“Well, expect that to change tomorrow,” he
said. “The vaeyn will be departing in the afternoon, and Darkstone
has assured me that we will have a ‘proper’ celebration tomorrow
night once they’re gone. I suspect he’ll have something special in
mind for you.”

I nodded and thought back to Lord Varyl’s
visit the previous night. “His son seemed more interested in me
than he did.”

“Yes, Varyl is a wretched little thing. Half
his father’s cunning and twice his depravity, if rumors are to be
believed.” Larric’s face twisted in disgust. “Though frankly, his
wife concerns me the most. I’m not sure I even want to know what
she’s planning.”

“She seems…young,” I said. “I don’t know any
noble in Sanctum with a spouse the same age as their children.”

“The priests would object, and the
Hierophant would throw a fit. But he’s effectively pushed the
Covenant into the countryside and out of Skyfall.” Larric pursed
his lips and paused a moment. “If you prefer, I could tell him that
you’ve taken ill until we’re ready to leave.”

I struggled to keep the surprise off my
face. This was the closest Larric had ever come to sounding
genuinely concerned about my well-being. “Master Kristoff sent me
here to entertain Grand Duke Darkstone. He will be disappointed if
I fail to obey him.”

Larric stared at me for a long moment, and I
wondered if he might chastise me again like he had on the road
during our trip here. “We both know he sent you here to extract
information with your magic,” he said eventually. “Darkstone has
plenty of secrets for you to find, but don’t underestimate him.
He’s a channeler himself, and a powerful one if the stories are to
be believed. I’ve also learned enough already that Kristoff will
have his hands full.”

I nodded idly and wondered what he meant. He
hadn’t given any other signs that he knew of my eavesdropping, so I
could only assume he was referring to the negotiations. “I will be
careful, my lord,” I whispered. “Thank you for your…concern.”

Larric grunted and turned away. “I don’t
think I’ll ever understand you. How can you stand there and submit
with a smile?”

“I am a slave. The Triad demands my
obedience.”

“Right,” he muttered, pacing across the room
and dropping down at the end of his bed. “If all goes well, we’ll
be returning home soon.”

I shuffled in place. My brain was screaming
at me to retire to my room lest I reveal my secret, but as usual
curiosity got the better of me. “I did not expect the negotiations
to conclude so quickly.”

“Neither did I. There’s a lot more going on
here than Kristoff expected. Than anyone expected.” He
sighed again and glanced back over to me. “Go ahead and get some
sleep. If you change your mind by morning, just let me know.”

“Thank you, my lord.”

I turned around and retreated into my
chambers. This time I made certain the door was closed behind me.
For a while I laid atop the sheets in the dark, once again
deliberating the true nature of Duke Kristoff’s bodyguard. My
lingering doubts about him were starting to fade at almost the same
pace the lingering doubts about myself were gaining strength.

Later, once I’d forced my mind to settle, I
felt a ripple of power shudder through the Aether. Standing, I
crept over to the door and pressed my ear against the wood to
confirm my suspicions. Karethys had definitely returned, and the
two of them were once again speaking in hushed voices. This time I
avoided temptation to snoop, however. Instead I returned to the bed
and slipped under the covers. Whatever happened tomorrow, I knew I
would need a full night’s sleep to be ready for it.

 


***

 


By midday, the vaeyn envoy had gathered at
the palace steps in preparation to depart. Duchess Cassandra had
spared us another of her awkward breakfast gatherings, fortunately,
and her husband had taken the time to finish up their negotiations
instead. I didn’t know the exact terms of their deal yet,
considering I had once again been left out of the proceedings, but
judging from the tension in Larric’s expression I suspected he
wasn’t particularly happy about the details. What that meant, of
course, was anyone’s guess.

While her men finished loading supplies on
their horses, Karethys stepped over to Larric to say her final
goodbyes. “I hope we’ll have the opportunity to work together
again, Captain,” she said with a fractional nod. Her hood was back
up now that we were outside, and I could barely make out the thin
smile on her lips. “Hopefully this time the Covenant won’t be able
to punish you just for speaking with me.”

“If all goes as planned, they’ll have much
bigger problems to deal with,” he replied mildly. “Assuming we can
trust you to keep up your end of the bargain.”

“You have my word as a Shadow Knight.”

Larric grunted. “Not many Imperials would
take such a pledge seriously.”

“No,” she conceded. “But then again, you are
not most Imperials.”

They stared at each other in silence for a
moment, and I marveled at their ability to project an aura of cool
suspicion anytime they spoke in public. I could see the truth
behind their eyes, but I doubted anyone else would notice.

“Thank you again for your hospitality, Your
Excellencies,” Karethys said, offering a formal bow to the Duke and
his family. “The Vale is every bit as gorgeous as we’d lead to
believe, and Skyfall is a testament to your wise and enduring
leadership.”

“Your honor us, my lady,” Duke Darkstone
replied. “Once the darkness of the Covenant has been lifted, I hope
to host your people again in the future.”

“I look forward to it.” Karethys eyed each
of the Darkstone’s one last time before she stepped back over to
me. I wondered if she would intentionally make a scene again, but
instead she merely smiled and placed a gauntlet-covered hand on my
shoulder. “Tenna lye ento omenta. desh'iriai.”

I smiled. I was
always surprised when anyone spoke faeyn in public, but her words
were pleasant: “until we meet again, sister.” I
wondered if she meant them literally or as a simple polite parting.
Either way, I could tell that her compassion—and concern—was
genuine.

With a final pat on my arm, she stepped away
and mounted her steed. We watched in silence as they ambled down
the palace steps and out into the street through a procession of
royal guardsmen. Once they vanished from sight, Duke Darkstone
immediately released a long, drawn-out sigh.

“What a charming people,” he muttered. “You
have no idea how difficult it’s been to put up with them for an
entire week…”

Larric turned and frowned. “My lord?”

“I’ve met Asgardians with better social
graces, and I’m not even sure they know how to use silverware,”
Cassandra added. “Then there’s the smell, of course. I swear, you
can taste their stink for hours after they’ve left a room,
especially the males. We’ll be cleaning the palace for a
month…”

“I can’t believe you were ever willing to
fight alongside one, even against warlocks,” Darkstone said. “You
must be a very patient man indeed.”

Larric’s cheek twitched. “Pragmatism is a
virtue among soldiers.”

“Yes, I suppose so.” Darkstone eyed the
other man for a moment and smiled. “You almost look surprised, my
friend. Please tell me you don’t actually believe I’m about to sign
an alliance with the bloody vaeyn.”

“I assumed you had another card up your
sleeve,” Larric replied carefully. “And that we would make
arrangements once the vaeyn were gone.”

Darkstone grinned. “I admit, I was worried
when I received Kristoff’s missive. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to
trust an intermediary with such a delicate situation. But when Lady
Karethys explained your shared history to me, I knew everything
would work out for the best. You were the perfect man to help earn
her trust.”

Larric returned the smile. “Then I suppose
the real question is what you intend to do with it.”

“Most of what I told her is true, as I’m
sure you know,” the Duke explained. “Emperor Lucian and the
Covenant must be opposed, and the vaeyn are the perfect tools for
the job. The chaos they sow will present us with a grand
opportunity to steer our Empire back on the proper course.”

“That vaeyn bitch is delusional is she
believes we’re going to release their cousins,” Lord Varyl sneered.
“What would elves even do with themselves, squat in the ghettos and
shit themselves while—”

“That’s enough,” Darkstone interrupted,
shooting his son a cool glare before glancing back to Larric. “I’m
sure you understand what he’s trying to say. Without orcs to mine
the mountains and faeyn to plow the fields, every province in the
Empire would collapse almost overnight. The Covenant could
disintegrate tomorrow and it wouldn’t change anything.”

“Karethys surely understands this,” Larric
said. “The vaeyn may be savages, but they’re not fools.”

“No, but it doesn’t matter. Their hatred of
the Covenant will make them our willing tools regardless. We’ll set
them free in Sanctum and allow them to challenge the Hierophant and
cripple Lucian, but once they’re no longer useful we’ll drive them
back underground like the rats they are.”

Larric raised an eyebrow. “They will not
relent easily. Lucian thought them easy prey, and now most of
Glorfinel burns.”

“Lucian is a fool…but I understand your
point. Thankfully, I have other means to ensure their destruction
when the time is right.”

“Your Excellency?”

Darkstone chuckled and placed an arm around
his wife’s shoulder. “A conversation for another time, I think.
We’ve focused on business far too long, Captain. Tonight we
celebrate!”

“You won’t be disappointed,” Duchess
Cassandra said, her blue eyes sparkling. “I’ve prepared something
special for you. I guarantee you will retire sated.”

Larric smiled again. It looked genuine
enough on the surface, but I could tell it was forced. “I look
forward to it.”

“I’m expecting a number of other visitors
tonight from across the Vale, including Baron Ornosa and his wife.”
Darkstone said. “They’ll be disappointed that Gabriel didn’t make
the trip personally, but I’m sure you’ll get along just fine.”

“Speaking of Kristoff, I know he intended
this avenari as a gift,” Cassandra said. “I apologize for my
husband’s rudeness. We’ll make proper use of her tonight, I
promise.” She snapped her fingers and summoned one of the guards.
“Make certain she’s prepped for the festivities tonight, but keep
her separate from the other slaves. I don’t want her spoiling the
fun.”

“Yes, my lady,” the man said. He walked
behind me, and I resisted the urge to jump when his strong hands
clamped around my arms.

“I doubt she even knows what to do with
herself after holding her legs closed for two days,” Duchess
Cassandra said, stepping forward and pinching my chin. “Don’t
worry, my dear. Tonight you’ll have ample opportunity to
demonstrate your skills.”

 



Chapter Four: Darkstone’s Ball

 


I was perfectly accustomed to the subtle
humiliations of “gift-wrapping,” wherein local servants prepared me
for the individualized tastes of their masters. The range of
preferences was truly staggering, and not just in terms of the
different ways they wanted me to dress or wear my hair. Some
nobles, like Grand Duke Arland, were content to leave me
unrestrained, and others went so far as to engage me in real
conversation before we retired to their bedchambers. But there were
plenty on the opposite extreme as well, and on more than one
occasion I’d spent the entire evening tied up like a hog with a
blindfold over my eyes and a cock buried in my ass.

The moment the Duchess’s handmaiden touched
me, I knew tonight would be more like the latter than the former.
The woman dragged me away from Larric and back into the palace
before depositing me inside a dim, quiet room. I was left alone for
the better of an hour, and I had just started to wonder if they’d
forgotten me when she barged back through the door carrying a small
case of supplies.

She was not gentle. After tearing me out of
my old dress, she quickly took my measurements then pushed me
face-first onto the bed. I remained as still as possible while she
rubbed uncomfortably hot oil over my body, and she flipped me over
and made certain my flesh glistened from my chin to my toes. I
expected her to touch-up my makeup next, and technically she
did…but apparently Duke Darkstone preferred a much heavier, more
intense look than I was used to. My lips and cheeks practically
glowed red by the time she’d finished, to the point my face was
almost unrecognizable when I glanced into the mirror.

“The young lord Varyl likes to see smears,”
the handmaiden answered my unspoken question. “He also likes
ponytails so he has something to grab onto. Trust me, you’ll look
like a weeping whore by the time he’s done with you.”

I started to respond, but she shoved a gag
into my mouth and tied me to the bed before I could speak. She left
the room again, but this time she returned just a few minutes later
with my new outfit. The garment wasn’t actually a dress—it was
essentially a leather thong attached to a transparent silken skirt.
My breasts remained uncovered.

After adding a few final touches to my
makeup, the handmaiden tied my wrists behind my back and fastened a
collar around my neck. The accompanying leash was fairly long, and
she tugged on it several times to make sure it was tight enough to
cause me discomfort.

“You’ll wait here until they’re ready,” she
told me. “If you don’t want to get lashed, make sure you keep your
eyes down.”

She shut the door behind her, and I closed
my eyes and took a calming breath. I couldn’t help but be nervous
about Lord Varyl, but if I could convince him to take me back to
his chambers I would probably be all right. The Aether would defend
me…I just couldn’t risk channeling in public.

An hour or so later, a pair of royal
guardsmen opened the door and escorted me into the main dining
hall. I couldn’t believe how much the palace had changed just since
this morning—the halls were now filled with faeyn slaves. Even the
ones I recognized from before were wearing different clothing. All
the males and nearly all the females were topless, and they didn’t
lift their eyes from the floor.

The dining hall itself had also changed. The
main table had been replaced by a rectangular arrangement of
smaller tables, creating a rough “C” shape around the center of the
room. The reason was immediately obvious—there were already dozens
of nobles gathered in the room, and Darkstone had simply needed
more seating.

Larric was standing next to the Grand Duke’s
throne at the head of the table along with the rest of the royal
family. Other lesser nobles ranging from barons to minor lords were
scattered about the room. I recognized a few of families by their
coat of arms, but none were particularly relevant outside
provincial politics besides than the Ornosas. Their patriarch,
Baron Gaylen Ornosa, controlled several port cities along the
eastern coast and exerted an enormous amount of influence over
Imperial trade policy as a result. According to Master Kristoff,
his family had long-standing ties to the Darkstones.

The guards escorted me towards the throne,
and I did my best to keep my head bowed while still taking in as
many of the sights as possible. Dozens of faeyn slaves were busy
setting the tables and organizing the furniture before dinner. I
appeared to be the only avenari, however, which made me more
nervous than anything else.

“Ah, Kristoff’s pet cunt has finally
returned,” Duchess Cassandra sneered as she sipped at a glass of
wine. She was wrapped in a white, skin-tight gown that probably
cost as much as ten of her slaves. “Is he trying to convince us to
buy or is he just hoping to get on my husband’s good side?”

“Elara isn’t for sale,” Larric said,
flashing a polite smile. “She’s merely a gesture of his good
will.”

Cassandra grunted as she stepped in front of
me and pinched my right breast. We were nearly the same height, but
her gem-studded heels allowed her to tower over me. “Five thousand
sovereigns says I can convince you to leave her here with us…”

“There’s no better way to motivate my wife
than to tell her she cannot have something,” Duke Darkstone
commented with a chuckle. “The same can be said for my son,
actually.”

I could feel Lord Varyl’s breath on the back
of my neck as he paced behind me. I half-expected him to grab me
around the waist and throw me down on the table, but apparently he
was slightly more reserved in public.

“Nothing easy is worth having,” Varyl said
after a moment. “You’re the one who taught me that lesson.”

“True, though there are always exceptions,”
Darkstone replied mildly. He sat down in his throne and beckoned me
over. I crept forward until he placed his hand on my back and
lowered me down onto his knee. “The mundane can be still beautiful
at times, and you, my dear, are anything but mundane…”

“His Excellency is most kind,” I
whispered.

Darkstone chuckled and gently lifted my chin
with his fingers. “Don’t hide those gorgeous eyes of yours. I’d pay
a thousand sovereigns just for them.” He curled his left arm around
my waist and pulled me all the way into his lap. My legs hung over
his, and he traced his fingers up and down my bare thighs. “You’ll
dine with me this evening, my dear. How does that sound?”

“Wonderful, my lord,” I told him, smiling as
warmly as I could. It wasn’t entirely disingenuous—I could feel
Varyl’s heated glare on my back as his father pulled me away. I
doubted that Darkstone was actually trying to protect me, but I was
still thankful for the reprieve.

“I do wish that Gabriel had been able to
attend himself,” Baron Ornosa added. The middle-aged, heavy-set man
barely seemed to have noticed me at all. His eyes had been fixated
upon Duchess Cassandra ever since I had first spotted him. “I know
he would appreciate the reprieve from the Imperial Court. I can’t
imagine living in Sanctum and dealing with those haughty shits
every day.”

“You wouldn’t survive for ten minutes with
that mouth of yours,” Darkstone jested. “Remember, the Veshari are
so much cultured than us ‘provincials.’”

Everyone nearby shared a mirthful chuckle. I
had sensed Darkstone’s animosity towards the Sanctum elite from the
moment we’d arrived, but the aura of disdain was practically
palpable here. Master had explained to me that the various
provinces were always engaged in a simmering culture war. The
closer a noble’s proximity to Sanctum, the more he believed in the
superiority of his own tastes.

After another few minutes of idle chat, one
of the servants rang a bell as the others brought out the first
course. The guests quickly took their seats, and I had to
consciously fight the impulse to lick my lips as the smell of stew
wafted through the chamber. I suddenly regretted the fact I’d eaten
so well these last few days off leash. I could normally ignore food
when necessary, but now…

“Would you like a bite, my dear?” Darkstone
asked. He chuckled when I blinked in confusion. “It’s all right. My
chef is the best in the Vale, as I’ve sure you’ve noticed.”

“I-I am fine, my lord,” I stuttered. “You
are very kind to offer.”

“A gentleman always acts with courtesy, even
towards his possessions,” he said. “It’s a pity that so many of my
contemporaries refuse to see this.” His fingers crawled up my thigh
until they reached my waist. “This is something your dark elf
cousins refuse to understand. Bondage does not necessitate
mistreatment. In the Vale, our miners are given ample food and
rest. Our field hands are endowed with great responsibility. Even
our avenari enjoy plenty of luxuries unheard of in other
provinces.”

Darkstone grunted. “Just because the Triad
created your people serve does not mean they created you to be
miserable. There is grace in subservience to your betters. I’m sure
you agree.”

“Absolutely, my lord,” I replied carefully.
“I take great joy in bringing my master pleasure.”

He chuckled again as he ran one of his
fingers between my breasts. “My father warned me that I should
never trust a woman while her tits were in my face. But with you I
think I’ll make an exception.”

I smiled and leaned my chest closer to him.
“Is there anything in particular I can offer you, Your
Excellency?”

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves just yet,”
he told me. “Relax and enjoy the festivities. I’m sure you’ll find
the performance…inspiring.”

I followed his eyes to the empty area
between all the tables and wondered what he meant. But then, just
as the guests began to feast, the doors on the opposite side of the
chamber opened and revealed three naked faeyn males carrying a
thick purple-brown cushion between them. My brow reflexively
furrowed in confusion.

Before I could even guess at their
intentions, they strode into the gap between the tables and set the
cushion down, then abruptly turned and stood in front of Duchess
Cassandra’s seat. Now that they were standing closer, I could see
small branding marks on their necks that matched the coat of arms
of three of the families in attendance this evening.

“Since this is the first gala of the year,
my wife has been granted the choice of sire this evening,”
Darkstone whispered into my ear. “They all seem impressive enough
to me. Which would you choose, I wonder?”

“Um,” I stammered, my mind reeling at the
strange ritual. The Duchess looked upon each of the men with
thinly-veiled boredom as she sipped at her stew.

“You’ve never even been taken by one of your
kind, have you?” Darkstone asked with a soft chuckle.

“N-no, my lord,” I managed. “Such couplings
are forbidden without Covenant approval.”

“Ah yes, of course. Still…you must have a
preference.”

I wondered if this was some kind of test,
but if so I had no idea what he was hoping to learn. “The one on
the right. He seems the most…sturdy.”

Darkstone nodded. “I imagine my wife will
have a different preference…”

Duchess Cassandra was only a few feet away,
but I doubted she could actually hear us whispering over the din of
conversation and silverware. Eventually she pointed at the men in
rapid succession—first the middle, then the left, then the
right—before returning her eyes to Larric and whispering something
into his ear. The faeyn men bowed, then quickly spun on the heels
and knelt down in front of the cushion.

A few moments later the door opened again,
but this time a naked faeyn woman stepped forward. A long mane of
red hair draped down her shoulders nearly to her waist, and I
didn’t see any markings on her body, including her stomach. It was
only then I finally understood.

The males were here to attempt to impregnate
her, and the Duchess had chosen the order in which they would
copulate. In Sanctum, such a choice would be handled in private…but
Darkstone obviously enjoyed flaunting his lack of Covenant
supervision whenever possible. This display was meant as both a
show of power and as a visual feast for his guests.

I shook my head in wonder as the woman
reclined on the cushion and slowly spread her legs. The male
Duchess Cassandra had selected glanced back over his shoulder,
nodded to the royal family, then crawled forward and placed his
lips upon the woman’s quim. She rested her hand on his head as he
feasted upon her, and I could see his cock swelling in
anticipation.

Some of the guest chuckled or jeered, but
most appeared downright enthralled. I certainly was. In Glorinfel
and in Sanctum, breeding was private but still monitored. Any faeyn
coupling needed to be approved by the Covenant, and the slaves’
owner or owners were supposed to monitor the act. Both parties wore
masks or hoods to conceal their identities, and the males always
mounted females from behind. Once he spilled his seed, the male was
taken away and rarely exposed to the same female again.

According to Master Kristoff, the Covenant
feared potential relationships or familiar bonds between slaves.
Children were raised communally, typically by sterilized or
crippled females, before they were taken to auction upon their
fourteenth birthday. The process was so common, so regimented, that
I had difficulty conceiving of any alternatives…which was probably
the point.

“She’s ready,” Darkstone commented. He
tapped the small bell at the edge of his throne, and the male
immediately lifted his head and prepared to mount the female
instead. He buried himself inside her with a single thrust, and
several of the guests cheered him on as the servants cleared their
plates and prepared the meal’s next course.

I watched, mesmerized, as the male settled
into a comfortable rhythm. The female locked her ankles around his
waist and placed her hands upon his back. The coupling was so
passionate I wondered if they’d known each other beforehand. The
more likely possibility was that they had instructed by their
owners to give the Grand Duke’s guests a good show.

Once the male spilled inside her, he paused
a moment to catch his breath before he stumbled off to the side and
slumped back on his haunches. The second male swiftly took his
place and thrust back into the female as their human owners looked
on. Just from reading their expressions, I could tell that most of
them were caught somewhere between amusement and titillation. None
of them showed even the slightest hint of remorse.

I knew I shouldn’t have been surprised,
given everything I’d seen since moving to Sanctum. But somehow, I
still was. And for perhaps the first in my life, I was actually
disgusted as well.

“Kristoff has kept you ripe, I noticed,”
Darkstone said, placing his hand against my bare belly. “He must
intend to breed you someday.”

“Yes, my lord,” I confirmed.

“Are you excited by the prospect of becoming
a mother?”

“I…have not given the matter much
thought.”

“Well, I’m sure you won’t have to worry
about it for some time yet. Gabriel would be a fool to retire you
so young.”

I smiled politely and brought my hand up to
idly stroke the back of his hair. I belatedly realized that he
still hadn’t eaten anything, and when the servants retrieved the
first round of dishes and set out another, they didn’t set anything
in front of him. I wondered if this was normal behavior for a host
in the Vale.

Once the third faeyn male mounted the
female, Baron Ornosa glanced back over his shoulder to the throne
and flashed Darkstone a smile. “You know, I should probably be
insulted that your wife picked my breeder last. But she’s so
gorgeous I can hardly be upset.”

Cassandra chuckled as she speared a piece of
venison off her plate. “He’s clearly sturdy and patient—perhaps his
seed will win the day.”

“Perhaps,” Ornosa replied. “Regardless, my
wife probably has a few uses for him.”

“Not the stallion you used to be?” the
Duchess teased.

“We hardly even see each other these days,
to be honest. She’s been on holiday overseas for the past two
months. I had to bring Isela here just to keep me company.”

He gestured towards one of the faeyn
servants currently refilling the drinks at another table. She was
probably a hundred years older than the rest of us, though she
could have easily passed for a forty-something human woman. She was
draped in a surprisingly elegant, floor-length gown, and she wasn’t
wearing a collar or any other restraints that I could see.

“You still keep her in service after all
these years?” Darkstone asked. “I thought you put her in charge of
your whole estate.”

“I did, but that’s not what I meant.” Ornosa
grunted and took another sip of his wine. “She’s actually quite the
conversationalist, if you can believe it. I think I have more in
common with her than my wife…”

“Don’t let an Inquisitor hear you say that,”
Cassandra chided. “They’d be irritated enough that you taught her
to read.”

“Yes, well—”

“Who is she?” Lord Varyl interjected. His
eyes were locked onto the woman as she flitted between tables.

“Erm,” Ornosa stammered. “Isela’s been in my
family for over eighty years.”

The corner of Varyl’s lip twitched in
amusement. “Really?”

“She was actually a gift from my father on
my sixteenth birthday, if you can believe it. I still remember
returning to my room after the party. There she was, tired up in
the center of my bed.” Ornosa smiled wistfully. “You have no idea
how many times I took her those first few weeks. Young men and
their insatiable desires…”

Cassandra chuckled. “My husband tried with
that Varyl, but apparently one slave wasn’t enough. Perhaps after
he’s properly married…”

Varyl didn’t even seem to hear her. His eyes
remained fixated on Isela. “Why did you keep her so long?”

Ornosa shrugged. “Loyalty, I suppose. After
serving three generations of Ornosa men, she knows what she’s
doing.” He waved a hand. “Once I grew tired of her, I bred her for
a few years. Three children, all of which fetched a high price at
market. She’s since been branded, of course, so now I allow her to
manage the house and keep any new stock in line. Honestly, at this
point I don’t think I’d trade her for anything.”

“A hundred years old, and she barely looks a
day over thirty,” Cassandra muttered. “Why the gods blessed them
with such longevity is beyond me.”

“All the better to serve us, my dear,”
Ornosa said, patting her on the leg.

“I want her,” Varyl declared.

The baron raised an eyebrow. “She’s…been
retired for years, boy. And look around—there are plenty of others
to—”

“I want her,” Varyl repeated more
firmly. “Right now.”

Ornosa glanced back towards Darkstone.
“Aemond?”

“The heart wants what it wants,” the Grand
Duke said with a smirk. “So does the cock, as it turns out.”

The other nearby guests chuckled, though
Ornosa didn’t seem nearly as amused. He paused for a minute before
waving the woman over. “As your guest for the evening, I suppose it
would be rude to refuse such a simple request.”

“Do you need something, my lord?” Isela
asked.

“Yes, in fact,” Ornosa said. “It would seem
that the young Lord Darkstone has taken a liking to you. He wishes
to—”

“Bend over,” Varyl interrupted, standing.
When the woman blinked in confusion, he placed a hand on the small
of her back and shoved her down atop the table. She gasped in
surprise, and the young man glanced over to the Duchess.
“Mother?”

Sighing, Cassandra patted her mouth with a
napkin before she reached over and helped him unfasten his
trousers. If anyone was surprised to see Darkstone’s twenty-year
old wife freeing the cock of his nineteen year-old son, their
expressions didn’t show it. Even Larric managed to keep the disgust
off his face.

“Whatever are we going to do with you?”
Cassandra asked as she stroked his cock with one hand and pushed
aside Isela’s gown with the other. “Take her cunt, at least.
There’s no reason to give the good baron a heart attack.”

Varyl smiled as he thrust into the woman,
and Cassandra merely chuckled and returned to her food. All the
guests seemed content to continue eating dispute the banging
silverware and grunts of exertion. Once he spilled inside her a
dozen thrusts later, her slapped her buttocks and signaled for one
of the guards.

“Take her back to my room,” he instructed.
“Clean her up and tie her to the bed. I want her ready for me when
I’m bored with the party.”

For a moment, Baron Ornosa looked like he
might actually protest. But he must have thought the better of
challenging the Grand Duke’s son, and so instead he remained
silent. Isela glanced over to him pleadingly, but he merely sipped
at his drink and avoided her eyes.

“You should feel blessed, my dear,”
Darkstone whispered into my ear. “She may have just spared you a
night with my son.”

I smiled faintly but didn’t reply. At this
point, a part of me actually wanted to be alone with Lord Varyl.
Not to satisfy any his perverse pleasures, but to pierce his mind
and humiliate him…

“I hope the food is to your liking, Captain
Aresi,” Darkstone said, raising his voice enough that Larric could
hear him. “I’ve always found Veshari cuisine somewhat bland, but
Gabriel believes we’re spoiled by foreign spices.”

Larric glanced back over his shoulder and
smiled. “The venison is perfectly cooked. And whoever decided to
add Ikaran feska root is brilliant.”

“The body of a warrior, but the tastes of an
artisan,” Duchess Cassandra said, squeezing Larric’s arm and
grinning. “You really are a fascinating man, Captain.”

He returned her smile, but I could see his
legs twitch in discomfort. “I was stationed at a port in eastern
Glorinfel for almost a year. Several of the taverns bought huge
stocks of feska every season, and I haven’t been able to get any
since.”

“You can thank Baron Ornosa’s trade
contracts for that,” Darkstone said, nodding to his friend. “Eat
up, but save some space for desert. Once you’re finished, my wife
has arranged a special performance for us.” He smiled widely and
ran his leg up my thigh again. “I guarantee you’ll enjoy it.”

 



Chapter Five: The Vale’s Court

 


The faeyn “breeders” had finished their
performance by the time dessert arrived, and I could feel the
room’s tension level swell with each passing second. The guests
were clearly anticipating something special. Similar parties in
Sanctum typically ended with some kind of sprawling orgy involving
dozens of slaves and myriad partner swaps, but I suspected that
Duke Darkstone wouldn’t be content with anything so “mundane.”
There also weren’t nearly enough slaves present to satisfy all the
guests, and there was no way in the void they would be content to
fuck their own spouses. Imperial nobles simply didn’t behave that
way.

It wasn’t until after desert that Darkstone
finally revealed his plan.

“Now that everyone’s had a bite of cake, I
believe it’s time for the main course,” he announced, drawing
amused snickers across the room. “I will note in advance that all
of this was my lovely wife’s idea. Sometimes her youthful
perspective can be quite refreshing.”

Cassandra smiled and curled her arm around
Larric’s once again. She had spent at least three-quarters of her
time this evening chatting with him, usually in a soft enough voice
that I hadn’t been able to make out her words. Not that I needed
to—the hunger in her blue eyes was so palpable I was surprised she
hadn’t mounted him halfway through dinner.

“I knew everyone would be on edge after
spending so much time speaking with the vaeyn savages up close,”
she told him. “Consider this your well-earned release.”

She gestured towards the guard by the
western exit. He opened the large double door, and a moment later a
parade-style line of eight faeyn slaves—four males and eight
females—sauntered into the room. Under normal circumstances, their
entry wouldn’t have been particularly impressive. I had witnessed
plenty of more ostentatious processions at other estates, after
all, even considering the fact that all of them were stark naked.
But it wasn’t their glimmering collars or wrist shackles or nudity
that was unique—it was the fact their skin had been painted a
familiar shade of gray-blue.

“If the Legion had won even a single victory
recently, I would have paid handsomely for real vaeyn prisoners,”
Darkstone commented, his lips curling into a self-satisfied smile.
“But in the interim, this will have to do.”

My mouth dropped open in surprise. I had
attended plenty of masked balls and costumed galas, but usually the
nobles were the ones who dressed up. I could scarcely imagine how
much work and preparation had gone into preparing these slaves
while keeping them hidden from a palace full of guests…

“My husband said you had worked with Lady
Karethys before,” the Duchess whispered into Larric’s ear. Her
voice was practically giddy with delight. “You might as well fess
up—did you ever fantasize about putting that vaeyn cunt in her
place? “

Larric returned her smile. “On
occasion.”

“There’s no need to be coy,” Cassandra
teased. Her left hand, notably, began crawling across his lap until
it settled upon the bulge in his trousers. “You’re a soldier of the
Empire and a trusted advisor to one of the Grand Dukes. That bitch
should have been down on her knees begging to please you.”

The slaves continued filing around the
table. Apparently they had each been assigned to a particular guest
in advance, and one of the females stopped in front of Larric. She
was tall and surprisingly athletic; I had a feeling that was
precisely why she had been selected for him. Her hair had been dyed
silver and styled into a ponytail, but unlike most of the others
there was no brand on her belly. Evidently she was young and still
ripe.

“Like my husband said, I wish we could offer
you the real thing,” Cassandra said, patting Larric’s bulge a few
more times before she uncrossed her legs and stood. She sauntered
around the faeyn girl and smiled wickedly. “But I suppose this cunt
will have to do.”

After squeezing the slave’s back and
buttocks several times, she held out a hand and beckoned to her
servants. One of the men rushed over and handed her a black whip.
The Duchess wasted no time in uncoiling her toy and then cracking
it across the slave’s back.

“On your knees!” she hissed. “Now!”

The slave closed her eyes and sank down in
front of Larric. I could see the internal battle raging behind his
eyes. Considering what I’d learned about him these past few days,
he almost certainly didn’t want to be here. But it wasn’t as though
he could refuse Darkstone’s gift outright, not if he wanted to
maintain his cover. Especially not in such a public setting…

I swallowed heavily and glanced around room.
The other guests had essentially broken into small groups with
their own slaves. Most were still prodding or otherwise tormenting
their gifts, but some weren’t so patient. One of the male faeyn
already had his head forcibly buried beneath the skirts of a
noblewoman, and one of the females was already down on all fours
with a cock in her mouth and another in her ass.

“I’m certain you are more skilled than any
of them, my dear,” Darkstone whispered into my ear as he watched
the proceedings with amusement. “Kristoff’s father always had a
keen eye for talent. I’ve no doubt his son is just as
discerning.”

“Do you wish to have me now, my lord?” I
asked.

“Soon enough,” he said, sipping at his
drink. “But I wouldn’t be much of a husband if I didn’t allow my
wife to enjoy herself first, would I?”

I glanced back to Duchess Cassandra as she
lashed the kneeling faeyn slave one more time. The whip’s
enchantment prevented it from breaking skin or even leaving lasting
marks, but the girl’s back and buttocks still glowed bright red
beneath her body paint.

The first thing these savages need to learn
is how to properly worship their betters,” Cassandra said,
extending her foot in front of slave. The girl obediently leaned
down and kissed her toes. “Wouldn’t you agree, Captain?”

“It’s a lesson they’ll learn quickly, I’m
sure,” Larric said, his eyes flicking about the room. “You don’t
have your own slave, my lady?”

Cassandra grinned. “I told my husband that I
wanted to share this one with you. I hope that’s not a
problem.”

Larric glanced back to Darkstone briefly
then returned his eyes to the Duchess. “Of course not, my
lady.”

“Please, call me ‘Cassandra,’” she replied,
sliding down into his lap. Her left knee slowly nudged his legs
apart and then pressed against his manhood. “You’re our guest of
honor. I want to make certain you enjoy yourself.”

She leaned in closer to him, her smile
widening as her right hand slowly began fiddling with the buttons
of his tunic. After she’d opened a few, she leaned in to kiss
him….at which point he abruptly recoiled and grabbed her wrist.

“My lady—”

“My husband doesn’t mind, if that’s what
you’re worried about,” she said, winking back at Duke Darkstone. We
had a perfect view from his throne—there were only three or four
yards away from us. “In fact, he’s been looking forward to this
nearly as much as I have…”

Larric smiled awkwardly. “I see.”

Cassandra chuckled as she leaned in and
kissed him. He responded in kind, though it looked more like he was
merely trying to survive rather than reciprocate. Left alone for a
few minutes, she probably would have devoured him right then and
there.

Eventually she pulled away and helped him to
his feet. Her hand opened the front of his trousers as she nibbled
at his chin. “I’ve never seen a warrior’s cock before,” she
whispered into his ear. “I’m sure it’s every bit as marvelous as
I’d hoped…”

She gasped in delight when his semi-erect
manhood finally sprung free. Her fingers delicately worked at the
shaft, and as her eyes widened in delight I wondered if she might
drop to her knees and swallow him right then and there. But
apparently she wasn’t willing to debase herself in public just yet.
Instead she grabbed the faeyn slave’s leash and tugged the other
woman forward.

“Taste him, cunt,” she ordered. “You should
feel honored to feast on such a magnificent cock…”

The faeyn leaned forward and obeyed her
mistress. She swallowed Larric’s cock to the hilt, and Cassandra
grabbed the base of the other woman’s skull and forced her to
remain still. The Duchess grinned sadistically.

“If only I could fed you to Karethys during
the negotiations,” she mused, half-giggling. “Her lips would have
been far more useful wrapped around your cock than spouting useless
drek…”

After a few more seconds Cassandra finally
granted the faeyn a brief reprieve to catch her breath, but shortly
thereafter she shoved Larric’s cock back down the slave’s throat.
Soon he was openly face-fucking the girl while the Duchess egged
him on. She clawed open his tunic and scratched at his finely
chiseled chest, and the more aggressive she became, the wider her
husband smiled.

With my legs hanging across his lap, I could
feel Darkstone’s cock swelling beneath his trousers. Cuckolding was
as a practice was widespread throughout the Imperial Court, but I
had never witnessed anything so dramatic in person. I
wondered idly how long the Duke had been planning this encounter.
His wife had been leering at Larric from the first moment he’d
walked up the palace steps…

On impulse, I slid my hand across his
trousers and began unfastening his belt. When he didn’t stop me, I
freed his now swollen cock and slowly began stroking him as watched
the nearby show. Larric was rapidly approaching a climax, but when
he closed his eyes and clenched his teeth, Cassandra abruptly
released her grip on the slave’s head and shoved her down to the
floor.

“She is unworthy of your seed,” the Duchess
said, grinning hungrily as she twisted Larric around and backed up
against the table. “Give it me. Now!”

This time, Larric didn’t hesitate. In a
single, smooth motion he hoisted Cassandra up onto the table, tore
open her gown, and placed his cock at her smoldering entrance. She
screamed so loudly when he thrust inside that half the room turned
to look…which was, I imagined, the whole point.

“I hope he has exceptional endurance,”
Darkstone said. His breaths had become increasingly labored as I
stroked him. “She’ll demand his company all evening. As for
you…”

He gestured with his chin, and I knew
exactly what he wanted. Releasing my grip on his cock, I shifted in
his lap until I could properly straddle him. I guided his manhood
to my quim and slowly eased him inside me.

“Take me, my lord,” I whispered as I wrapped
my arms around his neck and leaned in close. “I am yours.”

He gripped my slender waist and took full
control of my movements. He clearly wasn’t in any hurry; he struck
a slow, methodical rhythm and seemed to savor each and every
thrust. I was surprised at the strength of his hands, especially
for a man of his age and modest build, and I wondered how long he
would attempt to hold out. But when his eyes finally rolled back in
delight, I knew I had him. It was finally time to get to work.

Taking a deep breath, I reached out and
channeled the Aether. Its familiar warmth coursed through me, and I
could suddenly feel the ebb and flow of emotions throughout the
room. The longing, the ecstasy, the release…all of it washed over
me like a tidal wave, and I struggled to retain my bearings and
focus upon the man in front of me. His mind was disciplined; I
immediately knew that piercing his defenses would prove
difficult.

And then, just as I started to press into
his thoughts, his eyes abruptly reopened and fastened upon me. For
a terrifying second I thought he might have detected my intrusion,
but then I realized it was something else.

“Now that we’re better acquainted, my dear,”
he said, his voice surprisingly calm despite his rapid breathing,
“I wonder if there’s something else you could do for me.”

I forced a smile despite my confusion.
“Anything, my lord.”

“You’ve spent years in Glorinfel and then
Sanctum with Duke Kristoff,” Darkstone said. “I’m sure you know a
great deal about him. I want you to show me everything.”

He lifted his hands and placed them on my
cheeks…and I suddenly felt the Aether stir and ripple through him.
He had just summoned his own magic, and how he was trying to pierce
through my defenses and peer into my thoughts.

My breath caught in my throat. Master
Kristoff had warned me that Duke Darkstone was a Bound channeler
despite his cool relationship with the Covenant. I had expected him
to pose a unique challenge for my abilities, and I had explicitly
waited to channel until this moment for fear that he might discover
my true identity. But it had never once occurred to me that he
might be interested in reading the mind of a mere slave…

The turnabout was equal parts ironic and
horrifying. I was caught completely off-balance, and Darkstone
nearly penetrated my mind before I even realized what was going on.
I knew I couldn’t defend against his intrusions overtly, lest he
realize I was Unbound…but I also couldn’t allow him to freely
rummage through my mind and learn the truth that way, either.
Ultimately, I had only one real option: I had to trick him into
believing he’d gotten what he wanted. And that meant allowing him
inside.

Intentionally or not, his mental thrusts
were almost perfectly synchronized with his physical exertions, and
I mock gasped in pleasure as he began to probe my memories. Instead
of blocking him out, however, I guided him down a pre-determined
path. I concocted a completely fictitious history between myself
and Master Kristoff and allowed Darkstone to touch and sample the
memories as if they were the real thing.

I had no idea if the ruse would even work,
and if it didn’t I knew there was a good chance I would end up with
my neck in a noose. But I also knew I didn’t have a choice. I
continued writing my mental story as quickly as he could consume
it, praying all the while that he would lose interest once he
realized I didn’t know anything…

And he did. After another minute of probing,
he released his grip on the Aether and withdrew from my mind. I
didn’t dare press into his at this point—it was obviously far too
risky. Instead I thrust my breasts into his face and concentrated
on giving him as much physical pleasure as he could handle.

His cock erupted inside me mere moments
later, and I arched my back and played along as if nothing out of
the ordinary had happened. Apparently my illusion worked—he didn’t
attempt to probe me a second time, and as his cock wilted he seemed
to lose interest in me entirely.

“Thank you, my lord,” I breathed into his
ear. “Please, allow me to serve you again…”

“That won’t be necessary, my dear,”
Darkstone said, smiling tiredly and holding my chin in his hands.
“I’m an old man these days.”

“I promise I can make you feel young,” I
teased, sliding my hands down to his waist. “I can—”

“No,” he told me, gripping my wrists. His
entire disposition had changed now that he’d failed to learn
anything useful from me. A minute ago, I had been potential
leverage against one of his political rivals. Now I was just
another slave in his already vast collection.

“What does my lord require?” I asked.

“You’ve already satisfied me, but I’m sure
Gabriel would want you to earn your keep.” He flashed me an empty
smile and gestured with his left hand. I glanced back over my
shoulder and marveled at the sprawling orgy covering virtually the
entire room. Larric and Duchess Cassandra, meanwhile, had shifted
from the table to the floor for their second bout. His muscular
back dripped with sweat as he mounted her from behind.

Lord Varyl, by contrast, was almost eerily
silent. He stood and watched the proceedings from a few yards away,
and his eyes smoldered with rage as he glared down at Larric. One
of the painted slaves was busy fellating him from her knees, but he
seemed completely disinterested.

“Varyl,” Darkstone beckoned. “I’m finished
with her—take her if you wish.”

“Finally,” the young man muttered. He pushed
the slave off of him and waved over one of the guards. “Put her in
my room with the other one. I’ll be along shortly.”

Before I could reply, the guard grabbed my
leash and pulled me off the Grand Duke’s lap. I frowned in protest
but realized resistance was pointless—Darkstone clearly had no more
interest in me. Had he planned to hand me over to his son the whole
time?

Not that it made a difference. Darkstone
probably thought I was terrified, but I wasn’t. For all the young
man’s bluster, Varyl wasn’t a channeler. He represented my best
chance to learn this family’s dirty secrets. And once we were in
private, there was nothing he could do to stop me.

 


***

 


Baron Ornosa’s slave, Isela, was already
tied to Lord Varyl’s bed when I arrived. Her wrists and ankles were
bound to the bedposts, leaving her spread-eagled across the crimson
sheets. She glanced up when the guards pushed me inside, though she
didn’t seem particularly surprised that Varyl had brought in
another slave. Considering how many decades she had been serving
the nobles of Korvale, she had probably seen almost everything at
this point.

The guard pushed me down to my knees and
tied my leash to one of the posts, then abruptly left and returned
to the dining hall. He was probably expecting some kind of reward
for watching over the ongoing orgy, or perhaps he figured he’d be
allowed to participate at some point. Either way, I didn’t want to
think about it. Right now I just needed to focus on the Aether and
prepare a surprise for the youngest Darkstone…

Varyl barged inside a few minutes later, and
he smiled at each of us in turn as he finished his liquor and set
the glass down on his desk. “Old memories, hmm?” he sneered as he
sauntered in front of his bed and studied Isela. “Unless Ornosa was
lying about his younger years.”

Isela stared up at him but remained silent.
Eventually Varyl snorted and began unbuckling his trousers.

“Well, was he?” the young man demanded. “Is
this how he fucked you the first time?”

“Y-yes, my lord,” she managed.

“Three decades shoving your cock into the
same old cunt. I can’t believe he didn’t sell you off at the first
opportunity. I’ve only taken you once and I’m almost tired of you
already.” Varyl snickered as he stepped out of his trousers and
pulled off his tunic. Despite his scorn—or maybe because of it—his
cock was rock hard. “You’re not even that pretty, to be honest.
Kristoff’s little slut here is much more beautiful. I’m surprised
Ornosa was willing to breed you.”

He knelt down onto the bed and pushed
Isela’s thighs even farther apart. “I see you’ve already rejected
the present I gave you earlier,” he said, commenting on the wet
spot on the bedding where his seed had leaked out of her. “It’s not
polite to refuse a gift from the Grand Duke’s son, you know. I
suppose this time I’ll have to leave it somewhere else. Think you
can keep it inside that ass of yours?” He snickered and crawled up
over her chest until his manhood was dangling over his lips. “Maybe
I’ll just make you wear it tonight. Send you back to your master
with a real man’s seed on your face…”

“My lord,” I interrupted. “Please…allow me
to satisfy you.”

Varyl turned and glared down at me. “I never
gave you permission to speak. This is why cunts should always be
gagged.”

“I know, my lord, but…” I looked up at him
longingly. “The night we arrived you promised you would take me.
Please…please let me taste you.”

An older or wiser man might have at least
been suspicious of my intentions despite the fact I was shackled
and ostensibly helpless. But a young male like Varyl, consumed as
he was by his own ego and power, never paused for a second to
wonder if I was telling the truth. Like the Covenant, he
undoubtedly viewed my people as naturally obsequious. He believed
the gods had designed us to take satisfaction in servitude, so my
sudden desire to please him didn’t seem strange in the least.

“My father didn’t wear you out, then?” he
asked with a snort. “I can’t believe the old codger was even able
to get hard.”

He slid off the bed and stepped over to me
until his cock was nearly touching my lips. I remained still and
awaited permission even as I reached out to the Aether and allowed
its power to course through me…

“Open those pretty lips,” Varyl ordered.
“I’ll give you want you want.”

I smiled and leaned forward. My tongue
caressed the tip, and I slowly took him inside me—

At which point I summoned the Aether and
pierced his mind.

His defenses were fragile, even for a
non-channeler. After just a few seconds I could read his thoughts,
and after a few more I could control them completely. His memories
flooded over me, and by the time his cock touched the back of my
throat I knew everything he did.

He knew more than I expected but less than I
hoped. Duke Darkstone kept his plans reasonably private, but Varyl
knew the basic truth: all his father really wanted was power.
Darkstone was the eldest and wealthist Grand Duke, and he believed
he could leverage an Imperial civil war into an opportunity to
become Emperor. Kristoff’s crippling defeat in Glorinfel was an
unexpected boon; Darkstone believed it would make his rival
desperate. He wasn’t wrong, of course, and I still wasn’t sure
what, if anything, Kristoff could do to stop him.

Just as importantly, Varyl didn’t know
anything about the Emperor’s true identity as an Unbound, nor did
he have any particularly interesting insights about the vaeyn. He
was exactly what he seemed: a sadistic young man with too much
power and too little vision. All he really wanted was to fuck his
slaves and occasionally his stepmother.

I decided to grant his wish. Instead of
implanting a subtle suggestion in the back of his mind—a technique
I used to great effect with many of the nobles in the Imperial
Court—I tested the limits of my powers and took full control of his
mind. I convinced him that he was savagely mouth-fucking me even as
I pulled away and spit out his cock. He continued thrusting in
mid-air, his hands clasping at nothing as his eyes rolled back into
his head.

I smiled in satisfaction when his seed
splattered against the wall instead of my throat, and as his
exhausted body crumpled over on the floor I implanted an entire
evening of illusory delights in his consciousness. When he woke in
the morning, he would believe he’d fucked both of us multiple
times. In reality, he was about to spend the entire night cuddled
into a half-comatose ball.

“My lord?” Isela asked, leaning upwards as
far as her restraints would allow. “Merciful Triad!”

I closed my eyes and swore under my breath.
As usual, once I’d started channeling I had grown overconfident and
all but ignored my surroundings. Varyl wouldn’t remember any of
this, but Isela would—and that could prove every bit as
dangerous.

“It’s all right,” I soothed, swallowing
heavily and stretching out through the Aether. “He’ll be fine. Just
relax…”

Sensory manipulation was much easier when
making physical contact, which was precisely why I’d so desperately
wanted Varyl to touch me first. I could still read and influence
thoughts from a distance, but overt changes to memories were much
more difficult. Considering I was still tied up, however—and
considering the guards would expect to find me that way in the
morning—I didn’t have any other choice.

Thankfully, Isela’s mind was nearly as
malleable as Varyl’s, and it didn’t take long to convince her that
he’d decided to spend all night playing with the younger
avenari instead. She leaned back and relaxed, pleased to be
freed from her other domestic duties for the evening, and
eventually she even fell asleep.

I did not. I stayed awake through the night,
carefully monitoring Lord Varyl’s thoughts and making sure my
illusions stuck. By the time the guards retrieved us in the
morning, he was so thoroughly enamored with my skills I was
surprised he didn’t demand to follow us back to Sanctum. I also
implanted a lingering suggestion that other avenari would
never truly satisfy him again, and that he would only find real
pleasure in the arms of Duchess Cassandra…

I smiled as the guards escorted me back to
my room. Varyl might not have known as much as I’d hoped, and there
was still the unresolved matter of Larric and Emperor’s secret
identities. But for one moment, at least, I felt completely in
control. I was a slave, yet I was more liberated than nearly any
other channeler. I was an elf, yet I was more powerful than nearly
any human.

I was Unbound. And no one, not even the
Covenant, would ever be able to take that away from me.

 


 



Chapter Six: The Duke’s Present

 


I spent the first hour of morning relaxing
inside the warm tub in my room. By the time I finally decided to
dry myself off, Larric had begun preparations for our return to
Sanctum. He stepped into my room right after I’d dressed and eyed
me up and down.

“Did Varyl harm you?” he asked, his
expression neutral.

“No, my lord,” I said. “He
was…agreeable.”

Larric studied me for a moment before he
inched closer. “Ornosa’s avenari also appeared uninjured. I
overheard her saying that Varyl focused his attentions almost
exclusively upon you.”

“He did.”

“Then you should be in a great deal of pain
right now,” Larric said. “And I should be demanding that Duke
Darkstone compensate Kristoff for damages to his property.”

I stared up at him but remained silent. I
wasn’t quite sure where he was going with this, exactly, though I
could detect a trace of concern behind his otherwise cool tone.

“You used your magic,” he reasoned, lowering
his voice. “Didn’t you?”

I considered denying it but ultimately
decided there was nothing to gain. “I did, yes,” I admitted. “But
the young lord woke satisfied. Nothing else should matter.”

“Unless you were discovered, of course. Then
we’d both be dead.” He paced over towards the window and sighed.
“I’m not blaming you. I never would have allowed him to take you if
I didn’t believe you could defend yourself.”

My eyebrows lifted. He sounded downright
compassionate again, just like he had before the Duke’s gala.
Perhaps this would become a habit…and perhaps I should have just
told him what I knew about him and Karethys. But I didn’t.

“Hopefully you learned something useful from
him,” Larric went on, “though I doubt Darkstone shares many of his
secrets with his son. He certainly doesn’t with his wife.”

“I hope you enjoyed your evening with
Duchess Cassandra.”

He grunted and turned back around, and I
swore I caught a hint of a smile on his lips. “She was
satisfied, which is all that is really important. I’m just thankful
we’re getting out of here.” He glanced over to the door and nodded.
“We’ll be leaving shortly, but I’m supposed to attend another
breakfast first. It’s probably best if you remain here.”

“I understand, my lord,” I replied,
resisting the urge to smile back. “I will await your return.”

No one bothered me while he was gone, and
just over an hour later we were standing outside the palace with
our caravan and guards prepared for the journey. Larric kept me
close at his side as he exchanged final pleasantries and
goodbyes.

“Before you leave, there is one more thing,”
Duke Darkstone said, a coy smile tugging at the corner of his
mouth. “I haven’t seen Gabriel in a long time, not since his father
died years ago. I wondered if you’d be willing to deliver a special
gift for me.”

Larric nodded. “Of course.”

“Wonderful.” Darkstone turned and signaled
to his guards. Two of them stepped into one of the nearby
watchtowers, and they emerged a few seconds later carrying a
prisoner between them. Her head was covered by a sack, and she was
wrapped in a formless brown tunic that made it nearly impossible to
distinguish her features. Her arms and legs were obviously
shackled, however, given how awkwardly she stumbled forward. I
could feel her terror without even trying.

“Your Excellency?” Larric asked.

“My men caught her lurking around the Salt
Peaks several weeks ago,” Darkstone said, his smile widening. “I
was tempted to trade her back to the vaeyn, but I didn’t want to
risk Lady Karethys overreacting. I also considered presenting her
at the gala last night, but…” He chuckled. “Well, I have a feeling
that Gabriel will better enjoy an unspoiled prize.”

Darkstone abruptly removed the sack.
Underneath was a young vaeyn woman, her mouth plugged by a leather
gag. Her long, unkempt silver hair was plastered across her gray
forehead, and her sensitive eyes squinted away from the sudden
brightness. She didn’t appear to be injured, but I could see her
jaw quivering in terror at what was about to happen…

“She never revealed her name, though it’s
hardly relevant at this point,” Darkstone said. “As far as we can
tell she’s just a regular scout, not even a ranger and definitely
not a Shadow Knight. Still, she’s supple enough…and knowing
Gabriel’s tastes, I’m sure he’ll appreciate her.”

“I think you’re right,” Larric said, smiling
and pacing around the woman. His expression was appropriately
lecherous, though I could see the disgust behind his eyes.
Hopefully no one else would notice. “She remains unbroken?”

“Yes. I didn’t want to deprive my old friend
of the pleasure.” Darkstone signaled again, and this time his
guards stripped off her tunic and left her naked aside from her
thin undergarments. The Duke ran his fingers along the intricate
tattoo covering the right side of her body. “It’s a pity they
blemish themselves. Another sign of their barbarism.”

“Gabriel might enjoy the thought of taming a
savage,” Duchess Cassandra suggested. She flashed Larric a playful
grin. “I have a feeling you might as well.”

“Yes, feel free to enjoy her along the
way—the gift is as much for you as him.”

“Thank you, Your Excellency,” Larric
replied. “I don’t know what to say.”

“Just remind him that we hold the fate of
the Empire in our hands,” Darkstone said. “And think of this as a
reminder that the vaeyn cannot be trusted.”

His men hoisted the woman up into the
carriage, and Larric beckoned for me to sit next to her. When she
struggled, Darkstone produced a control rod and tapped a button on
the side. A surge of Aetheric energy jolted from her collar into
her muscles, and she collapsed down on the floor right in front of
me, paralyzed.

“I hope we see each other again soon,”
Darkstone said, handing Larric the rod and flashing him a wry
smile. “Long live the Emperor…well, not that long.”

Larric returned the man’s smile. “Glory to
the Empire.”

We set out a few minutes later, and I spent
the next several minutes staring down at the helpless vaeyn woman.
Her eyes—a radiant shade of crystal blue—slowly refocused as she
recovered from her collar’s “corrective” stun blast. She looked up
at me, and I desperately wanted to touch her face and try to
console her. But with my hands bound behind my back, there was
nothing I could do.

An hour or so later, once we had cleared the
gates of Skyfall and entered the countryside, Larric climbed back
into the carriage with us. The vaeyn woman glanced up to him in
horror, but he quickly put his fingers to his mouth and made a
shushing motion.

“I promise I won’t harm you, but you need to
stay quiet for a bit longer,” he told her.

She clearly didn’t believe him, but she just
as clearly didn’t have a choice but to listen.

“My name is Larric Aresi,” he said, leaning
down next to the woman. “Do you know Lady Karethys?”

She stared up at him, a dozen separate
emotions flickering across her face as she tried to decide whether
or not she should believe him. Eventually she nodded.

“Good,” Larric said. “I know this will sound
strange, but…” His eyes flicked to me, then back down to her. “We
are allies. I had no idea you were being held captive or I would
have done something sooner.” He pursed his lips and gesturing with
his chin towards the carriage’s covered window. “Darkstone said his
men captured you in the Salt Peaks. Was he correct that you are a
scout?”

She hesitated for several seconds before
nodding again.

“Then I’m sure you’re aware of several paths
through the mountains to Glorinfel,” Larric said. “I realize it’s
not ideal, but there’s no way we can escort you all the way home.
And if you’re still here by the time we reach the border…” He
sighed and ran a hand through his short hair. “If all goes well,
we’ll roll into a small village tonight. There’s no wall or fence,
and you should be able to escape in the forest easily enough. From
there, you’ll you have to find your way through the Peaks and back
to your people.”

The woman had almost completely frozen in
place. She obviously couldn’t decide if he was telling the truth or
just toying with her.

“I wish I could do more,” Larric told her.
“I should be able to get you some basic equipment, at least. Do you
understand what I’m offering?”

The woman swallowed heavily but nodded
again. I locked eyes with her and did my best to appear calm and
reassuring.

“I know this sounds crazy, but just hold on
and try to relax,” he soothed, placing a hand on her shoulder. “I
promise I’ll get you out of here.”

He glanced at me one last time before he
slipped back out of the carriage and returned to the horses. I
allowed the silence to linger for a few seconds before I let out a
deep breath and leaned down.

“He’ll help you,” I said, speaking as softly
as I could. “He’s not what he seems.”

The woman stared up at me, clearly surprised
that I was willing and able to speak with her. Hopefully, the words
of a fellow slave would carry more weight than those of an Imperial
soldier.

“He’s worried about the other guards,” I
went on. “They are loyal to Duke Kristoff, and they won’t allow him
to let you go. That’s why he wants to wait until after nightfall
when they’ve retired for the evening.”

After another long pause, she took in a deep
breath and nodded in understanding. I could feel her mind slowly
settling, and I was tempted to demonstrate my channeling ability
with some kind of overt display. The vaeyn were much more
comfortable with magic than humans, after all, and she might have
been more inclined to believe me if she realized I was an Unbound.
But the risks were too great, and so instead I remained still and
silent.

The carriage stopped for a break around
mid-day, and Larric allowed me to step outside and stretch my legs.
At this point, the other guards barely paid me any attention—they
were too busy leering at the vaeyn. They spoke openly and
unapologetically about their desire to “fuck an infidel.” I forced
myself to remain calm as Larric freed my hands and offered me
several pieces of fruit.

“I know you’re confused right now,” he said
once the other men had fed the horses and started to pack up, “but
I need you to do something for me.”

“Of course, my lord.”

“When we’re back on the road, give her
this,” he ordered, handing me several strips of salted meat wrapped
in cloth. “Instruct her not to make any noise while her gag is
off—she doesn’t want to draw any unnecessary attention to herself.
Do you understand?”

I nodded. “Yes.”

“Good.” He eyed me up and down, and for an
instant I recognized the softer Larric that had appeared during his
meeting with Karethys. But then his eyes hardened and the regular
Larric returned. “Let’s get moving.”

We started moving a few minutes later, and I
opened the piece of cloth and showed the meat strips to the vaeyn.
She looked up at me expectantly.

“If you’d like to eat, I can remove your
restraints,” I told her, keeping my voice as soft as possible. “But
you need to stay still and quiet. If you struggle, the guards will
just start watching you more closely.”

She nodded in understanding, and I leaned
down on a knee and unfastened her gag. She didn’t scream,
thankfully. I was tempted to unlock the shackles around her wrists,
but that would probably only embolden her to try something stupid.
Besides, it wasn’t like I had the key anyway.

I eased one of the strips into her mouth,
and after taking a small first bite she practically wolfed down the
others. Had Darkstone even fed her since her capture?

Once she was finished, I smiled down at her
and retrieved the gag. More than anything, I wanted to have a
conversation with her…but I knew that wasn’t possible. And
depending what Larric had planned, it might never be.

“We can’t afford to speak,” I told her. “But
my name is Elara.”

“Ralyne,” she whispered back. Her accent was
much thicker than Karethys’s had been. “Thank you.”

I smiled and reattached the gag. We traveled
the rest of the way in silence, though I allowed myself to channel
the Aether and brush against her surface thoughts. She remained
anxious and scared, of course, but I could also feel a fresh surge
of hope. I prayed that Larric wouldn’t disappoint her...

We rolled into the mining village of Reskin
just after nightfall, and once again the local baron was more than
willing to share his impressive mansion with the Grand Duke’s
entourage. Larric made the appropriate arrangements while the two
of us remained in the carriage. He wasn’t shy about displaying me,
of course, but he clearly didn’t want to cause a stir by unveiling
a vaeyn.

Eventually he opened the door and ordered
the two of us to hop out. The stables were nearby, though I didn’t
spot any other onlookers aside from our own guards. As a
precaution, Larric still tossed a hood back over Ralyne’s head
before he ordered two of the guards to escort us inside the
adjacent mansion. We were quickly ferried into a familiar room, at
which point one of the men shoved Ralyne down onto the wooden
floor. With her feet and wrists shackled, she quickly lost her
balance and tumbled over onto her side with a muffled grunt.

“Worthless elf slut,” the man sneered. “How
many legionnaires do you think she’s killed?”

“Too many,” his shorter partner replied. “At
least she’ll finally get what’s coming to her.”

“Are you kidding? You’ve seen the way
Kristoff treats this one.” He waved a gauntlet-covered hand in my
direction. “Good food, private room…she’s practically a baroness.
All she has to do is spread her legs once in a while.”

The shorter man grunted. “You never got a
chance to peek inside Darkstone’s party.” He chortled as he watched
Ralyne squirm away until she bumped into the wall. “But you might
be right. I doubt the Captain’s happy about it, either. You know
how much he hates the gray-ears.”

“Maybe he’ll let us have a taste,” the first
guard replied before he glanced back towards me. “But I’d settle
for a night with this one. What do you think, cunt? You want
to—?”

“I ordered you to escort you to their room,
not stand around like a couple of drunken legionnaires,” Larric
said from the doorway. As always, I was amazed at how quietly he
could move even while clad in armor. “Go and secure the horses.
Once everything’s taken care of, you can hit the taverns.”

The two men shared confused looks before the
shorter one finally found his voice. “How many men should we keep
on duty, sir?”

“Have a few of the orcs guard the perimeter
around the city, but the rest of you can have the night off,”
Larric instructed. “You worked hard in Skyfall, and you haven’t had
an opportunity to relax since we left Sanctum.”

“You’re…you’re certain, sir?”

“Yes. The local baron keeps more guards than
farmers in Reskin. I’ll be fine.” He flicked his chin towards the
door. “Go on.”

The two men left a moment later, their
spirts clearly heightened. Larric waited a few minutes before he
let out a deep breath and glanced down at Ralyne.

“Just stay put for a bit longer. I need to
take care of some things, but once the men are occupied we’ll get
you out of here. All right?”

The vaeyn nodded slowly. Her anxiety had
returned in full force, but his words seemed to help. After
spending more time around him, I wasn’t surprised. He could be
incredibly convincing and sincere when he wanted to.

Larric didn’t keep us waiting long. He
returned less than an hour later and beckoned for us to follow him.
We slipped into the adjacent hallway, and I was struck by how empty
the mansion was. The last time we’d been here, the estate had been
crawling with guards and servants. Larric must have organized some
kind of distraction to aide our passing…

We reached the village’s outskirts a few
minutes later, and once we were clear he leaned down and removed
our ankle restraints so we could walk more quickly. He left our
leashes on, however, probably to allay the suspicions of anyone who
happened to spot us from a distance. We then scurried past Reskin’s
outermost farmsteads and pressed north into the open plains. Behind
us, the Ember Peaks blocked out fully half the night sky, though
remarkably Skyfall itself was still plainly visible. The farther we
traveled, the more the mountains began to resemble a giant,
slumbering monster silhouetted in starlight…and the more the
glowing pyres atop Skyfall’s towers resembled a pair of beady,
sinister orange eyes squinting down at us.

I had no idea how far we actually walked,
but it must have been at least two or three miles before Larric
finally brought us to a halt. He finally unfastened Ralyne’s leash
and collar, though he left mine attached.

“This as far as I can take you and still get
back in time,” he told her. “It’s not perfect, but you should have
enough distance from the settlement that no one will be able to
catch you. Just head straight north as best you can. You should
reach the edge of the Salt Peaks in a few days.”

She nodded stiffly, and he reached behind
her and worked at her wrist cuffs. He allowed her a moment to
stretch before he finally removed the gag as well.

“Why are you doing this?” she asked, her
voice so soft it nearly splintered into the breeze.

“The less you know, the better,” Larric
replied, tossing me yet another strange glance. I still had no idea
why he had even brought me out here, other than the fact he might
not have wanted to leave me alone. “All you need to understand is
that I’m a friend of Lady Karethys.”

“But that’s…” Ralyne shook her head. “I
don’t understand.”

“You don’t need to. Like I said before, this
is your only chance. Once we reach the Imperial checkpoint
tomorrow, the Covenant soldiers will want to officially brand you
like every other elf slave. The magic will allow them to track
you.” He sighed and unfastened the bundle of furs strapped to his
back. Inside was a wide assortment of supplies and weapons.
“Hopefully these clothes fit you well enough. I couldn’t afford to
buy any armor without drawing suspicion, but I did find a bow and a
decent sword.”

She stared at him for another long moment
before she leaned down to study the weapons. “I don’t even know
what to say,” she breathed. “You are an Imperial soldier but you’re
willing to give me weapons?

“I hope you don’t have to use them, but you
might not have a choice. Game is fairly sparse in this area, but
travelers are common. Steal whatever you need to survive, but…” He
grunted. “Don’t take any unnecessary risks. You won’t find many
other sympathizers here.”

Ralyne lifted the sword and stared down the
length of the blade. “I understand.”

“Good,” Larric said. He swept his eyes
around the area then let out a heavy sigh. “We need to get back.
Ilhari kyorl dos.”

“Bel’la dos, abbil,” she
replied, smiling for the first time. “I will not forget your
kindness.”

Larric smiled and nodded, then grabbed back
onto my leash and turned—

“Captain!” a deep voice called out from the
shadows. “Captain, what in the void is going on?”

I gasped and turned as a trio of men emerged
from the high grass to the west. Even in the near darkness, my
elven eyes allowed me to make out the features of Master Kristoff’s
guardsmen. I had no idea how they’d managed to follow us without
being spotted, but I probably shouldn’t have been so surprised—they
were all Legion-trained scouts, after all, and they had been
selected specifically for their tracking skills.

Ralyne swore under her breath as they
approached. In panic, she dove for the bow and quiver lying on the
ground, but before she could lift the weapon a crossbow bolt
pierced the dirt near her hand. She leapt backwards and froze in
place.

“Make another move for that weapon and Duke
Kristoff will have to settle for a broken toy,” one of the men
warned. “On your knees, bitch!”

“Stand down, Veneti,” Larric said, turning
crisply on a heel. His voice was as cold and commanding as ever. If
he was at all worried about having his hand caught in the
proverbial treat jar, he was hiding it well. “This isn’t your
concern.”

“I’m afraid it is, Captain,” the guardsman
replied. The other two men fanned out and surrounded us, their
hands dropping to their swords. “I thought you were behaving
strangely all day, and when you said we could take the night off I
knew something was wrong. You’re never that soft.”

Larric crept forward and lifted his hands.
“This isn’t what you think, kid.”

“I certainly hope not. Because it looks like
you’re letting this dark elf cunt escape into the countryside.”

“I am, but there’s a reason for it,” Larric
said, creeping forward another few inches. He had released his grip
on my leash, and I had already dropped to my knees and curled into
a ball. Not that they were paying me any attention—their eyes kept
flicking between Larric and Ralyne.

“A reason you didn’t feel like sharing?” one
of the other men, Bentos, asked.

“At Duke Darkstone’s request,” Larric told
him. “This woman isn’t really a gift for Master Kristoff—that was
all a ruse for the benefit of the duke’s family and guards. She is
actually a messenger. He wanted her to deliver a secret missive to
her people at Balagarde.”

The soldiers all frowned at one another. I
could tell that they wanted to be loyal to their captain, but they
were even more loyal to Duke Kristoff—or at least, to his
gold.

“I’m sorry, sir, but that doesn’t make any
sense,” Veneti said after a moment. “Duke Darkstone was quite clear
that this bitch is a gift for Kristoff.”

“You weren’t involved in the negotiations,
so I don’t expect you to understand the nuances,” Larric said.
“Thankfully, understanding isn’t your job. I’m in charge of this
mission—that’s all you need to know. Now stand down.”

Veneti let out a deep breath and shook his
head. “I’m afraid you’ll have to do better than that, Captain. We
can’t just let you release a vaeyn soldier into the
countryside.”

Larric glanced between them, and he let out
a heavy sigh. His entire body seemed to sink. “No, I suppose you
can’t,” he murmured. “Well, for what it’s worth…I’m sorry. This
isn’t personal.”

And then he moved.

A few weeks ago, back when we’d been
ambushed by bandits on our way home from the Aetherium, I had
finally seen Larric’s skills in action. He had torn through a whole
squad of men with almost supernatural ease, and I’d belatedly
understood why Kristoff had appointed him as guard-captain. But
those bandits, however numerous, hadn’t been elite soldiers. They
hadn’t been clad in Aetherium-forged armor or been trained by the
Imperial Legion. Veneti and his men were superior warriors in every
conceivable way.

And yet it made no difference. In a frantic
blur of motion, Larric drew a throwing knife from somewhere within
his baldric and whipped it at Veneti. The blade pierced the man’s
thin breastplate and sent him reeling to the ground. Bentos gasped
in shock, and it was last sound he ever made. Larric drew his sword
and cut the man down before he even knew what was happening. The
third soldier managed to draw his own blade and parry two quick
slashes before Larric abruptly dipped down and swept out the back
of his legs. The man hit the hard ground with a dull thud,
and before he could right himself Larric impaled him through the
chest.

“Captain…” Veneti gasped as he choked on his
own blood. He struggled to lift his crossbow, but before he could
pull the trigger Larric dropped into a crouch, drew another
throwing knife from his boot, and hurled it through the other man’s
throat.

For several long, terrifying seconds, the
plains were completely silent. I cowered in place, my hands and
knees quaking, before a horrified shriek finally escaped my lips.
Blood had splattered across my gown; some had even spackled my left
cheek. I didn’t know whose it was, but I couldn’t drag my eyes away
from the dead guardsmen who had protected me on so many trips
through Sanctum…

“It’s all right,” Larric soothed between
labored breaths. He leaned down and placed a comforting hand on my
shoulder. “I’ll explain everything shortly, but right now you just
need to trust me, okay?”

Once again, his voice was so strong, so
confident, that I couldn’t help but believe him. I could see the
genuine compassion behind his blue eyes. This was the Larric I had
seen in Skyfall with Karethys. This was the Larric that both
terrified and intrigued me.

“Ilhari inbal ka'lith,” Ralyne
whispered into the silence. She had retrieved the bow and nocked an
arrow, though she wasn’t pointing it at anything. “What are
you?”

“A friend,” Larric told her. “Now go. I
doubt anyone heard the commotion, but I’d rather not take
chances.”

Ralyne’s eyes fixated on the fresh corpses
one last time before she leaned down and retrieved the rest of the
supplies. With a final nod, she dashed off into the darkness and
vanished.

“Come on,” Larric beckoned, shifting his
grip and helping me to my feet. “We need to get back before the
last one sounds an alarm. They probably left him to guard our
mansion just in case.”

“What are you…?” My voice cracked and gave
out, and I forced myself to draw in a deep breath and relax. “What
are you going to do to me?”

“I won’t harm you. And I promise I’ll
explain everything soon.” Once I was standing and stable, he leaned
down over the dead soldiers and rummaged through their belongings.
“We’ll have to ride through the night. The baron won’t know what
happened. He’ll probably assume we were kidnapped and initiate a
search. Hopefully Ralyne has enough of a head start…”

After pocketing a few items off the
soldiers, he glanced back over his shoulder and offered me his
hand. Dimly, I wondered what would happen if I refused or simply
ran off into the darkness. Would he chase me? Would he kill me?
This man had terrified me for the better part of two years now, and
the only thing I knew about him for certain was that he wasn’t
working for Master Kristoff. Whoever he was—whatever he
was—he was almost assuredly the most dangerous man I had ever
met.

And he might have been my only hope.

 



Chapter Seven: On the Run

 


Midnight had come and gone by the time we
returned to Reskin. The village itself was as sleepy as ever, and
thankfully the mansion was no different. Larric kept us in the
shadows until we reached the stables, at which point he tossed a
saddle on one of our horses and instructed me to wait for him to
return. He vanished into the mansion only to return a few minutes
later with a grim look on his face. I didn’t even want to know what
he had done to the remaining guardsmen.

After loading up the horse with supplies, he
helped me onto the saddle behind him. We slipped back into the
shadows and avoided the main road out of town, and soon we were
riding at nearly full speed through the pale moonlight. I closed my
eyes and wrapped my arms around Larric’s waist, praying to the old
gods that I hadn’t made a terrible mistake.

We didn’t stop until the first rays of dawn
broke across the eastern horizon behind us. Larric steered us
towards a small creek, and once he helped me dismount he quickly
began assembling a camp. I laid on the grass in silence, knees
clutched closely to my chest. I was so anxious I barely even
noticed the fatigue weighing at my eyes or the pangs of hunger
tearing at my stomach.

“I know you have questions,” Larric said
once he’d started a fire. Springtime in Korvale was warmer than
Glorinfel, but not by much. A chilly morning breeze had already
begun sweeping across the plains. “I had hoped to keep you
sheltered from this a while longer, but circumstances being as they
are…”

He sighed heavily and glanced over to me.
With my hair ruffled and my gown covered in dirt in blood, I must
have looked like a complete mess. Then again, it wasn’t like he
hadn’t seen me in more compromising positions…

“I’m not the man you believe me to be,”
Larric went on. “I’m part of a group that seeks to depose the
Emperor and—”

“I know,” I whispered.

His brow furrowed as he studied me.
“What?”

“You are a Faedari agent posing as Master
Kristoff’s bodyguard,” I went on. “You are secretly working with
the vaeyn to bring down the Empire from within.”

His blue eyes narrowed. “You stole this from
my mind?”

I shook my head. “No.”

“Then how—” He cut himself off and sucked in
a deep breath. “Karethys...” he rasped. “You overhead us speaking
in my room.”

“Yes.”

A full spectrum of emotions crossed his face
before he finally snorted. “Kristoff chose you as a weapon because
he knows slaves are invisible. No one pays them any attention, even
those of us who should know better.”

“I-it wasn’t intentional at first, but—”

“It’s all right,” Larric soothed. He grunted
against and prodded the fire. “Kristoff sent you to Korvale to
gather secrets. Apparently you’re even better at it than he
thinks.”

I remained silent and hugged my knees more
tightly against my chest. I wasn’t entirely sure how I’d expected
him to react to the news my eavesdropping, but he seemed genuinely
unconcerned.

“If last night had never happened,” he said
after a moment, “I assume you planned to tell Kristoff
everything?”

“Yes,” I confessed.

“And now?”

“I don’t know.”

Larric nodded and l sighed wearily. “If he
learns that I’m sympathetic to the Faedari, he’ll turn me over to
the Covenant in a heartbeat. But I’m sure I don’t have to tell you
that.” He grunted and leaned back against the stump behind him. “If
he learns the truth about the Emperor—that Lucian is an Unbound
secretly working with the vaeyn—I can’t even begin to imagine what
would happen.”

“Chaos,” I murmured.

“To put it mildly.” Larric stared at the
fire for several minutes before he finally met my eyes again. “I
suppose there’s no reason to keep you in the dark at this point.
You might as well know everything.” He sighed and seemed to brace
himself. “Darkstone mentioned how Karethys and I first met. It was
all an accident. The Covenant had assigned me to hunt down a vaeyn
warlock that was operating just over the border in Sulinor. As it
turned out, Karethys had been sent to hunt the same man—but he
wasn’t a vaeyn. He was a human and a former channeler who had been
exiled by the Covenant. Once the Hierophant had stripped him of his
magic, he’d turned to demonology instead.”

Larric’s lip twisted at the memory. “Anyway,
Karethys and I ended up working together to find and stop him. It
wasn’t until that moment that I realized how deep the lies of the
Covenant ran. The vaeyn don’t worship demons—they fight them better
than anyone. And they’re definitely not savages or barbarians.”

“But they harbor Unbound,” I whispered.

“Yes, they do,” he said. “Though I wouldn’t
describe it as ‘harboring.’ They fully integrate Unbound into their
society. Many serve as Shadow Knights or artificers.”

I licked at my dry lips and forced my
muscles to relax. “Karethys is one of them?”

“Yes, and a very powerful one at that. I was
still a Bound channeler when we first met, and I’d never seen the
Unbound as anything other than monsters. I assumed she was also
Bound to her Matriarch-Queen, but then she showed me the
truth…”

He sighed again. “The Covenant only knew a
fraction of what happened between us, but they excommunicated me
they moment I returned to Sanctum. They stripped away my channeling
ability and tossed me out onto the streets. In retrospect, I’m
fortunate they didn’t simply kill me for the ‘crime’ of working
with a vaeyn.”

“So you turned to the Faedari for help,” I
reasoned.

“Not exactly. The details aren’t all the
important, but suffice to say I began to sympathize with their
position. I began to see through the Covenant’s lies, and I could
no longer turn a blind eye to the abuses of your people.” He paused
for moment, and his eyes grew distant as he stared into the flames.
“The truth is that they’re terrified of you. Your people and the
vaeyn—all elves—are far more likely to be born Unbound. You have a
natural connection to the Aether, and they find that gift
threatening. Sanctus Veshar, whoever he really was, understood that
his Empire could only endure if it found a way to control magic.
Worship of the Triad isn’t just a religion—it’s a chain around the
necks of everyone in Calhara.”

I opened my lips to respond but realized I
had nothing to say. If anyone in Sanctum heard him speaking these
words, they probably would have killed him on the spot. Even Master
Kristoff would have been appalled.

“You’ve never thought about it that way,
have you?” Larric asked after a moment. “You’ve been a slave your
whole life, and you’ve never once considered trying to escape and
join the Faedari.”

I slowly shook my head. “They’re rebels and
instigators. They murder innocent people and threaten the safety of
the Empire.”

He frowned and shook his head. “Those are
Kristoff’s words coming from your lips. Surely you don’t actually
believe that. The Faedari are fighting for the freedom of
your people!”

Again I remained silent. After staring at me
for nearly a minute, he finally sighed and rubbed a hand across his
face.

“It’s not your fault,” he said. “You grew up
in bondage. You’ve been indoctrinated since birth. But you don’t
have to be a slave, Elara. Not to Kristoff or anyone else.”

I swallowed heavily and closed my eyes.
“What are you going to do with me?”

He paused and glanced off to the west. “My
plan was to take you back to Kristoff and tell him that our caravan
was ambushed again. I figured that once he learned about
Darkstone’s ‘alliance’ with the vaeyn, he’d be too distracted to
investigate his dead guardsmen. But now…” Larric grunted. “Now I’m
not sure. You could compromise my identity. You could tell him
everything about me, and he’d believe you.”

“So now you’re going to kill me?”

Larric winced like I’d physically struck
him. “You really think I would do that? After I risked everything
to release a vaeyn slave I don’t even know?”

I lowered my head and closed my eyes. “I…I
don’t know what to think.”

He sighed again. “There’s another option.
You don’t have to go back to Sanctum with me. I can tell Kristoff
that the bandits killed most of the guards and stole you. He’ll be
furious, obviously, but he’ll also be powerless. And the political
situation in Sanctum is about to become so heated he won’t have the
time or the resources to search for you.”

I wondered if that were actually true. The
Master had great plans for me—I was his secret weapon against his
rivals. Without my magic, he would have almost no chance of gaining
enough leverage on the other member so of Quorum to accomplish
anything.

Still, Master had been willing to cut ties
with other assets when necessary, and as much as I wanted to
believe otherwise, that’s all I was to him—an asset. A tool. A
slave. For a time he had treated me so well that I’d imagined an
emotional connection that didn’t actually exist.

“Where would I go?” I asked softly.

“I have a contact inside a town just over
the border in the Wreath,” Larric said. “The Faedari move around
often, but I believe they still have a camp there. They would
welcome and protect you.”

“I can’t…” I swallowed heavily. “I can’t
leave Master Kristoff.”

Larric shook his head. “Why?”

“Because he takes care of me. He protects
me.”

“He uses you, Elara. There’s a
difference.”

“He could have turned me over to the
Covenant when he realized what I was,” I whispered. “Instead he
protected me.”

“Only because it served his interests.”
Larric sighed and jabbed another stick in the fire. “Look, I’ll be
the first to admit that he treats you better than most Imperial
slaves, even other avenari, but that hardly makes him worthy
of praise. He has no right to own you.”

I squeezed my knees together so tightly it
actually hurt. “You don’t think the Faedari would do the same?”

Larric frowned. “What do you mean?”

“I know they try to kidnap Unbound before
the Covenant can find them,” I said. “They transform them into
weapons.”

“That’s hardly the same thing. They save
Unbound for certain death and teach them how to defend themselves.
They don’t command them to fuck every wretched noble in the
Empire.” He ran a hand through this short hair. “I know Kristoff
has taught you how to control and channel your magic, but you are a
font of untapped power. The Faedari have access to your people’s
ancient teachings from before the fall. They could transform you
into a powerful sorceress.”

“What if that’s not what I want? What if I
just want to return to Sanctum?”

He studied me again. I could see the tension
in his eyes and face, but they were mostly buried by a wall of
resolve. “That’s not an option,” he said. “I can’t take the risk
that you’ll tell Kristoff everything. There are many more lives
than mine at stake here.”

“I won’t tell him anything. I promise.”

“Maybe not willingly, but he is a channeler.
He could find out the truth in other ways.”

I bit down on my lip and ordered myself not
to panic. When I actually paused for a moment and tried to be
objective, I understood his position perfectly. I couldn’t
understand why I felt so compelled to return to Master Kristoff.
But the bottom line was that I did. More than anything, I just
wanted to be back in his estate.

“You don’t trust me,” I whispered.

“I don’t know you,” Larric said. “Not the
real you, anyway. All I’ve ever seen is this mannequin
Kristoff built to please himself.”

He sighed and paced around the fire for a
few long minutes. “Look, you don’t want to be in Sanctum anyway,”
he told me. “There’s a storm coming—a bloody, destructive tempest
unlike anything the Empire has ever seen. If Lucian really does
want to destroy the Covenant, then we’re on the cusp of a civil
war. No one will be safe, especially not a vulnerable Grand Duke
like Kristoff. The other families will descend on him like a pack
of jackals, and you could end up in the personal harem of someone
worse than Varyl.”

“You don’t know that.”

“You’re right,” Larric admitted softly. “You
could just as easily end up skewered on a pike right next to
Kristoff. And that assumes you never get exposed by the
Covenant.”

I closed my eyes and buried my head in my
hands. I knew he was right. I knew that returning to Sanctum would
be walking straight into the manticore’s den. But I didn’t care. I
wanted to see my Master again. I wanted him to promise that he
would take care of me. I wanted him to tell me that everything
would be all right.

Most of all, I wanted to believe him.

“You should eat something,” Larric said,
opening his pack and tossing me a bundle of dried meat. “I’m sure
you’re tired, but we can’t afford to rest yet, not until we’re
closer to the border. I want to make sure there’s plenty of
distance between us and the remaining guards just in case they try
and track us.”

I stared down at the rations but didn’t
move. Even though I’d barely eaten over the past two days, I had no
appetite. I just wanted to sit here and pretend this trip had never
happened. I wanted to pretend I didn’t know anything about Larric
or the vaeyn or the Emperor. I just wanted to serve in
ignorance…and the thought made me sick to my stomach.

My thoughts flashed back to the gala where I
had dominated the son of a Grand Duke. I had wormed into his mind
and transformed him into my puppet. Never in my life had I felt
more powerful, more in control, than in that moment. Yet here I
was, barely over a day later, moping by the side of a fire and
wishing desperately for my master to tug on my leash. It didn’t
make any sense. I didn’t make any sense.

“I’m going to refill our water and clean up
a bit,” Larric said into the silence. “I’ll be back in a few
minutes.”

I watched him strip off his armor and
explore along the side of the creek. He eventually vanished into
the trees, and I wondered if he might be testing me. I wasn’t
restrained—I could have easily dashed off in any direction and
tried to escape. But I knew I wouldn’t, and Larric probably did
too. Some days I was a slave and others I was sorceress, but the
harsh reality was that most of the time I was simply a coward.

And that, I feared, might be the one thing
that never changed.

 



Chapter Eight: Rebel Rendezvous

 


Two days later, we crossed the Peakway
Bridge and entered the Wreath. We passed through the Imperial
checkpoint without incident, and Larric steered us into a nearby
settlement, Lakewatch, just before nightfall. The sprawling town
was coiled around the water’s edge like a serpent. While it lacked
a genuine defensive wall, Lakewatch was clearly more than just a
simple village. Legion soldiers guarded the road leading into and
out of the main square, though there were less of them than I’d
expected. Most had probably already been called north to defend
Abenhold or otherwise serve on the front lines.

After tying up our horse and flipping a few
coins to the stable hands, Larric led us towards the large fishery
dominating the eastern side of the settlement. The stench was
nearly overpowering; I suddenly wished Larric hadn’t shackled my
hands so that I could pull something over my nose. My mind flashed
back to my childhood in Mavarinth with my first master. He had sent
me to the local market often, and the scent of blood and cleaned
fish still reminded me of the docks and all merchants desperately
trying to sell the morning catch…

Larric led us into a nearby tavern, and we
quickly took a seat on the open balcony overlooking the water. To
my surprise, I found the rustic view and rural ambiance
surprisingly charming. I had spent the vast majority of my life
inside large cities, after all, and there was something
particularly peaceful about this place.

Or there would have been, if not for all the
sideways glances I was already garnering.

“Most of these people can’t afford an orc
slave, let alone an avenari,” Larric whispered after he’d
signaled the barmaid. “And frankly, I’m not sure how often they
receive wealthy travelers.” He sighed. “I was worried that you
might attract the wrong kind of attention, but there’s nothing for
it. Just keep your eyes down and stay quiet.”

I nodded and did as he instructed. The
barmaid approached our table a few seconds later.

“Greetings, my lord,” she said, bowing. “We
are honored by your presence in our humble establishment.”

“I’m sure you are,” Larric replied, placing
just the right amount of haughty disinterest into his voice. “I’ve
heard that you prepare several unique dishes. Prepare me one.”

“Um,” the woman stammered. “I’m…not sure
what you mean, my lord. We just serve whatever fish was—”

“Spiced korlock with a side of fresh lemon,”
he interrupted. “If you don’t have any, then I’ll take my business
elsewhere.”

I could feel the woman’s thoughts shift. Her
nervous anxiety had swiftly been replaced by calm recognition.

“I believe we still have a few left from the
afternoon catch,” she said. “Would you care for a drink as
well?”

“A bottle of Ember port, white if possible.
Scamper down to the winery if you have to.”

“I will, my lord,” she said, nodding.

He didn’t have to wait long. She returned
with a bottle and a glass barely a minute later, and his dinner
arrived just a few minutes after that. The pungent spices caused my
mouth to water almost immediately, but it was a welcome change from
the stench of ale and raw fish. Larric ate in silence, and he had
cleaned half his plate before he reached underneath and retrieved
the small scrap of paper the barmaid had left for him.

“They’re still here, good,” he whispered.
“You’ll be safe soon.”

To stay in character, Larric finished most
of his dinner before he ordered the barmaid to dispose of the
scraps rather than allow me a bite. He enjoyed another glass of
wine, then dropped a few coins on the table and grabbed onto my
leash. Most noblemen were proud to show off their avenari to
one another, but they were especially proud to lord their privilege
over the common folk. He made certain to parade me across the
entire establishment, and I kept my eyes lowered in proper
deference.

Night had fallen by the time we stepped back
outside, and Larric quickly got us off the streets and into the
shadows. I followed dutifully even as my heart began racing inside
my chest. I’d spent the last two days trying to convince myself
that everything would be all right. The Faedari were my people,
after all, and they wouldn’t shun me for my abilities. I might even
learn new channeling techniques and become a more powerful
sorceress.

But the arguments still rang hollow no
matter how many times I repeated them. As insane as it was, I still
wanted to see Master Kristoff again. Soon enough, however, that
path would be closed to me forever.

And there was absolutely nothing I could do
about it.

Biting down on my lower lip, I followed
Larric past the northernmost pier in town. We crossed into the
surrounding forest, and a few hundred yards later we approached a
small waterfall where the lake was draining out into a river. There
was a small boat lodged into the rocks nearby, and I caught a
glimmer of movement beneath the running water.

“There’s someone ahead,” I warned, stifling
a gasp.

“I know,” Larric replied. “They’ve been
watching us since we left town.”

He brought us to a halt near the edge of the
river, at which point he unshackled my wrist bindings and removed
my leash and slave collar. I hadn’t spotted anyone yet, but that
didn’t mean much given that the night’s overcast had effectively
blotted out the moon. I couldn’t hear anyone, either, but the
waterfall was loud enough that anything short of raised voices
would have been impossible to discern. We were effectively blind
and deaf…yet Larric didn’t seem concerned.

“Elu shala, melloneamin,” he said in
the faeyn tongue. “Nae saian luume.”

“You speak as though we have met, stranger,”
a male voice said from across the riverbank. My eyes flicked up
just in time to spot a shadow itself detach from a larger boulder
and step forward. “Your face is unknown to us.”

“I have never been to this part of the
Wreath, but I know many of your allies in Veshar,” Larric
explained. “They told me I could find allies here if necessary.
Were they wrong?”

“That remains to be seen,” a second voice,
female, added from off to my right. I whipped my head around and
gasped in surprise—

And then a small ball of magical light
materialized in front of the waterfall. The soft glow illuminated
the speakers as well as if they’d been carrying a lantern. They
were both faeyn, and they were both clad in dark leather armor.
They were also both clutching loaded crossbows.

“Who are you?” the woman asked. “Speak
quickly—we cannot afford to linger.”

“I am Larric Aresi,” he told them. “But
names are meaningless. I’m sure you’d rather have this.”

He reached into his pocket and withdrew a
ring—the same ring he’d been wearing since the first day I’d met
him. I had never understood its significance, but when he held it
up in the light both faeyn seemed to visibly relax.

“Mellonamin,” the woman whispered. “I
apologize for our suspicion, but—”

“You don’t need to explain,” Larric said,
smiling. “I know your time is short, so I’ll skip right to the
point. We need your help. Specifically, she needs your help.
Her name is Elara, and she’s been the personal avenari of
Grand Duke Kristoff for several years.”

The faeyn woman’s eyes widened. “And you
rescued her?”

“More or less,” he whispered. “I’ll spare
you the details, but suffice to say I want to leave her here under
your care. This may be the only chance she’ll ever get to escape
her master’s yoke. She needs your protection.”

The two faeyn shared a glance before the
male’s eyes flicked back to me. “She is being pursued by the
Covenant?”

“Not yet,” Larric said. “The Duke is
expecting us by the end of the week, but that should give you
plenty of time to move her if that’s what you wish. She isn’t
branded—they have no means of tracking her.”

“Still, sheltering the avenari of a
Grand Duke is a great risk,” the female pointed out. “Many eyes
will turn upon us.”

The corner of Larric’s mouth twitched. He
obviously hadn’t expected to face any resistance. “You would deny
her refuge, then?”

The male faeyn sighed and lowered his
weapon. “No, of course not. It’s just, with the war…” He sighed.
“Hiding has become more and more difficult. The Hierophant’s
Inquisitors have been scouring the countryside for vaeyn spies, and
we’ve been forced to move many times. You’re fortunate we kept one
of our agents in town.”

Larric nodded and glanced back over his
shoulder into the darkness. “I’m afraid the problem will get worse
before it becomes better. There’s a civil war brewing in Sanctum,
and the Covenant’s authority will be tested.”

“Civil war?” the woman asked. “What do you
know?”

“A great deal, but this isn’t the time or
place. I’ll inform my contacts in Veshar when I return.” He placed
his hand on my back. “Just please, get her somewhere safe.”

The faeyn shared another glance before the
female smiled and stepped close enough to offer me a hand. “We’ll
do what we can. I just hope—”

I had absolutely no time to react. In one
second the faeyn woman was speaking to me, and in the next an arrow
whistled past my ear and struck her in the throat. Blood sprayed
across my face and into my eyes, blinding me, and I shrieked in
terror as I reflexively dropped to the ground.

The next few moments were an indistinct blur
of motion. Battle raged around me as I frantically attempted to
wipe the splatter from my eyes. Another volley of arrows spewed out
from the darkness, and I was vaguely aware of the male vaeyn
shouting a warning before his body collapsed face-first into the
river. I heard the ringing of steel as Larric drew his blade, then
several indistinct dull thuds followed by grunts of pain. By
the time I could finally see, he was slumped over on the dirt in
the front of me, three separate arrows protruding from his armor.
He wasn’t moving.

I screamed. We were close enough to
Lakewatch that everyone in town surely heard me, but I wasn’t
calling for aid. I was right and truly terrified, even more than
when we had been besieged by bandits near the Aetherium. I had no
idea what was happening, but I was absolutely convinced that an
arrow would pierce my heart any instant.

“Quiet,” a male voice ordered from the
darkness. I was too scared to obey, but fortunately I ran out of
breath and fell over instead. A heartbeat later three men strode
into view just as the glimmering light by the waterfall began to
fade. Two of them were clad in dark leather and carrying nocked
bows, while the third was encased in crimson plate mail and
gripping an unsheathed blade. I would have recognized his armor
anywhere; the mere sight of it froze my breath inside my
throat.

This man wasn’t a soldier or a bandit. He
was a Covenant Inquisitor.

“Are there any others with you?” he asked.
His voice was so deep I could have sworn the earth trembled beneath
me.

I raised my hands and shook my head. Larric
still hadn’t moved, and as far as I could tell he wasn’t breathing.
I couldn’t sense his thoughts, either, but I was so terrified I
doubted I could channel if my life depended on it.

“You’re lucky that you aren’t carrying a
weapon or you’d be dead too,” the man sneered. “I’m guessing you
must have run away from your master and fled into the arms of these
murderers.”

One of the archers knelt down next to me and
retrieved my fallen leash. He snorted, then quickly grabbed me by
the throat with one hand and tore open my blouse with the other.
“She’s not branded. She could be—”

“Wait a moment,” the Inquisitor warned as
his eyes fastened upon Larric. “I know this man…” He shook his head
and hissed between his teeth. “Oh, shit. Get one of the healing
salves. We need to try and keep him alive.”

“Sir?”

“He’s one of ours, or used to be,” the
Inquisitor said. “Now he’s Grand Duke Kristoff’s personal
bodyguard.”

“But that’s…” The archer shook his head and
dropped me back on the ground. “What in the void is he doing
here?”

“Helping the rebels, obviously.” The
Inquisitor’s face twisted in disgust as one of his underlings
reached into a pouch and retrieved a salve. “The Hierophant
excommunicated him for cooperating with a vaeyn. I always knew he
was a traitorous aeynshok…”

“Then why do you want him alive?” the second
archer asked. He remained behind the others, his eyes narrowed as
they searched the horizon for movement. “The rebels obviously have
an encampment around here somewhere. We should spread out and—”

“The Hierophant will want to make an example
of him, and there’s a good chance he can lead us to other camps,”
the Inquisitor interrupted. “Besides, do you have any idea how much
the other dukes will reward us if we can prove that Kristoff’s
right-hand is a traitor?”

The first archer chuckled. “Good point.
Someone’s going to want his castle once the Legion drives back the
gray-ears.”

I bit down on my lip so hard I tasted blood.
Everything had fallen apart in a matter of a seconds. When I closed
my eyes, I could envision the Covenant torturing and beheading
Larric in front of thousands of cheering supplicants. I could see
them implicating Master Kristoff and stripping him of his land and
titles.

And then I could see them learning the truth
about my powers and burning me in a pyre at the center of
Sanctum.

“These wounds are deep—I guess I shouldn’t
have aimed for his heart,” the first archer snickered. “We need to
get him back to the priests before he bleeds out. Salves won’t be
enough.”

“Fine,” the Inquisitor said, standing. He
stepped over to the dead faeyn woman and kicked her corpse into the
river. Her lifeless eyes seemed to stare straight at me as she
floated past. I had to clasp my hands over my mouth to keep from
screaming.

“We should warn the other groups to fan out
and look for stragglers,” the second archer said.

“We will in a few minutes.” The Inquisitor
shifted his eyes back to me and lifted his blade. He smiled as the
tip neared my belly. “As for you, my dear….associating with the
Faedari is punishable by death.”

“She might know more about Kristoff and his
lapdog,” the first archer said. “The prelates will want to question
her.”

The Inquisitor’s grin widened. “By the time
this over, you’ll wish we’d have just killed you right here.”

I stared down at the sword pricking my
belly, and all I could see in the polished steel was the faces of
the bandits who had ambushed us outside the Aetherium. We had
barely survived the attack. Larric had feigned an injury to gain an
advantage over them, but that wasn’t going to happen this time—a
veritable river of blood was already trickling out from beneath his
armor. He might very well die in the next few minutes. And then I
would be alone.

Alone...and doomed.

“Pick him up and get him back to town,” the
Inquisitor said, stepping back and sheathing his sword. “And give
me her leash so I can—”

“No!” I shrieked.

All three men turned to look at me. Gritting
my teeth, I reached out to the Aether and allowed its warmth to
flow through me. My hands flicked up from the dirt, and fire
crackled inside my palms.

“Unbound,” the Inquisitor breathed.

It was the last word he ever spoke.

A cone of fire sprayed outwards from my
hands and engulfed all three Covenant soldiers. I could barely even
hear their shrieks of agony above the roar and crackle of the
ravenous flames. The forest lit up like the sun had just descended
on top of the waterfall, and for a single perfect moment I was a
living conduit of the Aether. It empowered me. It sustained me.

And then I let out a breath, and it was
gone. My hands dropped back down to my sides, and darkness once
again consumed the forest. The only sources of light were the three
smoldering bodies flickering like scattered campfires across the
water’s edge.

I don’t know how long I sat there trembling
in silence, my breaths deep and unsteady despite the ash and smoke
flooding my nostrils. But eventually I willed myself to crawl
forward towards Larric. The flames had missed his body, mercifully,
but his breaths were staggered and his heartbeat was weak.
Swallowing heavily, I touched his wounds and reached out to the
Aether once more.

The warmth passed from my hands to his
flesh, and the rejuvenating energies slowly sealed the wounds
around the arrows in his chest. I was no priest, obviously, but
Master had taught me several basic healing techniques. All I could
do was stop the bleeding and pray that Larric was strong enough to
survive.

Once I’d finished, I leaned back on my
haunches and forced myself to take several long, calming breaths. I
didn’t even want to look upon the charred corpses of the men I’d
just killed, but the lingering flames had now begun to spread
across the dry ground towards the nearby tree line. I resisted the
impulse to stomp them out; whatever else happened, I was going to
need the distraction. When I listened carefully, my elven ears
could make out the sounds of commotion from Lakewatch. It probably
wouldn’t take long for the townsfolk to send guards up the hill to
investigate, which meant that we couldn’t afford to stay here any
longer. If Larric and I were going to survive, we needed to
move.

Swallowing heavily, I wrapped my hand around
his waist and tried to pick him up…and immediately recognized the
futility of a one-hundred ten pound elf trying to lift an armored
man nearly twice her size. I settled on dragging him instead, and
somehow I managed to move him away from the growing flames and
further up the hill.

Not that it would make a difference in the
long-term. Our horse was all the way back in town, and without him
there was no way we could escape. The Inquisitor’s reinforcements
were probably on their way already. They would find us eventually,
and even if they didn’t know exactly what had happened they would
almost certainly interrogate me. Sooner or later they would figure
out the truth.

“Merciful Triad,” I breathed, frantically
searching the nearby area for inspiration. Short of tossing Larric
into the river and hoping the current would carry us to safety,
there was nothing I could do.

The current…

I belatedly remembered the boat we had
spotted tucked beneath the waterfall. It was barely larger than a
raft, but it was still better than nothing. Grimacing, I grabbed
onto Larric’s arm and dragged him back towards the riverbank. The
boat was still there, thankfully, and it was light enough that I
was able to break it free of the rocky riverbed without too much
trouble. Larric’s body was a bigger problem. Even with the help of
the Aether it was nothing short of a miracle that I got him onboard
without capsizing, and once he was safely inside I leapt on top of
him and let the current do the rest.

The entire time we were floating I expected
more Covenant agents to emerge from the shadows. When they didn’t,
I wondered if other Faedari might intercept us instead. But
astoundingly, no one bothered us as we slowly floated away, and I
leaned down atop Larric’s chest and watched the flames slowly
spread. Soon an impenetrable blanket of smoke obscured the horizon,
and I prayed to any god willing to listen that the townsfolk were
able to tame the pyre before it spread.

But for now, there was nothing I could do
besides lean down against Larric’s chest and pray for
salvation.
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Book Four:

 


Unbroken

 


 



Chapter One: The General’s Tent

 


“You’d better go ahead and bite down, girl.
I guarantee this is going to hurt.”

Antione Torelius, High General of the
Imperial Legion, unleashed a sadistic chortle as he slid his cock
further into my ass. I didn’t cry out or whimper. With the Aether
coursing through me, my body was resilient enough to endure his
assault…and even it weren’t, I had already wormed into his mind and
convinced him that he was being far more aggressive than he
actually was. From his point of view, he had been ravaging me with
his thick member for almost an hour while his other two
avenari slaves watched from their knees. In reality, his
stubby cock had only been inside me for a few minutes, and I was
reasonably certain I could make him spill his seed in an instant. I
would have done so already if not for the Imperial soldier watching
us.

“Not many other slaves would have
demonstrated such loyalty,” Legate Maxos commented. He was standing
at the side of the tent, his arms folded across his chest as he
watched his superior have his way with me. “She could have left her
guardian to bleed out in the woods, but she didn’t.”

“Not every elf is an ungrateful wretch,”
Torelius replied, slapping my ass so hard it stung. “Isn’t that
right, cunt?”

“Yes, Master,” I mumbled through my gag.

The general chuckled as he squeezed his
thick hands around my waist and settled into a comfortable rhythm.
I couldn’t move even if I’d wanted to; my wrists and ankles were
shackled together behind me, and the cushion he’d bent me over was
so stiff it was practically crushing my sternum.

“Sometimes it’s important to remember why we
fight,” Torelius said through clenched teeth. “The Gods put us on
this world to civilize the lesser races. And that’s exactly what
we’re going to do.”

“It’s a pity we can’t just breed them out,”
Legate Maxos said. “We would have been rid of them a generation
ago.”

“Nonsense. I consider it yet another gift
from the Gods—and further proof these barbarians were meant to
serve us.”

Torelius groaned in delight, and I could
feel his cock swelling in anticipation of a climax. To help him
along, I sobbed into my gag and wriggled in discomfort. He actually
wanted me to struggle; the first few times he’d taken me
after I’d stumbled into the Imperial camp, I’d put up a show of
resistance and he’d climaxed inside me almost immediately.

“No blood,” Maxos commented. “I’m
surprised.”

“I’ve given her plenty of practice over the
past few days,” Torelius replied giddily. “That’s the difference
between an avenari and a whore. Half the fun is breaking her
in before you sell her off.”

The legate snorted derisively. “You don’t
think Kristoff will be upset?”

“I don’t give a fuck what Kristoff thinks.
Neither does anyone else these days. If he’s smart, he’ll get down
on his knees and thank me for returning her to him at all.”

“Considering his attitude towards the
Legion, I doubt he’ll even speak to you. Frankly, I don’t
understand why you aren’t planning on keeping her.”

“Because unlike most of the Grand Dukes, I
still have a sense of honor.” Torelius grunted again as his
thrusting intensified, and he grabbed onto my hair and wrenched my
head backwards as he spent himself deep inside my bowels. I
whimpered before he leaned down and placed his mouth at my ear.
“What do you say, cunt?”

“Thank you, Master,” I told him, though
again my words were unintelligible.

“Loyal and appreciative,” Maxos
commented. “At least Kristoff teaches his slaves proper
protocol.”

Torelius held himself inside me for a few
more seconds before he finally pulled away and stood. The other two
avenari immediately crawled over to him. One began cleaning
his cock with a damp cloth while the other retrieved his flowing
red robe and gently placed it over his shoulders.

“If you’re really so intent on relinquishing
her,” Maxos said, “you should at least share her with some of the
other officers first. Kristoff will be even more upset…but isn’t
that the point?”

Torelius burst into a throaty laugh as one
of the avenari handed him a bottle of liquor from the stash
near his bed. Half the homes in Sanctum were smaller than the
inside of his command tent; I couldn’t even imagine how many slaves
he must have brought with him just to lug his personal effects from
battlefield to battlefield. If nothing else, spending a week
alongside a regiment of legionnaires had completely altered my
perspective on the soldiers of the Empire…

“That’s the third time you’ve suggested that
today,” Torelius commented. “If you want her for yourself, there’s
no shame in asking.”

Maxos looked down upon me with all the
contempt of a man who had just stepped in a pile of dung. “I’m
perfectly content to leave her with you, General. But you did
promise me one of the others.”

“So I did.” Torelius took another swig from
his bottle before he glanced between the other two women. His eyes
eventually settled on one kneeling in front of him. “Take her.
She’s yours for this evening.”

“I prefer blonds.”

The general laughed again. It was every bit
as disgusting as the last time. “Fine. I suppose I do owe you one
at this point.” He gestured to the blond avenari, and she
immediately shuffled over to Maxos. He grabbed her leash and yanked
her in close before he cupped his hands around her naked
breasts.

“How fresh is she?”

“Nineteen and eager to please. She was a
gift from Duchess Zarene, if you can believe it. I should probably
send her something in exchange one of these days. I’ve been hoping
we could capture one of the dark elf males for her. Zarene has
always enjoyed a challenge.” Torelius grunted and waved his hand.
“In any event, if you’re in a sharing mood and any of your men wish
to partake, you have my permission.”

Maxos ran his hand through the slave girl’s
long hair. “How many, sir? The unit’s been out here for
months…”

Torelius smiled toothily. “What do you
think, girl? How many cocks can you take in one night? Five? Ten?
Fifty?”

“As…as many as you desire, my lord,” she
stammered.

I closed my eyes and bit down so hard on the
gag I was surprised it didn’t break. If I had been here alone, I
might have risked channeling the Aether and bursting myself free. I
could have burned down the tent and roasted both of these men to
ash before the rest of the soldiers overwhelmed me. Even the Tel
Bator channelers in the camp wouldn’t have been able to extinguish
the flames in time.

But I wasn’t here alone. Larric was
still recovering in the healer’s tent, and any disobedience on my
part would threaten his safety. If they so much as suspected that
he was harboring a renegade Unbound, they would drag him before the
Covenant priests and have him flayed alive. They needed to believe
that he was an innocent servant of Duke Kristoff just like I’d told
them. So far the deception was working perfectly, and we were
scheduled to arrive in Sanctum sometime tomorrow. I just needed to
bite my lip and ignore their humiliations a bit longer…

“We’ll see how the evening goes, then,”
Legate Maxos said after a moment. Gripping the girl’s leash more
tightly, he nodded one last time to Torelius before he dragged her
out of the tent.

“You’re both lucky he’s not interested in
brunettes,” the general commented between swigs of his liquor. “I
am a much more compassionate master, I assure you.”

He chuckled to himself again as the
avenari kneeling in front of him finished washing him. Her
fingers curled around his flaccid member as she slowly and
dutifully massaged it back to life.

I closed my eyes and let out a deep, calming
breath. When our raft had drifted into an Imperial war camp
following the brief battle at Lakewatch, I had told the
legionnaires that we’d been ambushed by Faedari rebels. They hadn’t
required much convincing. By that point, the Covenant had already
found the charred bodies of the Inquisitor and his men. They had
also found the dead Faedari near the water, which all but confirmed
my story. The very idea of an Unbound avenari was so absurd
I doubted they’d ever considered me a threat.

Mercifully, the Legion healers had been able
to stabilize Larric quickly, and two days later we’d been sent to a
major Imperial encampment farther north in the Wreath. The soldiers
had handed us over to High General Torelius, who had just finished
his inspection of the front lines. Now, the better part of a week
later, we had finally reentered Veshar and were nearly back to the
Imperial capital.

Larric still hadn’t regained consciousness,
but it was nothing short of a miracle that both of us were still
alive. I had been repeating that to myself over and over all week
in the hopes it would help me endure Torelius’s company. It hadn’t
worked yet, and I had a feeling it never would.

“You know, you still haven’t told me what
you were doing in the Vale,” Torelius commented after a moment. “I
find it curious that Kristoff would send the captain of his guard
and his favorite slave to meet with Duke Darkstone. They’ve never
gotten along particularly well.”

I mumbled into my gag, and he chuckled and
gestured towards me. The other avenari crawled over and
unfastened the leather straps holding the device in place. Once it
popped free, she quickly shuffled back and continued stroking
him.

“Master Kristoff sent us to Skyfall as part
of a diplomatic entourage,” I said, choosing my words
carefully.

“To what end?” Torelius asked.

“I…I do not know, my lord. I was not privy
to their conversations.”

He grunted derisively and shook his head.
His cock had finally begun to stiffen at his avenari’s
touch, and he pushed her hands aside and grabbed the back of her
head. She dutifully parted her lips and took him deep into her
mouth.

“I’m surprised,” he said, his voice
strained. “Last I heard, you’ve fucked half the nobles in Sanctum.
You sure you weren’t under the table sucking someone off during any
of their meetings?”

“N-no, my lord,” I assured him.

“So you’re even more worthless than I
thought. Why I am not surprised?”

I closed my eyes as he gripped his
avenari’s head more tightly and began pumping in and out of
her throat. I allowed the Aether to flow through me, and I reached
out and brushed against his thoughts. Now that I wasn’t being
observed directly, I could probably pierce his mind without fear of
repercussions. Torelius was a soldier, not a channeler, and he had
no defense my magic. I could command him to shut up and stand
silently in the corner. I could compel him to lie down on his bed
and retire for the evening. I could probably even cripple his
ability to feel pleasure and leave his cock as wilted as a dead
rose for the night, but as amusing as the thought was I feared he
might take out his anger on the other avenari.

Besides, direct manipulation remained
difficult without physical contact, and I decided it still wasn’t
worth the risk. Not with Larric still in jeopardy. Not with Master
Kristoff still unaware of everything that had happened.

“If I had to guess, your master is more
desperate for support than ever,” Torelius said breathily. “He
realizes that no one gives a damn about him now that he has lost
most of his land. He was probably begging Darkstone to give him
soldiers.”

If you only knew the truth, I thought
to myself. With Duke Darkstone and the Emperor secretly supporting
the vaeyn—at least for now—there was good chance that Torelius and
his men would end up dead before all of this was over. A few months
ago, I would have been horrified at the thought. But now…

Now I could imagine a vaeyn shadow knight
slipping into the general’s tent and lopping his head from his
shoulders. And a part of me was delighted by the prospect.

“Darkstone’s a cunning old codger, but he’s
always been loyal to the Legion,” Torelius said. “His eldest
daughter is a legate in the Fourth Army, did you know that?”

“I believe he mentioned it at one point, my
lord.”

“She’s a smart girl. Good with a sword, even
better at whipping young conscripts into shape. And she has such
marvelous tits, too—something you start to appreciate after
spending so much time around elf cunts.”

His avenari began pleading for air as
he thrust deeper and deeper into her throat, but Torelius didn’t
seem to care. Eventually he grabbed the base of her skull and held
her in place even as her fingers clawed at the back of his legs in
desperation.

“I heard Darkstone’s new wife is so young
she could be his second daughter,” he went on. “I bet she has nice
tits too…but the old man probably still fucked you at least once,
didn’t he?”

I grit my teeth and nodded. I could feel the
avenari’s desperation, and I started pressing deeper into
Tiselius’s mind in case I needed to stop him… “Yes, my lord.”

“Figures. What about his son, Varyl? I’ve
heard he’s quite the little spoiled shit.”

“I served him as well, my lord,” I lied. My
memory flashed back to my brief encounter with the young lord. I
had ultimately taken control of Varyl’s senses and overwhelmed his
perceptions. He’d spent the entire evening living in a fantasy
world while his physical body writhed around on the floor. Perhaps
it was time that Torelius shared the same fate…

“Well, soon enough you’ll be able to say
you’ve tasted the seed of every noble family in the Empire,”
Torelius said, finally shoving his avenari away. She flopped
backwards on the floor and gasped for breath. He chuckled
derisively, then knelt down behind me and placed his swollen cock
at my nether entrance. “I’m sure your ancestors would be
proud.”

 



Chapter Two: Broken Loyalties

 


After the fall of Stormcrest, the sight of
Sanctum’s impenetrable walls had filled me with relief. The
soldiers and watchtowers had represented safety and stability, and
I’d been confident that no matter how hard the vaeyn fought or what
dark magic they conjured, they would never be able to harm us
again. I had curled into Master Kristoff’s arms like a toddler
seeking solace from the monsters in her closet, and he had soothed
me with assurances that one day we would be able to return
home.

Now, everything was different. The vaeyn no
longer seemed so terrifying, and Sanctum’s walls no longer seemed
so sturdy. The presence of thousands of auxiliary soldiers and
hundreds of legionnaires no longer comforted me. At best, I saw
them as hapless men and women doomed to die in defense of a society
that cared nothing for them. At worst, they were nascent versions
of General Torelius just waiting to abuse their power and delight
in their own decadence…

Back in Skyfall, I had seen a dark but
righteous rage behind the eyes of Larric and Karethys. I hadn’t
fully understood it at the time, but after spending several days
with Duke Darkstone and his son—and then several weeks with
Torelius and his officers—I think I finally did.

The Empire wasn’t just walls and soldiers.
It was injustice and suffering. It was death and oppression, not
just of my people but of so many others. The vaeyn and the Faedari
wanted to destroy it.

And for the first time in my life, I think I
did too.

“Civilization at last,” Torelius whispered
as the carriage finally rolled through Sanctum’s main gate. “I’ve
had enough of the wildlands for a decade.”

“We’ll need to return soon, General,” Legate
Maxos told him. “Assuming the Emperor approves your new
offensive.”

“Lucian will heed my counsel, as always. But
I don’t need to be on the front lines to oversee our progress
directly—that’s what you are for.”

Maxos grunted but remained silent. I tried
my best to ignore them and stare out the window instead. I was
shackled to the seat opposite the men along with his other
avenari slaves. All three of us were bound in a similar
manner—we could barely move our arms or legs, and he’d even gone
out of his way to seal our mouths with the most uncomfortable gags
he owned. I was a bit surprised he hadn’t gone so far as to
blindfold us…

Eventually we approached Master Kristoff’s
estate in the Royal Quarter, and I closed my eyes and whispered a
silent prayer to any god that happened to be listening. As nervous
as I was about trying to hide the truth about Karethys and the
Faedari from Master Kristoff, anything was better than spending
another minute with Torelius. And the thought of sleeping in my own
bed again almost brought me to tears….

“Are you actually going to give him what he
wants?” Maxos asked as the carriage came to a stop just inside the
gate.

“We’ll see how grateful he is first,”
Torelius replied with a grunt. He flashed me a dark smile as he
stepped out of the carriage and closed the door behind him. I had
to lean back slightly, but from this angle I could see Master
Kristoff striding across the courtyard with a pair of his house
guards. Even from this distance, my keen faeyn ears allowed me to
overhear them without any trouble.

“Welcome back to Sanctum, General,” Master
Kristoff said. He didn’t bow or even nod. “I heard you have
something that belongs to me.”

“It’s a pleasure to see you again, Your
Excellency,” Torelius sneered. “I must admit, you look a bit…out of
sorts.”

Kristoff’s eyes were so cold I actually had
to repress a shiver. The two men had never gotten along, I knew,
and the total collapse of the Imperial Legion in Glorinfel had only
soured their relationship further. Kristoff blamed Emperor Lucian
for the war, but he blamed Torelius for the incompetence of the men
and women fighting it.

“Where are my soldiers, Antione?” Kristoff
demanded. “Where is my property?”

The general snorted. “I don’t know why I
expected you to be more gracious. After all, you’ve never truly
appreciated the contributions of the Legion or its stewards.
Perhaps that’s why your men were routed so thoroughly at
Stormcrest. Never underestimate the importance of morale.”

Even without telepathy, I could feel Master
seething from here. He had never concealed his contempt for
Torelius, not even in the presence of the other Grand Dukes or High
Generals. If his plans to overthrow Emperor Lucian ever came to
fruition, one of his first decrees would be to string up Torelius
and everyone who served with him.

“Curiously, your slave seems to appreciate
you much more than your soldiers,” the general went on. “Like I
said in my missive, she brought your guard-captain to one of our
camps on the border of the Wreath. If she’d waited any longer, he
would be dead.”

“But you’re certain he’ll survive?”

“Nothing in life is certain, Your
Excellency. But my healers believe he’ll recover as long as he
wakes soon. If not…”

“What about Elara?”

Torelius chuckled softly. “You even call her
by name, how charming. She served me well—so well that I intend to
keep her as payment.”

“Unacceptable. You will return her
immediately.”

I couldn’t actually see the general’s face
from this angle, but I could perfectly visualize the smug grin on
his fat lips. “I knew I shouldn’t have expected gratitude from you.
You’ve never appreciated the contributions of the High
Generals.”

“I will the instant any of you actually
contribute anything,” Kristoff replied tartly.

Torelius took a step forward. “If you ever
want to see your precious castle again, I suggest you change your
attitude, Your Excellency. I’m the one Lucian trusts—I’m the one
who determines when and where the Legion will strike.”

“And you’re doing such a wonderful job of it
so far.” Kristoff glanced over to the carriage and caught my eye.
“Return my property. Now.”

For a moment, I feared Torelius might
actually refuse. According to Imperial law, the High Generals were
appointed by the Grand Dukes and not the Emperor, which meant that
Kristoff could theoretically have Torelius demoted, especially with
the aid of Duke Arland or Duchess Farrow. In principle, of course,
politics were almost always more important than the law, and Master
Kristoff was in a weaker position than half the landed gentry.
Torelius could probably refuse and drag this out for some time…

“Look at Kristoff squirm,” Maxos whispered
next to me. “Pathetic. You must have gotten tired of fucking a
broken man.”

I couldn’t respond with the gag in my mouth,
but he wasn’t actually interested in my opinion anyway. I closed my
eyes and swallowed, wishing once again that I’d had the courage to
kill Torelius and his lackeys when I’d had the chance. I could have
engulfed them in flame just like the Inquisitor outside Lakewatch,
and it would have been worth watching them burn even if the Tel
Bator channelers had killed me just a few moments later…

“Perhaps a compromise is in order,” Torelius
said eventually. “I propose an exchange: you can choose any one of
my other girls, but I wish to keep yours for a bit longer. I’m not
finished with her just yet.”

“No,” Kristoff replied. “Hand her over, and
you’ll be duly compensated.”

“Compensated with what? Coin you no longer
possess?”

“You’d rather I involve the magistrate? Or
the rest of the Quorum?”

“I would, actually,” Torelius said. “I’d
love to see you explain to them why one pitiful elf cunt is worth
so much trouble. What’s so special about her, Gabriel? Why do you
protect her?”

“She’s mine,” Kristoff declared, his voice
so cold it sent another shiver down my spine. “This is your last
chance, Antione. Hand her over.”

Again, I found myself wondering if Torelius
would actually refuse. The man’s pettiness knew no bounds, and he
was right that none of the other nobles would understand why a
Grand Duke would make such a fuss over a single slave, even a
trained avenari.

“Very well,” Torelius said. “As a loyal
servant of the Empire, I respect the property of my hallowed peers.
You will find she is unharmed…more or less.”

Chuckling under his breath, Maxos abruptly
pushed open the carriage door and grabbed my leash. My ankles were
bound so tightly I could barely walk, and I nearly collapsed
face-first to the ground as he dragged me forward. But thankfully I
managed to keep my balance, and Master Kristoff’s eyes lit up when
he saw that I was all right.

“What about my guard-captain?” he asked.

“Ah, yes.” Torelius made a gesture with his
hand, and several of his other soldiers escorted Larric’s stretcher
towards the mansion. “A weaker man would have already died. His
Inquisitor training must be keeping him alive.”

The jab was clearly intended to annoy Master
Kristoff and reveal that Torelius knew about Larric’s past. It just
as clearly didn’t have any discernable effect.

“Thank you, General,” Kristoff said. “That
will be all.”

Torelius smiled thinly. “Just remember that
you owe me a favor, Gabriel. And I always collect on my debts.”

He signaled to his men, and without any
further theatrics he stepped back into his carriage and rode away.
Several of the house servants rushed up to take Larric inside the
mansion while Master Kristoff turned his attention to me.

“Merciful Triad,” he breathed, cupping his
hands around my chin and removing my gag. “Are you all right?”

“Yes, my lord,” I breathed.

He started at me for several long seconds,
his eyes boring into mine. I had imagined this moment dozens of
times during the journey from the Wreath, and I genuinely hadn’t
known how he would react. After the bandit attack near the
Infintium, I had naively expected him to be joyous. Instead he’d
been relieved but cold; mere moments later he’d offered my body to
Larric in exchange for protection such a valuable investment.
Looking back, that moment more than any other had finally shattered
any illusions I’d harbored about his true affection for me. I
wasn’t his lover or his partner—I was a tool. And tools could
easily be discarded once they had served their purpose…

“Thirty men,” he said, his mouth twisting
like he was chewing nails. “I send thirty men to protect you and
still they weren’t enough.”

“We reached Skyfall safety,” I told him.
“But on the return—”

“I know,” he interrupted. His hands squeezed
at my shoulders, but he didn’t unclasp my wrists or remove my
collar. “I received a missive from Baron Vilmark of Reskin the day
after you disappeared. He found half your guards in the tavern and
the other half dead outside of town. His men tried to pursue but
lost your trail.”

I bit down on my lower lip, wondering what
specifics Master Kristoff had already learned. I knew I needed to
choose my words carefully. “We were attacked by Faedari rebels and
forced to flee,” I explained. “Larric and I barely escaped. He
thought we’d be safer moving quickly down the road rather than
returning to town. We made it into the Wreath before they caught up
with us.”

Kristoff’s cheek twitched slightly. “How did
they even know you were there?”

“I-I don’t know, my lord,” I lied. “Duke
Darkstone gave Larric a vaeyn prisoner as a gift. The attackers
seemed more interested in freeing her than anything.”

Kristoff glanced back over his shoulder to
the door where the servants had carried Larric inside. “You should
have left him to die in woods.”

I blinked in confusion. “My lord?”

“I grow tired of failure,” he said, his jaw
clenched. “All around me, those I trust with vital tasks prove
their incompetence time and time again. It’s maddening.” He sucked
in a deep breath and finally swiveled his head back around to face
me. “I already asked Baron Vilmark to hang the surviving guards.
Thankfully, most of them were slaves.”

I opened my mouth to reply but remained
silent. Watching Larric cut down his fellow house guards in front
of me had been difficult enough, but now our escape had cost even
more lives. The slave soldiers, human and orc alike, had been born
into servitude just as I had…

“What about Darkstone?” Kristoff asked.
“I’ve received no envoys or missives from Skyfall since you left.
Were you able to slip into his mind? Did you convince him to send
troops?”

“N-not exactly, Master,” I stammered.

“What do you mean, ‘not exactly?’ Did he
agree to join the Quorum or not?”

His tone was so cold, so venomous, that I
struggled not to cower in fear. I had seen him angry before, but
never with me…and never like this. What had happened in the weeks
since we’d left? What had changed so dramatically?

“I wasn’t able to enter his mind,” I rasped.
“His magic was too strong.”

“So you gave up? You learned
nothing?”

“No, I…he tried to penetrate my mind as
well. He wanted to learn about you and your plans.”

“Did he succeed?”

“No, my lord. I blocked him out, but I
thought it was too risky to try and charm him.” I forced myself to
swallow again. “There’s more you need to know. Duke Darkstone has
made a secret pact with the vaeyn. There was already a shadow
knight at Skyfall when we arrived.”

Kristoff’s entire body froze in place.
“What?”

“Apparently Darkstone had been negotiating
with the dark elves for some time. He promised to aid them in
overthrowing the Covenant, ending slavery through the Empire…and
even killing the Emperor.”

This time, Master Kristoff was the one who
couldn’t find his voice. His eyes flickered between confusion and
rage. Out of habit, I was tempted to try and share everything with
him telepathically…but in this case I knew that wasn’t an option. I
couldn’t take the risk that he’d learn the truth about Larric or
the Faedari.

“Darkstone isn’t planning on honoring his
agreement,” I went on. “But he believes the vaeyn can be useful
allies in the short term. He wants their help to overthrow Emperor
Lucian and weaken the Covenant, but when the time is right he plans
to use the chaos and take the throne for himself. If you aid him,
he pledged to restore all your lands and liberate Stormcrest.”

Kristoff released his grip on my arms and
paced off to the side. “That fool,” he spat. “He has no idea what
he’s doing. He has no idea who he’s dealing with!”

“He seemed confident.”

“Of course he’s confident! The Vale is
shielded by mountains on all sides. The rest of the Empire could
burn to ashes while he sits there smirking on his bloody
throne.”

I watched in silence for a moment as he
continued stomping back and forth. “Larric can tell you more when
he awakens,” I said. “He was present for all the negotiations.”

Kristoff’s head abruptly whipped back
around. “You weren’t there with him?”

“I-I wasn’t usually allowed in the room,
Master. As I said, Duke Darkstone was able to block my intrusions
and—”

“I sent you there with one goal, Elara,”
Kristoff interrupted as he stepped back in front of me. “I told you
to get me Darkstone’s support by any means necessary.”

“I’m sorry, Master. I did everything I
could, I swear!”

His eyes continued boring into me for
several long, uncomfortable moments. “Did you?” he asked, placing
his hands on my shoulders again. “Did you really?”

“Yes, Master!” I pleaded. “Please…please,
forgive me.”

“Then show me what happened,” he said,
shifting his hands up to cup my cheeks. “All of it.”

The Aether surged between us, and he thrust
into my mind. Whether out of submissive habit or raw shock, I
wasn’t prepared to resist him. I unwittingly shared everything I’d
learned about Darkstone, including the details of his bizarre orgy
and my telepathic manipulation of his son, Varyl. Memory by memory,
he relived every second of my experience in Skyfall…

But there were some things I absolutely
needed to conceal. Larric’s knowledge of my condition, his
relationship with Karethys and the Faedari…if Master Kristoff
learned the truth, I didn’t know what would happen. But Larric
would almost certainly never wake up again…

“You’re holding back,” Kristoff whispered.
“Why?”

“I don’t know what you mean, Master. I—”

“Don’t lie to me,” he snapped. “Never lie to
me!”

With that, he reared back and slapped me
across the face so hard I toppled over. For a few seconds, my brain
couldn’t even accept what had just happened…but then the pain
burned across my cheek and I knew it was real. Kristoff had never
struck me before. He had never hurt me at all except as part of a
greater lesson. Until this instant, I didn’t even think he was
capable of such a thing…

“You disappoint me, Elara,” he breathed, his
hands clenching and unclenching at his sides. “I expected more. I
expected better.”

I couldn’t have replied even if I’d wanted
to. Tears blurred my vision and sobs choked my throat.

“It’s my fault, I suppose,” Kristoff
murmured. “After all your accomplishments, I assumed you were ready
for a greater challenge. I assumed you’d be able to handle yourself
even without my supervision. Obviously, I was mistaken.”

He balled one of his hands into a fist, and
I feared he might strike me again…but then he grabbed my leash and
roughly hoisted me back to my feet. He pulled on the leather so
hard it began to choke me, and he brought his free hand up to my
cheek.

“Show me everything,” he demanded.
“Now!”

He sliced through my mental barriers so
forcefully, so completely, I could have sworn he’d just hammered a
nail through my forehead. My mouth dropped open and I cried out in
equal parts fear and pain. I could feel him probing around
searching for the truth, and images of Larric and Karethys suddenly
flashed in my mind…

“What?” he gasped, his voice hoarse.
“What the hell is going—?”

Kristoff froze in place, and the words died
on his lips. His body began convulsing like he’d just been struck
by lightning. His fingers clawed into my cheek hard enough to draw
blood, and he threw his head back as if he might scream…

And then suddenly, inexplicably, I had
control. Not just over his mind, but over his whole body. My
consciousness had become intertwined with his…and I could do
absolutely anything I wanted.

I have no idea how long I stood there frozen
in place, but eventually I realized what was happening. Like an
expert swordsman, I had parried his attacks out of sheer mental
muscle memory, and my mind had performed a masterful riposte.
Master Kristoff had taught me almost everything I knew about
telepathy and the Aether in general, but he wasn’t Unbound. He had
limits. He had weaknesses.

I did not.

I gasped and sucked in a deep breath. We
were still standing outside in the middle of the estate courtyard,
but mercifully no one else was nearby. The guards were far enough
away that it probably just looked like he was holding onto my face.
With my wrists and ankles shackled, I would have appeared
completely helpless.

But I wasn’t. In a very real sense, I never
would be again. The Aether was a far more powerful weapon than
chains or swords. It could kill as well as control. I could have
made Kristoff kneel at my shackled feet. I could have even made him
set me free. But instead I forced myself to take a calming breath
and consider my next few actions very carefully…

You can’t escape without Larric, I
reminded myself. If you leave him here, he’ll be as doomed as if
you’d left him bleeding out at Lakewatch. You have to hold on until
he wakes up.

Biting down on my lip, I slowly but surely
relaxed my control over Master’s mind. Despite the voraciousness of
his attack, he still hadn’t learned anything particularly
threatening. All he’d seen was Larric and Karethys speaking, and
all he knew for certain was that they’d been acquainted before
Skyfall. By itself, that knowledge probably wasn’t dangerous…and it
would give me the leverage I needed to let him believe he’d at
least learned something I’d previously been holding back.

“Shit,” Kristoff hissed as he abruptly
pulled away. He blinked in rapid succession as his consciousness
slowly reasserted itself. After a few more seconds of confusion, he
glanced back up at me and shook his head.

“Master, I’m sorry,” I blubbered. I could
feel the tears stinging my eyes and wetting my cheeks. “I did
everything I could. Please…”

“I know you did,” Kristoff said,
straightening his back and composing himself. For an instant, I
could see a faint glimmer of the man I remembered from
Glorinfel—the man who had treated me more like his partner than his
slave. “Like I said, it’s my fault. I should have known you weren’t
prepared for a task like this. I should have prepared you
better.”

He swore again and glanced around the
courtyard to see if anyone was watching. “The situation in Sanctum
has deteriorated rapidly. I need the armies of the Vale now more
than ever. But if Darkstone won’t help us….” His eyes lost their
focus for a moment, but eventually they fixated back upon me.
“There may still be a way you can make this up to me. But perhaps I
need to approach your training differently.”

“I will do anything for you, Master,” I
lied. “Please, give me another chance.”

His hand touched my cheek, and he smiled so
faintly it was almost imperceptible. My tears intermingled with the
blood and started to sting.

“You’ll get it,” he said, leaning in to kiss
me. His lips were colder than the iron shackles around my wrists.
“I promise.”

 



Chapter Three: Unexpected Allies

 


The instant I reentered the mansion, one of
the house servants grabbed my leash and escorted me to the bath.
They removed my restraints and set to scrubbing me, but as much I
normally enjoyed the cleansing soaps and hot water on my skin, this
time my mind refused to settle. All I could think about was Larric
and the choice I’d made to bring him here.

Had it all been a horrible mistake? Should I
have taken my chances with my own limited healing magic and tried
to nurse him back to health? Should I have tried to find another
way to contact the Faedari?

They were all meaningless questions at this
point, of course. The reality was that we were back here in
Sanctum, and for better worse we were going to have to live with my
decision. I just needed to find a way to speak with him when he
awakened. I needed to warn him that Kristoff knew about his
relationship with the vaeyn...

After the servants gave a long bath and
extensive preening, the house tailor and quasi-mistress, Sharela,
appeared to fit me into a simple gown. If she was at all pleased
that I’d returned, she certainly didn’t show it. She was as curt
and callous as ever. Once I was dressed, she led me back to my
bedchambers and practically shoved me inside. She locked the door
behind me, and I closed my eyes and let out a deep breath—

“Hello. You must be Elara.”

I must have hopped an entire foot off the
ground. Another faeyn woman was sitting at the desk on the
right-hand side of the room. When I gasped in surprise, she
immediately leapt to her feet and waved her hands
apologetically.

“Oh, I’m so sorry,” she stammered. “I-I
didn’t meant to startle you.”

“It’s all right,” I soothed, clutching at my
chest. “I, uh…I wasn’t expecting anyone to be in here.”

“Gods, I should have known. Master probably
didn’t have a chance to tell you.” She smiled pleasantly and
lowered her head. “My name is Astanya. I’m so happy to finally meet
you.”

I reflexively smiled back. “What, um…” I
paused and studied the room. The small office and library on the
right seemed undisturbed, but she had clearly been using the living
space on the left for several days. The linens had been changed,
and some new clothes were hanging inside the armoire. “What are you
doing here?”

“Master purchased me at auction two weeks
ago,” Astanya explained, her voice filled with unmistakable pride.
“He said you might need a bit of time to adjust. I can’t believe a
Grand Duke had only one avenari serving him. You must be
very skilled.”

I blinked in confusion. Master Kristoff
owned many other slaves, of course, but most of them were laborers
or soldiers. The thought of him purchasing another avenari…I
had never even considered the possibility until this moment.

“I’ve been fortunate,” I murmured. “Times
have been difficult since we fled Stormcrest.”

“I can’t even imagine. All those horrible
savages climbing over the walls…”

I nodded absently and tried to pull myself
together. So far, returning home hadn’t been anything like I’d
expected. It seemed impossible that so much had changed in such a
short period of time…

“You must be exhausted from your trip,”
Astanya said into the pause. “Master said he sent you to Skyfall to
entertain Grand Duke Darkstone.”

“He did, yes.”

“What was it like? I’ve heard so much about
the Vale, but until recently I’d never left Rivani.”

“It was…intense,” I managed. “So much has
happened I’m still trying to sort everything out.”

“I’m so sorry, I don’t mean to overwhelm
you,” Astanya apologized. “There’s a pot of tea on the fire. Would
you like some?”

I pursed my lips and glanced around the room
again. This must have been some kind of test. Master Kristoff
couldn’t have possibly replaced me so soon. Whatever else I might
have been to him, I was still his avenari. He’d never even
implied that he might need another…

“No, thank you,” I said, forcing another
smile. “I think I’ll just lie down for a while.”

“Of course, please. Master said he’d summon
me soon anyway. You’ll have plenty of peace and quiet.”

Astanya smiled again and returned to the
desk. I kept watching her even as I stumbled over to the bed. She
was slightly shorter than me with shoulder-length, braided blond
hair and sparkling blue eyes. Her silver-blue sari was decidedly
Rivani in design, and judging from her tanned skin she’d spent a
great deal of time outdoors. She was so pretty I had a hard time
believing her former master would have wasted her on labor work,
but stranger things had happened.

All in all, none of her traits were
particularly rare or shocking…except for the fact there was no
tattoo on her bare navel. Like me, she was still ripe…which meant
she should have been worth a fortune.

A fortune Master Kristoff no longer
possessed.

“I still can’t get over how much space he
gives us,” Astanya said once she sat back down at the desk. “And
all these books! I don’t know why he’d waste them in the slave’s
quarters.”

I shifted my eyes to the desk. She had
opened a single book, the Elmare Nostra, an incredibly long
and detailed history of the “Rebirth” following the Godswar well
over two thousand years ago. According to Master Kristoff, it was
widely considered a seminal tome among modern historians. This
particular copy hadn’t even been translated—it was written in
faeyn.

“You can read our tongue?” I asked, not
bothering to hide my surprise.

“Oh…no,” Astanya replied sheepishly. Her
cheeks flushed slightly. “But I enjoy the illustrations. Old maps,
people…I know it’s a bit silly.”

“I don’t think it’s silly at all,” I told
her. “It’s one of my favorites. I believe Master has a translated
copy here somewhere if you’d prefer.”

She turned and looked at me, confused. I was
about to ask why when the truth belatedly hit me. Her problem
wasn’t that she couldn’t read faeyn—she couldn’t read
anything.

I almost slapped myself in the face. Of
course she couldn’t read; I was one of very few faeyn in the Empire
who’d been privileged enough to learn the Imperial tongue, let
alone the language of my people. I felt my cheeks flush in
embarrassment.

“I’m sorry, I…” I took a deep breath and
shook my head. “I wasn’t trying to—”

“It’s all right,” Astanya soothed. “I hope I
serve him well enough that he’ll teach me one day.”

I sank down onto the bed as sudden welling
of rage rose up inside me. I wasn’t sure why this of all things
triggered it, given all the harsher injustices I’d just witnessed
and endured in the Imperial camp on the way here. But for some
reason looking upon this sweet woman—a woman who could have easily
been me if not for the grace of the gods—made me want to go back in
time and do everything I could to find the Faedari rebels. It made
me want to burn down this whole bloody mansion and half of Sanctum
along with it.

Astanya turned back to her book, and
somewhere in her blue eyes I saw a reflection of myself. She was
cheerful and eager-to-please. She had probably been delivered from
a far worse master, and she was genuinely enthused to serve someone
who treated her with a modicum of respect. She would spread her
legs or swallow his seed or do anything else he asked, and
afterwards she would gladly thank him for the privilege…

“Are you certain you’re all right?” she
asked. “I didn’t upset you, did I?”

“No, not at all,” I assured her, forcing a
smile. “I was just thinking…perhaps if I spoke to him, Master
Kristoff would allow me to teach you.”

Astanya smiled at me again. It was
incredibly infectious—I could see why Master Kristoff would want
her. The thought made me even angrier.

“I would enjoy that very much,” she said.
“Though I’m not sure I’d be a good student…”

I started to respond, but before the words
could escape my lips the door abruptly opened and one of the house
guards burst inside. He tossed a quick glance at me, then turned
and faced Astanya. “Master Kristoff wishes to see you now.”

“Of course,” she said, leaping to her feet
and straightening her sari. Before she left, she flashed me one
last smile. “It was wonderful meeting you, Elara. I’ll see you in
the morning.”

The guard shut the door behind her, and I
was finally alone. I closed my eyes and tried to let the anger seep
out of me, but it didn’t work. All I could imagine was Astanya
kneeling before Master Kristoff. Just a few months ago, the thought
would have filled me jealousy—and he undoubtedly assumed it still
would. But right now it just made my rage simmer into a boil.

The hours passed slowly, though by the time
the clock struck midnight I’d finally allowed my body to melt into
the pillows and relax. Until that moment, I hadn’t realized just
how much I had missed my own bed—or any bed, for that
matter. Torelius had mostly forced me to sleep on the hard ground,
sometimes without any blankets…

Once I was certain Astanya wouldn’t be
returning for the evening, I slid of the bed and approached the
door. The guard had locked it again, and short of setting the wood
aflame I had no means of opening it myself. But when I closed my
eyes and stretched out with the Aether, I could sense another guard
outside perhaps thirty feet away down the corridor.

I knew that trying to manipulate him would
be dangerous. After today, I couldn’t even imagine how Master
Kristoff would react if he caught me. But I also knew that I had to
warn Larric about what was going on, otherwise all the rest of our
secrets were in jeopardy. So rather than lie back down and hope for
the best, I banged my fist against the wood.

“Please, I need help. Is someone out
there?”

The guard, apparently half-asleep judging
from his abrupt emotional shift, quickly raced over. “What’s going
on?”

“I fell and cut myself,” I lied. “Please,
I-I need to see one of the healers.”

I heard him swear under his breath and
mutter several slurs against elves as he fiddled for his keys. Once
the door opened, he leaned his head inside and frowned at me. “What
the hell are you—?”

Before he could move away, I reached out and
touched his cheek. His mind was weak and easy to pierce; within a
few short seconds I had all but taken control of his entire body.
Wiping his memories of the past few seconds was just as
trivial.

If anyone asks, I’m asleep in my
chambers, I told him. Now return to your post and await my
return.

He half-nodded, half-blubbered a reply, and
once he’d returned to his perch by the wall I shut and locked the
door. Now I just needed to reach Larric and pray to whatever gods
were listening that I could find a way to wake him…

Swallowing heavily, I turned and flit across
the estate in my bare feet. With the aid of the Aether, I had no
trouble avoiding the rest of the house guards or the few servants
who were still awake. I avoided the temptation to try and touch
Master Kristoff’s mind just in case he sensed my intrusion and
realized what I was doing. Instead I headed straight down into the
basement where he practiced his channeling techniques…and just as I
suspected, Larric’s body was there waiting for me.

I plucked the only lit glowstone from the
wall and approached. He looked roughly the same as he had for the
past several days—pale, gaunt, and generally sickly. Judging from
the various empty tinctures along the wall, the local apothecaries
had tried waking him to no avail. I wondered how long Master
Kristoff would bother keeping this up. The instant he stopped using
healing magic, Larric would dehydrate and eventually starve...

That’s why you’re going to wake him
now, I told myself. He saved your life more than once. It’s
time to return the favor.

I set the glowstone down next to him and
placed my right hand upon his bare chest. I knew almost nothing
about healing magic—Master Kristoff had only taught me the very
basics. But no one had taught me anything about conjuring
fire, either, and I’d figured that out on my own. Perhaps if I was
desperate enough, perhaps if I wanted it enough, the secrets of the
Aether would just come to me…

After the first few minutes of trying, my
hopes began to fade. After several minutes more, it was gone
entirely. I could stand here by Larric’s side all night and not
accomplish anything, and I scolded myself for even making the
attempt. The tears flowed so easily I couldn’t stop them if I
tried. So I didn’t.

It wasn’t until much later, long after my
eyes had dried and I’d finally stopped whimpering, that I realized
I was approaching this the wrong way. If the Imperial healers
hadn’t been able to wake him, then an untrained channeler like
myself didn’t have a prayer in the Void. But there was another
option. Maybe it wasn’t his body that required healing—maybe it was
his mind.

Closing my eyes, I slid my hand from his
chest up to his clammy forehead. I knew from experience that he had
one of the most disciplined minds I’d ever touched, almost
certainly as a side-effect from his training as a Covenant
Inquisitor. I also knew that many of his mental barriers remained
intact even while he was unconscious, as I’d learned when I’d tried
to communicate with him following our battle outside Lakewatch. But
now, weeks later, the vast majority of them had finally begun to
erode…and after spending a few minutes pushing against them, they
collapsed entirely.

Larric, I called out. Larric, it’s
me. Please, I need you. Wake up!

I couldn’t hear his voice or communicate
with him directly, but I could sense…something. His
consciousness was there, buried beneath a mental fog so thick I
could scarcely feel anything on the other side. I pushed harder,
deeper, until his mental dam suddenly burst. A flood of images and
memories washed over me so quickly I couldn’t breathe…

But it was all there. He was all
there, bared naked before me. I could feel his hopes and fears. I
could feel his pleasure and pain. I could feel his love for the
people of the Empire despite their flaws. I could feel his love for
Karethys despite the fact they’d been kept apart. I could feel his
passion for the Faedari cause and his fears that he would fail
them.

Along with his fears that he would fail
me.

I balked at the realization and nearly lost
my connection entirely. But when I dove in deeper, I could see how
much he cared. A terrible guilt had been gnawing at him ever since
Master Kristoff had bought me at market. He had wanted to free me,
but he knew he couldn’t. He had to maintain his cover as a Faedari
agent in the hopes he could learn vital intelligence about Kristoff
and the rest of the Imperial Court.

It wasn’t until he’d learned I was Unbound
that everything had changed. He’d acted like he hated me, but in
truth he was just testing me…and myself. He hadn’t known what to do
until the events at Skyfall had forced his hand…

Larric, I repeated, reaching as deep
as I could into his subconscious mind. Larric, please wake up.
WAKE UP!

His body twitched so violently it actually
knocked me backwards. I had to blink several times before my eyes
refocused on reality, almost like I had just awakened from a deep
dream too..

“Elara…”

I smiled and leaned forward as he attempted
to sit up. Some of the color had returned to his face, though he
still looked incredibly weak. “It’s all right,” I soothed. “We’re
safe. Just stay still.”

His eyes darted about the room, and I could
tell he was having trouble figuring out where we were. He’d smacked
the glowstone off the stretcher, and without it his human vision
was practically worthless.

“We’re in Sanctum,” I said, retrieving the
stone. “We’re back in Kristoff’s estate.”

“What?” he gasped, bolting upright.
“Why would you—?”

“Please, don’t move,” I implored him. I
placed my hand on his sternum and tried to push him back down.
“You’ve been unconscious for almost three weeks. Do you recall what
happened?”

A dozen different expressions flickered
across his face before he finally swallowed and let out a deep
breath. “Yes. We were outside Lakewatch and we were attacked.”

“A Covenant Inquisitor found us. He killed
the Faedari and nearly killed you. I barely managed to get you on
the raft and escape.”

Larric blinked in disbelief. “What?”

“It will be easier to show you,” I said,
offering him my hand.

He stared at me blankly for a moment, and I
could tell he was desperately trying to come to grips with reality.
But eventually he nodded and took my hand…at which point I pushed
back into his mind and showed him everything that had happened
since—the ambush, my counterattack, our trip down the river and
back to Sanctum. In the span of a few heartbeats, I shared several
weeks’ worth of memories…and by the time I had finished, all he
could do was swear under his breath.

“Merciful Triad…”

“I know it’s not what you wanted, but I
didn’t know what else to do,” I whispered apologetically. “You were
dying, and the Imperials were the only ones who could help
you.”

He slumped back on the bed, and his eyes
lost focus as they stared up at the ceiling. I stood quietly at his
side while he tried to process what I’d shown him. Had our
positions been reversed, I probably would have sat there for an
hour trying to fit everything together. But if I’d learned anything
about Larric these past few months, it was that he was capable of
handling anything, especially the unexpected.

“You should have left me and searched for
other Faedari,” he said after a moment. “They had a camp
nearby—they would have found you eventually.”

I shook my head. “I couldn’t just let you
die.”

Larric sighed and closed his eyes. “Of
course you could. You don’t owe me anything, Elara.”

“I owe you everything. You’ve saved
my life time and again.”

“After allowing Kristoff to ruin it. You
should have saved yourself.”

I could feel the guilt pouring off of him,
and I placed my hand upon his chest again. “I saved you, and it was
my decision. I don’t regret it.”

Larric shook his head, but after a few
seconds he touched my hand and squeezed my fingers. I squeezed
back.

“I don’t know what to do now,” I admitted.
“Master Kristoff is…different. He was furious that we
failed.”

“The more desperate he gets, the more
unhinged he’ll become,” Larric replied. “Without the armies of the
Vale, he won’t have enough soldiers to challenge Emperor Lucian.
He’s impotent and he knows it.”

“And now he knows about you and Karethys,” I
rasped, shaking my head. “I didn’t want to tell him, but he knew I
was holding back. I had to give him something or he might
have—”

“It’s all right,” Larric soothed, squeezing
my fingers again. “He already knew the Covenant excommunicated me
for cooperating with a vaeyn. He just didn’t know her name or any
of the specific details.”

I pursed my lips. “You don’t think he’ll be
upset?”

“Of course he’ll be upset. All his grand
schemes are slowly falling apart.” Larric sighed and leaned up
again. He glanced down as if he’d only just realized our hands were
still linked, and he quickly relaxed his grip and pulled away. “He,
um…he won’t be able to do anything.”

I grinned coyly at his discomfort. He
obviously wasn’t used to appearing vulnerable; he wasn’t used to
showing any kind of emotion at all.

“So Kristoff knows Darkstone made a pact
with the vaeyn to try and destabilize Sanctum and throw the
Covenant into chaos,” Larric went on, clearing his throat. “But he
doesn’t know any details about Karethys or that Emperor Lucian is
apparently an Unbound.”

I nodded. “I have no idea what he’ll do now.
I doubt he’ll be able to convince the other Grand Dukes to ally
with the vaeyn, even temporarily. And there’s no way any of them
will agree to make Darkstone the new Emperor.”

“No, definitely not.” Larric let out a deep
breath as his eyes flicked back and forth in thought. “Kristoff
could stick with the Quorum and hope there’s enough chaos at some
point that they can strike, or he could abandon Arland and Farrow
and ally with Darkstone instead.”

“Arland especially has already taken great
risks to help him,” I said. “If Master Kristoff turns again him, I
can’t imagine what would happen.”

“Bloodshed. Backstabbing. Just another day
in the Imperial Court.” Larric grumbled in the back of his throat.
“No, Kristoff only has one real option here—he’ll have to wait and
see who makes the next move.”

“Do you think the vaeyn will actually attack
the city?”

“I don’t know. I have no way to contact
Karethys. Not as long as we’re trapped here in Sanctum.” Larric
turned and looked at me. “We need to get out of here. We need to
find a way back to the Faedari.”

I glanced away and closed my eyes. Six
months ago, the mere mention of the Faedari rebels was enough to
terrify me. I saw them as murderers and traitors. Even as recently
as Lakewatch I had still harbored plenty of doubts about joining
them. I would never have met with their operatives if I’d been
alone.

But now, just a few weeks later, everything
had changed. I was legitimately angry rather than just confused or
anxious. My hands trembled in rage when I thought about the
mistreatment of my people, but I wasn’t content to just lie around
and seethe. I actually wanted to do something about it. The only
lingering question was what.

“I could try to sneak us out of the estate,”
I whispered. “But you’re still weak and need rest.”

Larric grunted in discomfort as he tried to
stretch his muscles. “Even if I were healthy, we couldn’t just walk
out the door. And there’s no way we can leave Sanctum without help.
I’ll need to try and contact one of the rebel operatives in the
city.”

“You know where they are?”

“Not specifically, but I know how to get
them a message.” Larric sighed and locked his eyes on me again. “It
might take a few days or even weeks. We’ll need to hold tight until
then.”

“I understand,” I whispered. “I wish there
had been another way to save you, but—”

“Don’t blame yourself,” he said, grabbing my
hand and squeezing it once more. “For anything.”

I smiled down at him. All my lingering
regrets about returning to Sanctum evaporated when he smiled
back.

“I should get back to my quarters,” I
whispered.

“Right,” Larric agreed. He released my hand
and glanced away, but even in the dim light I caught the slightest
flush of color in his cheeks. “I’ll wait a few hours before I call
the guards and let them know I’m awake. Kristoff will want to speak
with me right away.”

I nodded. “No doubt.”

“It might be difficult for us to meet in
private, but I’ll let you know if and when I contact the rebels.
Just…just take care of yourself in the meantime.”

“I will,” I promised. I placed my hand on
his shoulder one last time, but he didn’t turn and look. A part of
me was glad. If he had smiled at me again, I might not have been
able to force myself to walk away…

I made it all the way back to my chambers
before I allowed myself to pause and breathe normally. I hadn’t
been this relieved in a long time. As bizarre as sounded, Larric
was the only person in the world I knew I could trust…

Sighing, I slipped under the covers and
closed my eyes. The lingering echoes of his touch tickled across my
flesh until I finally fell asleep.

 



Chapter Four: The Plan

 


I slept as deeply as I had in months, and no
one disturbed me until well after dawn. I awakened with a start to
the smell of fresh bread, and when I rolled over I saw Astanya
sitting at the desk with a small plate of biscuits and fruit.

“Good morning,” she said, flashing me a wide
smile. “I would have woken you earlier but you seemed so peaceful.
Besides, I figured you could use the rest after your trip.”

I wiped the fog from my eyes and nodded. I
had needed the rest—badly. “I did, thank you,” I told her, smiling
back. “I can’t believe I didn’t hear you come in…”

“I tried to be quiet,” she said, offering me
the plate. “Master Kristoff said he wouldn’t call for you before
noon.”

“Ah.” I bit into a piece of fruit. It was
surprisingly difficult not to throw manners to the wind and gorge
myself. I’d barely eaten anything on the trip to Sanctum. General
Torelius rarely fed his slaves more than once a day, apparently,
even his avenari.

“You’ll be happy to know that Captain Larric
finally regained consciousness sometime last night,” Astanya
informed me. “One of the servants came to wake Master Kristoff just
before dawn.”

“Thank the Triad,” I breathed. “Will he be
all right?”

“Master Kristoff seemed to think so, but he
sent me back here once they started talking.”

I nodded and did my best to appear relieved.
It wasn’t difficult—the hard part was concealing my growing
anxiety. If Master Kristoff didn’t believe Larric, or if he
overreacted and used his magic to discern the truth…

Larric can take care of himself. Right now,
you just need to bide your time and be patient. There’s nothing
else you can do for him.

The mental scolding didn’t really help, but
I kept at it anyway. I needed to be calm and collected whenever
Master Kristoff summoned me again, otherwise our plan would crumble
before it even began. He could never learn the truth about Karethys
or the Faedari. Just like he could never learn that I was finally
willing to betray him.

“You were brave to save him,” Astanya said
after a moment. “I don’t know if I could have done the same. I
would have been so scared…”

“I just did what I had to,” I told her,
hoping she didn’t press for details. “I knew the healers could save
him.”

She smiled again and stood. “Well, I should
draw a bath. I was waiting for you to get up first.”

She rifled through the wardrobe as I ate,
and I watched as she selected another outfit. As strange as it felt
to suddenly be sharing my once private quarters, it felt even
stranger to imagine Master Kristoff spending an entire evening with
another woman. I could smell the sex upon her, but just like before
the thought didn’t make me jealous—it made me angry.

Astanya departed a few moments later, and I
used the privacy to reach out to the Aether and calm my nerves. I
felt like a different person whenever its power was coursing
through me, even when I wasn’t channeling with any specific
purpose. It was almost like sliding into a warm bath of pure
magic.

I was more or less composed by the time
Astanya returned, and we spent the next several hours in idle
conversation. As much as the lingering territorial part of me
wanted to resent her, I didn’t. The more I spoke with her, the more
I liked her. And the rage inside me continued to swell.

Master Kristoff summoned me just after noon,
and the house guards escorted me to the estate’s large conference
chamber. I half-expected them to bind my wrists and attach one of
the slave collars, but they didn’t. They simply dropped me off
inside the room and then sealed the double doors behind me.

“You’ve already heard the good news about
Larric, I trust,” Kristoff said from behind his desk. He was busy
writing something and didn’t look up.

“Astanya told me, yes. He will recover,
then?”

“It’s difficult to say,” Kristoff replied
noncommittally. When the heartbeats passed by and he didn’t
elaborate, I was tempted to press him on the issue…but then he
abruptly set down his quill and stood. “I spoke to him about
Skyfall and Darkstone. We even had a nice little conversation about
his secret dark elf fetish.”

I didn’t reply. At this point, I figured the
less information I volunteered, the better.

“The Covenant exiled him for daring to work
with a heretic, even one who was helping him hunt down a warlock.”
Kristoff scoffed. “I never thought anything of it at the time. In
fact, I hired him as quickly as possible knowing he would be
desperate. And I never regretted that decision until now.”

“If not for Larric, the bandits outside the
Infintium would have killed me,” I said. “And he’s the only reason
I survived Korvale. He was wounded in my defense.”

Master Kristoff studied me for a few moments
before he finally beckoned for me over. My thoughts flashed back to
the last day before our caravan had departed. He had taken me
roughly right here on the edge of his desk, and he’d even shared a
new channeling technique with me. Ever since then, my telepathy had
been much stronger. I wondered distantly if it was a side effect of
the experience.

“This vaeyn shadow knight, Karethys,” Master
Kristoff said, “I doubt it’s a coincidence that she was the one the
Matriarch sent to negotiate with Darkstone.”

I shrugged. “I do not know, Master.”

“You never spoke with her?”

“Only briefly.”

“Then I assume you also never had the chance
to penetrate her mind and learn anything.”

“No, Master, I’m sorry,” I told him. He
seemed much calmer than when I first arrived, but I could still
feel the rage boiling inside him.

“It’s probably for the best,” he said after
a moment. He signaled for me to sit on the desk, and I obeyed
without hesitation. His traced his fingers across my bare knee and
down my calf. “Shadow knights are powerful channelers, and there’s
a good chance she would have noticed your intrusion. I’m more
concerned that Larric learned so little. At least you have
an excuse for your failure.”

“I’m sure he did his best, my lord. He was
just as taken aback as you that Duke Darkstone would be willing to
cooperate with the vaeyn.”

Kristoff eyed me curiously, the corner of
his mouth curling into a half smile. “I’m surprised you’re willing
to defend him so readily. He’s never treated you particularly
well.”

I shrugged again and opened my legs a bit
wider for him. “As I said, I owe him my life.”

“Indeed. Still…” He leaned forward and
placed a hand on each of my knees. “You’re loyal by nature, I
think. The Covenant tells us that elves naturally derive pleasure
from servitude, but I’ve always been skeptical of that claim. You
are a unique gem, Elara. Beautiful, loyal, submissive…you’re
everything an elf should be.”

“You honor me, my lord,” I whispered. He
stood, and I leaned backwards in anticipation of him lifting my
feet onto his shoulders and taking me—

But then he abruptly pushed my legs back
together and paced halfway across the room.

“It’s precisely because you are so loyal,”
he went on, casually pouring himself a glass of brandy, “that I
plan to give you a chance to atone for your failure in the Vale.
Despite everything that’s happened, I still have an opportunity to
turn this situation to my advantage.”

My brow furrowed as I twisted around to face
him. I had no idea what else he thought I could accomplish. I’d
already convinced Duke Arland to become his ally, along with the
artificers in the Infintium and many of the other nobles in
Sanctum. Darkstone was simply out of our reach, and neither Duchess
Farrow nor Duchess Zarene would be interested in receiving me…

“The political situation has changed since
you left,” Kristoff explained as he pivoted back around and took a
sip from his glass. “Duke Arland and his wife have consolidated
their forces at Sorthaal’s southern border. They could march across
the Wreath and lay siege to Sanctum in a week, possibly less. As
you can imagine, this provocation hasn’t gone unnoticed by the
Legion or the Covenant. They put more and more pressure on Arland
by the day, and he, in turn, puts more pressure upon me.”

“But he can’t simply order his men to attack
without help.”

“No, they would be slaughtered and everyone
knows it. Duchess Farrow thought he was a fool for responding to my
call for aid so quickly, but apparently your ministrations were
even more effective than I anticipated—both Arland and Luriel have
been steadfast allies.”

He took a second, longer sip as his eyes
glazed over. “If she’d had her way, Farrow would have continued
dragging her feet until Darkstone was fully committed and marching
across the Vale. But apparently time finally caught up with
her.”

I frowned in confusion. “My lord?”

“She’s dead,” Kristoff said. “A week after
you left she took ill, and a few days later she passed in her
sleep.”

“Merciful Triad,” I whispered. I had no
particular love for Duchess Farrow, especially considering I’d only
seen her in person twice. But my mind immediately started spinning
theories about who could have been involved in her death. The
vaeyn? Emperor Lucian? Someone else?”

“Her son, Bolvir, is now Grand Duke of the
Wreath,” Kristoff said. “He’s naïve and foolish, but he does
understand that the Empire cannot survive with Lucian on the
throne. He’s sided with me in the Quorum, and he’s already begun
consolidating his mother’s armies and resources. With the three of
us united, we can place considerably more pressure on the Emperor
and the Hierophant.”

“But they still won’t call off the war,” I
whispered. “And they won’t dedicate the Legion the liberating
Glorinfel.”

“No, of course not. Which means that for the
moment, we’re stuck in something of a stalemate. We can’t make a
move without Darkstone, but the Emperor and Zarene can’t make a
move on us without triggering an all-out civil war.”

“Then what will you do?” I asked, genuinely
curious about what he had planned. “If you accept Duke Darkstone’s
offer, he promised to convince the vaeyn to abandon Glorinfel.”

“A promise he has no intention of keeping,
and even if he did I don’t particularly care,” Kristoff nearly
spat. “No, there’s no point in allying with Darkstone now. Larric
told me all about this ‘treaty’ he signed with the vaeyn. The
Quorum will never agree to it. If they even whispered about working
with the dark elves, the Covenant would dispatch Inquisitors to
hunt them down. The Empire would descend into civil war
overnight.”

My thoughts flashed back to Karethys and
Larric speaking about her people’s ultimate objective. The vaeyn
wanted to see an Imperial civil war, of course; it was the only way
they could ever win. But she’d also suggested that Emperor Lucian
seemed to want the same thing…

“The only sensible course of action is to
turn Darkstone’s plan on its head,” Kristoff went on after he
swigged down the final gulp of his liquor. “He believes he can sit
back behind his mountains and play all sides against the middle.
But I think he underestimates the fervor of the Covenant—and
possibly the ruthlessness of our young Emperor.”

I shook my head. “I don’t understand, my
lord.”

Kristoff smiled and set the empty glass down
on the desk next to me. “I’m going to tell Lucian about Darkstone’s
plan—all of it, in great detail. And I won’t stop with him. By the
end of the month, every bard and gossip and town crier in the
Empire will be whispering about the Vale’s treachery. The public
will demand that Lucian take action.”

“Even though the Legion continues to lose
ground to the vaeyn?” I asked.

“It won’t matter. Like I said, Aemond
underestimates the pettiness of the Hierophant and her Inquisitors.
He doesn’t believe they’ll go after him in the middle of a war, but
he’s wrong. And once they do, the Emperor’s forces will be split.
The Quorum will finally have its chance to strike.”

I nodded. “In other words, just because
Darkstone won’t support you directly doesn’t mean you can’t still
make use of his power.”

Kristoff smiled at me. “I’m glad you’ve
learned something, at least. Politics, like war, are a fluid thing.
With careful manipulation, nearly any obstacle can be transformed
into an advantage.”

I smiled back, but there was no emotion
behind it. Everything he’d just said made perfect sense…except for
the fact he only knew part of the story. He had no idea that the
vaeyn were working with the Faedari—and he certainly had no idea
that the Emperor might have been, too.

“All of which brings me back to you.”
Kristoff placed his hands upon my knees again. “Your redemption
will be difficult but gratifying. If you succeed, you may very well
save the entire Empire.”

“Your wish is my command, Master. What do
you desire of me?”

“It’s simple,” he said, leaning in so close
our lips nearly touched. “I want you to fuck the Emperor.”

 


***

 


My breath caught in my throat. I sat there,
thoroughly bewildered, as Master Kristoff chuckled and paced away
again. By the time he broke the long silence, he had already poured
himself a second glass.

“I know it’s not what you expected,” he
said, grinning. “A few months ago, I was convinced it would never
come to this. I assumed I could corner Lucian without ever engaging
him directly. But like I said, politics are a fluid thing. We must
learn to adapt if we are to survive.”

“Master?” I rasped.

“Lucian won’t be nearly as vulnerable a
target as Arland or the artificers or any of the lesser nobles,”
Kristoff went on. “He’s always been a difficult man to read and an
even more difficult man to impress. He rarely meets with anyone
outside of the Covenant, and my spies tell me he doesn’t own a
single avenari.”

“Why?”

“I’m not certain, but I suspect it’s because
he despises your people just like his father did. Of course, that
never stopped Rikus from accumulating a harem the size of a
village…” Kristoff flicked his hand contemptuously. “In any event,
Lucian seems to prefer humans, especially young noblewomen. At the
start of every month, he brings in several unmarried girls from
across the Empire and essentially locks them inside the palace. By
the time he returns them to their parents, nearly all of them are
ripe with child.”

I struggled to repress the sudden wave of
nausea rising in my stomach. “He doesn’t wed them?”

“No, and it’s quite the scandal in the
Imperial Court. Evidently the Covenant has spent a fortune trying
to cover it up, and one of my spies in the palace said that the
Hierophant herself secretly slipped priests into the palace so they
could place a spell upon the women and prevent pregnancy.
Apparently it hasn’t been effective—many of the women are happy to
carry the Emperor’s child.”

I shook my head in disgust when he wasn’t
looking. “But why?”

“Because their families have everything to
gain. Think about it: if a family’s daughter gives birth to a child
of the emperor, they gain a tremendous amount of political
leverage. The Covenant could cover up a few bastard children easily
enough—in fact I’m sure they’ve done just that for a long time. But
ten children? Twenty? Dozens?” Kristoff shook his head. “In a few
years, the political chaos would tear the Empire apart.”

I frowned and glanced away. Was that
Lucian’s plan? To cripple the Imperial Court with scandal? If so,
it didn’t make any sense. The Empire was already on the verge of a
civil war, and there had to be a hundred better ways for him to
destroy the Covenant if that really was his goal. No, this sounded
more like the sick fetish of a powerful man than a grand political
scheme.

I closed my eyes and bit down on my bottom
lip. I had seen and endured many injustices since our move to
Sanctum, but this particular abuse turned my stomach. I wasn’t
completely sure why, given that I’d witnessed worse during my few
days in Skyfall. And on a personal level, I had just spent the
better part of two weeks being degraded and humiliated by General
Torelius. I had plenty of rage inside me without worrying about the
Emperor impregnating random noblewomen.

Still, there was something particularly
disturbing about it. Perhaps I was surprised because Lucian was
ostensibly on the side of the Faedari. Was Karethys wrong about
him? Was there something else going on that I wasn’t aware of?

“In any event, the point is that Lucian
won’t be like any other challenge you’ve faced,” Kristoff said.
“Arland wanted you on your knees ten seconds after you met him, and
I’ve no doubt that Bolvir would happily fuck you for hours given
the chance. But Lucian will be different. You’ll have to seduce
him. You’ll have to convince that you’re more than just a random
slave.”

He gulped down his second glass of brandy
and sauntered back over to me. “And you will, won’t you?”

“I…I will do my best, Master,” I
whispered.

“Your best won’t be enough. I overestimated
your abilities with Darkstone. I will not make that same mistake
again.” Kristoff eyed me up and down. “We’ll continue your training
this evening. Sharela will dress you appropriately.”

I nodded slowly. “I understand, Master.”

“No, you don’t,” he said, his smile fading.
“But you will. Now go.”

He glanced away and returned to his drink. I
stared at his back for a moment, a hundred lingering questions
dying on my lips, before I finally hopped off his desk and left the
room. The house guard standing outside silently escorted me back to
my chambers. I followed in a stupefied daze, wondering what in the
name of the Triad I was going to do next…

“Back already?” Astanya asked when the door
opened and I slipped inside. She was sipping at some tea and
repairing the stitches on an old dress.

“He wanted to talk to me about Captain
Larric,” I lied. My thoughts were so scattered I really wished I
could be alone for a while. But apparently I wasn’t going to get
that opportunity very often anymore.

“I know he’s ecstatic that you both
survived. He’s lost so much recently…I can’t imagine how hard it
must be for him to suffer like this.”

Astanya glanced back down to her needle and
thread, and I felt my face scrunch in reflexive disgust. Not at
her, of course, but at the words she’d spoken. She meant what she
said—she really did feel for Master Kristoff’s “suffering.” Just
like me, she had fully embraced her submission. I had no doubt that
she’d even convinced herself to draw pleasure from serving him.

“He’s always been strong,” I whispered. “I’m
sure he’ll find a way to get through this.”

“Now that you’re back, we can help him
together,” Astanya said, flashing me another smile. “Perhaps we’ll
get a chance tonight. He said he had something special
planned.”

“I, uh…I suppose we’ll see, won’t we?”

I sat back down on the bed and tried to
force my mind to settle. Astanya engaged me in conversation every
now and then, but thankfully she didn’t seem like the type of
person who was bothered by extended silence. I used every spare
moment to try and figure out just what in the void I was going to
do next.

On the surface, allowing Master Kristoff to
hand me over to the Emperor seemed like a terrible mistake. The
part of me that regretted returning to Sanctum in the first place
was now practically ordering me to flee the city and return to the
Faedari as soon as possible. But another part—a growing part,
strangely enough—argued that this was an opportunity I simply
couldn’t afford to pass up. Not for Master Kristoff, necessarily,
but for me. What if Karethys didn’t know as much about Lucian as
she thought? What if I could discover information that was valuable
to my people?

My people…

Just a few months ago, I never would have
used that phrase. But sitting here now, looking at Astanya, I was
more convinced than ever that I needed to find a way to contact the
Faedari rebels again. But even if Larric could make that happen, I
would be far more valuable to them if I possessed intimate
information on Emperor Lucian.

I closed my eyes and sank back into the
cushions on the bed. No matter what path I chose here, the bottom
line was that I needed to speak with Larric again as soon as
possible. Unfortunately, if Master Kristoff had a new training
regimen in mind, I probably wouldn’t get another opportunity
tonight or perhaps even the night after that. I needed to figure
out a way to leave this room without alerting Astanya or any of the
house guards…

By the time I’d finally concocted a
semi-plausible plan, the problem was solved for me. One of the
guards arrived with orders to take Astanya to the bath and the
tailor, and I knew from experience that meant she’d be gone for at
least an hour, possible more. I waited a few minutes after she’d
departed, and once I was convinced she wouldn’t return I reached
out to the Aether and repeated my memory-altering performance from
last night. The lone guard in the hall was a different man, but he
proved every bit as easy to charm—as were all the others on my path
to the barracks. By the time I arrived, I had woven false memories
into minds of four different men. I felt rather like a ghost
flitting across the estate.

Larric was alone in his room when I arrived.
He already looked much better than he had last night. The color had
returned to his skin, and he seemed to be moving more or less
normally as he paced back and forth between the fireplace and his
desk. I considered knocking on the door, but rather than make any
more unnecessary noise I simply pulled it open and darted inside
instead.

“Elara,” he gasped, his hand instinctively
reaching for a sword that wasn’t there. “What the hell are you
doing here?”

“No one spotted me, don’t worry,” I assured
him. “I know I can’t stay long, but I needed to speak with
you.”

Larric let out a deep breath and relaxed his
muscles. “Kristoff is furious about Darkstone, far more than I
expected. And apparently Duchess Farrow died while we were—”

“I know,” I interrupted. “He told me what
happened, and he’s come up with a new plan.”

“That was fast. Last night he seemed more
interested in screaming and assigning blame than anything
else.”

“He believes he can turn the Emperor and the
Covenant against Darkstone. He seems to think that will give his
Quorum the distraction they need to strike even without additional
help.”

“Because a three-way war wasn’t enough?”
Larric grunted and sat down. “His sanity has been waning for
months, but at this point he’s completely unhinged. I’m not even
sure I want to know what he has planned.”

I clasped my fingers together and swallowed
heavily. “He wants to send me into the Imperial Palace.”

Larric’s brow furrowed. “What? Why?”

“Because he believes I can seduce Emperor
Lucian and learn his true plans.”

“Merciful Triad,” Larric breathed. He rubbed
his fingers against his temples. “Well, that settles it, then. We
need to get out of here as soon as possible.”

“Last night you seemed to think that would
be difficult.”

“It will. The Faedari don’t have a permanent
base of operations in Sanctum—it’s far too dangerous. Contacting
them will take time. I haven’t even written a missive yet, let
alone delivered it.”

“Master Kristoff plans to start training me
again tonight,” I told him. “I have a feeling he’ll want to send me
within the next couple of days.”

Larric’s cheek twitched. “Then we’ll have to
do this ourselves. Somehow…” He paced over towards the small window
on the opposite edge of the room. Several of the house guards were
outside training. “You made it all the way here in broad daylight
without anyone noticing you?”

I nodded. “It wasn’t difficult. I just have
to touch their minds and wipe away their recent memories.”

He hissed softly between his teeth. “Now you
understand why the Covenant is so fearful of the Unbound….” He
paused for a moment before he shook his head again. “Slipping out
of estate is one thing, but actually leaving the city is quite
another. You won’t be able to charm the Inquisitors watching the
gates, and there’s no way in the void we can fight through them
all.”

“Then maybe I should meet Lucian.”

Larric glanced back over his shoulder.
“You’re not serious.”

“Karethys said he was an ally,” I reminded
him. “She said he hates the Covenant as much as anyone.”

“She also said she didn’t trust him,” Larric
countered. “Just because he’s Unbound doesn’t mean he’s on our
side. He’s never officially allied with the Faedari or the vaeyn—he
was just leaking them information to cause a civil war.”

I held my eyes on the fireplace for a moment
before I turned back to him. “If all that’s true, then shouldn’t we
learn more about him? Shouldn’t we figure out what side he’s really
on?”

“I would love to, but not like this. It’s
not worth the risk—you’re too important.”

Larric turned and glanced back out the
window, but I couldn’t bring myself to look away from him. I could
hear the raw emotion in his voice. He wasn’t just making a cold
tactical calculation here; he was truly worried that something
might happen to me. And I wasn’t sure how to respond.

For the last few years, I had believed that
Master Kristoff felt the same way. He genuinely seemed to care
about me, and over time I had come to care for him. It wasn’t until
recently that I’d finally realized it was all just an illusion.
Kristoff saw me as a tool, not a person; he saw me as his slave,
not his lover. He had manipulated me, and in a disturbing way I had
gladly allowed myself to be deceived.

But now…now it was like everything I’d ever
known had been turned upside down. Suddenly Kristoff’s true agenda
had become clear, and I found myself looking upon the entire world
differently, including Larric. He wasn’t the cold, elf-hating
former Inquisitor I’d believed him to be. He was a Faedari agent
fighting to destroy a corrupt Empire from within. And for reasons I
doubted I’d ever understand, he actually did care about
me.

“Whatever time I spend at the palace will
give you an opportunity to find us a way out,” I whispered into the
silence. “Who knows, maybe Lucian really is on our side. Maybe
he’ll help us.”

Larric’s shoulders sagged as he pivoted
around. “I wouldn’t count on it. Remember, this is the same man who
assassinated his own father. And if even a fraction of the rumors
about his personal life are true…”

“Do you think Karethys is making a mistake
cooperating with him?”

“I think Karethys is doing what she believes
is best for her people. I don’t blame her for that, but sometimes
desperate people make hasty decisions that will haunt them
later.”

I studied him for moment. “You almost sound
like you don’t trust her, either.”

“She is a loyal shadow knight serving the
Matriarch Queen,” Larric said. “Her duty to Sulinor and the vaeyn
always come first.”

I detected the faintest trace of resentment
in his voice along with the obvious affection. I almost wanted to
ask him if he loved her, but I couldn’t summon the courage. It was
probably for the best.

“Do you know anything else about the
Emperor?” I asked instead. “Something you haven’t told me?”

“I have suspicions, if that’s what you
mean,” Larric said. “But I don’t actually know Lucian at all—almost
no one does. That alone gives me pause. He could be completely
insane.”

“All the more reason to learn more about
him, just in case.”

Larric dragged a hand through his short hair
and sighed. “Elara—”

“You just said there’s no way out of
Sanctum,” I interrupted. “So let me do this. Let me see if Lucian
really can be our ally. Imagine what it would mean for the
rebels.”

He stared at me for a long moment, his pale
blue eyes narrowed in confusion. “What’s the really about?”

“What do you mean?”

“You seem determined to do this despite the
danger. Why?”

I took a deep breath and sat down on the
edge of his bed. I’d been asking myself this same question all day,
and I still didn’t have a particularly good answer. “I don’t know,”
I admitted. “I just…I feel like I need to.”

“Because Kristoff wants you to? You don’t
owe him anything.”

“I know, and that’s not why.” I pursed my
lips as my thoughts flickered to Astanya and Torelius’s
avenari and all the other elves I’d watched suffer over the
past month. “If the Faedari are going to have any chance, they need
as much information as they can get. I’d feel useless showing up at
their doorstep without anything to offer.”

“They’ll take you in in a heartbeat.”

“Because I’m Unbound? There are thousands of
other faeyn in this city who need their help.”

“That’s part of it, yes,” Larric conceded.
“There aren’t many Unbound faeyn left in the world, and the
Covenant controls every other channeler in the Empire. You would be
an invaluable asset.”

“Master Kristoff believes that, too.”

“It’s not the same thing,” Larric insisted.
“The rebels won’t force you to do anything. You’ll be free to make
your own decisions.”

I met his eyes again. I could only imagine
how valuable an Unbound—any Unbound—would be to a
magic-starved group like the Faedari. They undoubtedly had to steal
Imperial supplies just to feed their soldiers and heal their
wounded, and they could never seriously threaten the Empire without
channelers of their own. I sincerely doubted that their leadership
would be willing to marginalize someone like me.

Still, the thought didn’t bother me nearly
as much as it had just a few weeks ago. I wasn’t a solider and
never would be, but that didn’t matter. I could help in many other
ways…and maybe I saw this as a good starting point.

“Then I’ll make my own decision now,” I told
him. “I’ll play Kristoff’s game and meet with Lucian. In the
meantime, you’ll figure out a way to get us out of Sanctum.”

Larric continued studying me, his face
unreadable. “You’ve changed.”

“I know,” I murmured. “I had to.”

He paced over in front of me, a faint smile
tugging at the corners of his mouth. “It happened fast, but I
suppose it always does,” he said. “For me it was that mission in
the north with Karethys. When I saw what the vaeyn what were really
like—what I saw what she was really like—I wasn’t able to
look at anything the same way again. Sometimes all it takes is
recognizing one lie to make the truth seem so clear.”

I nodded slowly. The silence between us only
broke when he belatedly realized he’d rested his hand upon my knee.
He awkwardly jerked away and pivoted back around to stare out the
window.

“I’ll try to get a message out,” he said,
clearing his throat. “If we’re lucky, someone will get back to us
in the next few days.”

“The Green Gala is five days away,” I
replied. The skin on my leg tingled like his fingers had been
charged with electricity. “I suspect that’s when he’ll take me to
the palace.”

“I doubt the rebels can organize an escape
by then, but it’s possible.” His head tilted back and forth as he
stretched his neck. “If not…”

“If not, I’ll manage.” I uncrossed my legs
and stood. The tingling didn’t go away; it rippled up my thighs and
across my hips. “You should get some rest. I’ll try and check on
you again before I leave.”

He nodded but didn’t turn. “Just be careful.
Speaking with me is risky, for both of us.”

“I know.”

There were a dozen other things I wanted to
say and a hundred other feelings I wanted to sort out. But I knew
this wasn’t time, and so instead I slipped out of room and crept
back to my chambers. Whatever Master Kristoff had prepared for me
tonight, I intended to be ready for it.

 



Chapter Five: Guilt and Envy

 


Just like I’d anticipated, Astanya wasn’t
there I returned. I used the solitude to relax and mentally prepare
myself for whatever trials were ahead. When she hadn’t come back by
nightfall, however, I started to wonder what was going on.
Eventually I stretched out with my telepathy until I found her, and
as far as I could tell she was already with Master Kristoff…

Before I could learn anything else, Sharela
appeared at my door and beckoned me to follow her to the dressing
room. Her two servants stripped me naked the instant I was inside.
After giving me a hard scrubbing, one set to braiding my hair while
the other applied makeup. By the time they were finished, I was a
perfect little avenari doll.

“Arms out,” Mistress Sharela ordered as she
finally returned with my outfit for the evening. The top was a
string halter with golden tassels that covered my breasts but
little else, while the bottom was a flowing, see-through skirt that
was far too long—or was, before I stepped into the matching shoes.
Master Kristoff typically preferred me barefoot while I was in the
estate, but like most men he also enjoyed the shape of my slender
calves when I wore heels.

Sharela seemed about as interested in the
fitting process as a chef who’d prepared the same dish a thousand
times before. She had been so consistently cold since Kristoff had
purchased me that I actually wondered where she’d come from. Had
she always worked with the Kristoff family? Had she been horribly
mistreated over the years? Did she have personal grudge against the
faeyn or was she merely embittered by her years of service?

A few months ago, none of those questions
would have even occurred to me—or if they had, I wouldn’t have
truly cared about the answer. But now I was genuinely curious. I
wanted to see the tapestry of her life unfold. I wanted to
understand how living in the Empire could corrupt a peasant as
easily as a duke. I wanted to understand each and every injustice,
no matter how large or small.

I could have gotten the answers from Sharela
easily enough. An untrained mind was an open book, as it were, and
I had no doubt that I could explore most of her memories without
physical contact. I could probably even alter her perception of me
and transform her into the sweetest woman I’d ever met.

But I didn’t. I wasn’t entirely sure
why.

The entire grooming process took the better
part of an hour. Once I was “ready,” Sharela handed me back to the
guard. He escorted me across the estate to Kristoff’s bedchamber,
and as I walked my thoughts flashed back to all the previous times
I’d made this journey. I used to get excited at the prospect of
serving him. Just imagining my lips or quim bringing him pleasure
had been enough to make my skin tingle and my toes curl.

A small part of me still felt that way. For
all his failings—failings I noticed more with each passing
day—Master Kristoff wasn’t General Torelius. He wasn’t Aemond or
Varyl Darkstone, either. He had provided me with freedoms and
opportunities that no other man in the Empire would have
considered. I owed much of my growth as an individual and nearly
all of my growth as a channeler to his generosity. No matter what
happened over the next few days, I told myself I needed to remember
that.

“Elara is ready, Your Excellency,” the guard
said after he wrapped his knuckles against the door.

“Good,” Master Kristoff replied. His voice
was strained and almost breathless. “Send her in.”

The guard opened the door. I slinked inside,
fully expecting him to be waiting for me on his bed—

And my mouth immediately dropped open.

In the years since Master Kristoff had
purchased me at market, I had only seen him take another woman
twice, and both had been before he’d discovered my powers and
started training me as a real avenari. I had trouble
imagining him with a human noblewoman, let alone another elf
slave…and yet here he was right in front of me, thrusting furiously
into Astanya with the vigor of man half his age.

She was bent over his desk, her ankles
shackled to the wooden legs and her wrists bound tightly behind her
back. Her leash had been looped through a buckle on the far side,
effectively pinning her cheek against the wood…not that she would
have been able to move her head anyway, considering how tightly his
left hand was holding her down. She was looking right at me, and
her blue eyes glittering in ecstasy.

“Come here,” he ordered between labored
breaths. He pointed at the Talishite rug just a few feet away from
him. “Get on your knees.”

I obeyed out of pure reflex as my mind
continued reeling. Once I’d been still for a few moments, Kristoff
resumed his frantic thrusting. He tugged on Astanya’s leash with
his right hand, effectively choking her like he’d done so many
times with me.

“Who am I?” he asked, leaning his lips down
to her ear.

“You are Gabriel Kristoff,” she gasped,
“Grand Duke of Glorinfel.”

“What am I?”

“You are my master.”

He smiled tightly as he buried his cock to
the hilt. “Who are you?”

“I am no one.”

“What are you?”

“I am your slave, Master,” she managed, her
voice barely a croak as he tugged her leash even harder. “I am your
loyal elf cunt.”

“Yes, you are,” he said. “Now take your
reward.”

Kristoff threw back his head as he spent
himself inside her. Astanya gasped in delight even as she struggled
for breath. Her eyes closed and her back arched as a climax washed
over her, and I knew from experience that she wasn’t feigning. I
could feel his magic coursing through her, enhancing her pleasure
and conditioning her to enjoy submission. He had done exactly the
same thing with me not so long ago. I could still remember
whimpering in terror as he penetrated me for the first time…but I
could also remember the waves of ecstasy wash over me as he reached
into my mind and broke my resistance.

“Thank you, Master,” Astanya whispered.
“Please…take me again.”

Kristoff grunted as he leaned up and slipped
out of her. He allowed himself a moment to catch his breath before
he released his hold on her leash and pulled it free of the buckle
so she could stand again. Once she was upright, he spun her around
to face him. He leaned in and kissed her deeply, and I watched as
his seed slowly trickled down her thighs.

“Later, my dear,” he said, smiling. “Retire
to the antechamber. I will call for you when I’m ready again.”

“Yes, my lord,” Astanya replied obediently.
She flashed me a coy smile, then sauntered across the room and
vanished into the adjacent chamber.

“Such a marvelous girl,” he said. “Young and
eager to please.”

He grunted again before he shuffled over in
front of me. I didn’t need to read his mind to know what he wanted;
I leaned forward and took his rapidly-wilting cock into my mouth.
The taste of his seed was so familiar it was almost comforting.

“She was a gift, if you can believe it,”
Kristoff said. He gave me a few more seconds to clean him off
before he pulled away and paced over to one of the wall cabinets.
“A noble from Rivani sent her along with his regards. I immediately
assumed she was a spy, of course. Duchess Zarene steadfastly
supports the Covenant, and she was the one who hired mercenaries to
capture you outside the Infintium.”

I nodded idly and as I cleaned my lips with
my tongue. “I remember. You recognized the leather in their
armor.”

“Cured thacedon hide. It’s almost impossible
to find outside the Basin.” He smiled approvingly as he poured
himself a drink. I couldn’t help but notice the size of the glass
and the number of empty bottles in the cabinet. Master Kristoff had
always enjoyed his liquor, but his consumption seemed like it had
increased fivefold since I’d returned. “Zarene knew I was
assembling the Quorum, and she knew that you were one of my most
vital tools. She failed to take you away, and I assumed that
Astanya was her ironic riposte.”

My eyes flicked over to the antechamber
door. “But you don’t believe that anymore?”

“No. I pierced her mind and rummaged around
for the truth. She’s exactly what she seems.” Kristoff took a sip
from the glass and winced as it burned on its way down. “Apparently
the noble who sent her was hoping to gain the Quorum’s favor.
Zarene detests him, and so he wanted to throw his lot in with the
rest of us.”

“An interesting coincidence,” I
murmured.

“Sometimes fortuitous things actually do
happen, even in Sanctum.” He stared back down at me. “Astanya kept
me company while you were gone. And she will continue to do so
until you prove yourself to me again.”

“My lord?” I asked.

Kristoff smiled and ran his fingers through
my hair. “I know you’re upset, my dear. I can feel it inside you.
You had a rough time in the Vale, and now you’ve returned to find
that I’ve replaced you.”

“I…I just want to make you happy,
Master.”

“I know,” he whispered. “And you will…the
moment you complete your mission in the Imperial Palace.”

I didn’t gasp or inhale sharply, but an
epiphany struck me nonetheless. I finally understood why Astanya
was really here. I finally understood why he’d locked me in my
chambers and disrupted my normal routine. I finally understood why
he’d wanted me to watch him fuck another woman.

Control.

The realization dislodged an old memory from
the deep recesses of my mind. Master Kristoff had been speaking
with one of his friends in Stormcrest before the fall, and I’d
overheard them from the next room. Kristoff had reminded his
friends that there were many ways to ensure obedience among his
slaves. There were millions of them across the Empire, far too many
to fit with specialized enchanted collars. Most slaves could be
brought in line with threats or intimidation, he’d argued, but with
avenari in particular he recommended a different
approach.

You have to break them, body and
soul, he’d said. With the females especially, you need to
convince them that you are their protector. Once they see you as
their savior, they will beg you to crawl between their
legs.

That was what this was about. Kristoff
feared that his control over me might have been waning, and he knew
how difficult it would be to seduce Emperor Lucian and acquire the
information he wanted. But instead of whipping or intimidating me
like one of his thuggish peers, he had decided to use guilt. I knew
from experience how effective the tactic could be, because he’d
been completely right all those years ago. He had broken me, body
and soul. And I had begged for him to crawl between my legs almost
every night, just like Astanya did now.

“I know you’re terrified,” Kristoff said
into the silence as he slowly paced around behind me. “I know
you’re not convinced you can do this. Lucian will be a challenge
unlike anything you’ve faced before.”

“I will make you proud, Master,” I
whispered. “I swear.”

“I’ve no doubt that you’ll try. I’m just not
convinced you have it in you to succeed.” He placed his hands upon
my shoulders and crouched down so his head rested atop mine. “And
I’m not sure you appreciate the risk I’m taking in giving you
another chance.”

I frowned. “Master?”

“Thus far, we’ve managed to keep your true
identity hidden. Even Darkstone didn’t realize that you were a
fellow channeler. But sooner or later, that secret will come out.
I’ve known that from the beginning.”

He slowly and gently pulled my brown hair
back. The pale skin on my neckline was practically glowing in the
mirror.

“Once that day comes, I’m dead,” Kristoff
told me. “A dozen Inquisitors will show up at my door, and I’ll be
dragged to the gallows in a heartbeat…or worse.”

“That won’t happen,” I assured him. “I’m
always very careful.”

“I know you are, but still…” He smiled into
the mirror, and the warmth of his breath made my skin crawl.
“Zarene knew you were important, and she’s hundreds of miles away.
Torelius knows too, and he was almost willing to steal you just to
find out why. Eventually, someone will press hard enough and figure
out what’s really going on.”

I heard the faint scraping of steel on
leather, and a moment later his right hand appeared in front of me
holding a knife. It took every ounce of willpower I could muster to
remain still.

“My father always told me that it’s vital to
press your advantage,” Kristoff whispered, “but it’s equally
important to know when to cut your losses.”

His left hand abruptly clutched my hair, and
his right pressed the cold steel against my throat. For a split
second I feared he might go through with it. My body completely
locked up, and I stared into the mirror and watched my green eyes
widen in terror…

“You really would let me do it, wouldn’t
you?” he asked, his lips resting near my ear.

“I am yours, Master,” I mumbled. “Now and
forever.”

Kristoff smiled as he looked at us in the
mirror, and he pressed the knife against me hard enough that a
small trickle of blood ran down the length of my neck and between
my breasts. “I’m glad to hear it,” he said. “I care about you,
Elara. I always have. I want to protect you, but I need to be
certain that you understand the risks. I need you understand what’s
at stake.”

“I do, my lord,” I assured him. “I’m so
sorry I failed you.”

“I know you are. That’s why you’re still
here.” He stared at us for another few seconds before he finally
grunted and tossed the knife aside. “Just remember your place and
your purpose, and nothing will stand against us.”

He kissed my cheek before he stood and
returned to his drink. The instant he was facing the other
direction, I closed my eyes and let out a breath I didn’t realize
I’d been holding. The terror shuddered through my body actually
sickened me; fear was precisely the response he was hoping to
evoke. And now that I could see the truth so clearly, I remembered
all the other times he’d tried something similar—albeit less
drastic—to ensure my obedience. This was bondage of the mind rather
than the body, and it was every bit as effective.

“Now that that’s settled,” Kristoff said,
downing the rest of his glass, “it’s time to focus on the task at
hand. Like I told you earlier, Emperor Lucian will pose a new
challenge for you. Every other noble you’ve dealt with already
wanted to stick their cock in you. Lucian will be ambivalent at
best or outright hostile at worst. You’ll have to convince him that
you’re worth his time.”

I swallowed heavily and forced myself to
glance away from the mirror. The thin stream of blood on my pale
skin was oddly memorizing. “As long as I can get close to him, I
shouldn’t have a problem. He’s not a channeler.”

“You can’t afford to treat magic as a
crutch. After Korvale, this should be even more obvious. Before you
can do anything, he needs to desire you. He needs to yearn
for you.”

Kristoff grunted softly. “There’s an old
saying: ‘the greatest desire is that which is denied.’ A man like
Lucian has never been denied anything, which will make you all the
more irresistible to him.”

I shook my head. “How can I deny him? He’s
the Emperor.”

“First you need to understand what’s like to
want something and not get it. Tonight will be that demonstration.”
He glanced back over his shoulder and snapped his fingers.
“Astanya?”

The antechamber door opened, and the other
woman stepped back into the room almost immediately. She had
obviously cleaned up some, though her dress was still in shambles.
Her eyeshadow and lipstick remained smeared as well, which I knew
from experience was something Master Kristoff—and many other
Sanctum nobles—seemed to love.

“My lord?” she prompted.

“Come here,” he beckoned. “Get on your
knees.”

Astanya glanced between me and the discarded
knife as she sauntered across the room. I could see the concern
flicker across her face, but the moment she sank to her knees in
front of him an eager smile lit up her face. She coiled her fingers
around his cock and gently kissed the tip.

“I’m grateful to serve, Master,” she
proclaimed. “How do you wish to have me?”

“We’ll see where the night takes us,”
Kristoff said, brushing a strand of hair from her eyes.

And so I watched. I watched as another woman
brought his cock back to life with her tongue and mouth. I watched
as he threw her onto her back and took her as forcefully as I’d
ever seen. I watched as he kissed her lips while he spent himself
deep inside her.

Every motion, every action, was designed to
inspire envy…but instead they only summoned rage. Astanya spent
much of the night shackled to the desk or bed or even floor, but
those weren’t the bonds keeping her in place. The mental restraints
were just as real and just as powerful. I made a promise to myself
that before I fled this place with Larric, I would find a way to
break them.

No matter the cost.


Chapter Six: Castigation

 


The next three days were an indecipherable
blur of sex, castigation, and self-reflection. Master Kristoff
continued trying to instruct me in the art of “longing desire,”
mostly by forcing me to watch him take Astanya in nearly every way
imaginable. She spent almost every minute of every evening on her
back or her knees, and by the time he was finished with her she
would either be filled with or covered by his seed. He never
allowed me to touch him or myself during any of the festivities.
Release, he insisted, would only be allowed once I’d proven myself
and earned his favor once more.

Still, that didn’t stop him from making me
an active participant in every exercise. He would often bind us
together so that I could feel her body’s undulations as he ravaged
her. Before she swallowed his cock, he would place us back-to-back
and tie our arms together; before he took her ass, he would
restrain me beneath her so I could watch him vanish into her folds.
Once he even had her recline in my arms while he hoisted her ankles
atop his shoulders and pounded into her.

He kept her with him each night after he
dismissed me. I was always tempted to sneak away and visit Larric
while the rest of the mansion slept, but I didn’t take the risk
until the third night. When I arrived, we avoided having another
argument about my plans to meet with Lucian, though I see the
lingering worry in his eyes. He promised to continue trying to
contact the Faedari, though so far he hadn’t been successful. I
prayed he would get lucky by the time I returned.

On the fourth day, Master Kristoff made
final preparations for us to attend the annual Green Gala marking
the start of spring. I spent most of the morning and afternoon with
Sharela as she fit me into several potential new gowns, but by
evening I was escorted back to his room so he could select his
favorite.

“The party won’t be anywhere as large as the
Winter Gala,” Kristoff said as he circled around me and evaluated
the first outfit. “All the noble families from Sanctum will attend,
of course, but I’m not sure about anyone else. The death of Duchess
Farrow will keep most nobles from the Wreath away, and obviously
Darkstone and Zarene will stay home. I’m not even sure they’ll send
any proxies.”

I lifted my arms to the side as Sharela
tightened my corset. Evidently Lucian was fond of this particular
design. “You don’t think they’ll send spies?” I asked.

“Everyone in attendance will be a spy in one
form or another,” he said with a grunt. “You know that by now.”

I nodded but remained silent. I was tempted
to complain that I could hardly breathe, but of course that was the
whole point of the outfit. The only real question was whether I’d
be wearing cuffs and/or a gag.

Once Master Kristoff was satisfied, he
shooed Sharela away and closed the door behind her. “Emperor Lucian
rarely socializes with anyone in a public setting, as I’m sure you
noticed at the Winter Gala,” he said. “But I plan to confront him
on his throne just before dinner. I will offer you as a gift
without pretense and make certain that all nearby parties—including
the spies of our rivals—overhear my offer.”

“You’re already worried that they’re
suspicious of me,” I pointed out. “Won’t they react if they believe
you’re trying to manipulate the Emperor?”

Kristoff grinned. “I’m counting on it. At
the very least, Darkstone and Zarene will be confused, and with
luck I’ll be able to use that against them at some point. It’s
vital to keep your enemies off-balance at all times.”

I nodded absently. “What if the Emperor
refuses your gift? You said he has no use for avenari.”

“He might at first, but I’ll insist. It’s
possible that he’ll dismiss you to the kitchen or the like as a
sign that he’s not interested, so you’ll just need to play along
until you have the opportunity to speak with him. Whenever that
happens, you must be ready to pounce.”

“I will,” I promised.

“I know,” Kristoff said, placing his hand on
my cheek. “Now return to your room and get some rest.”

“Of course, Master.”

I was halfway to the door before he spoke
up. “Oh, and tell Astanya that I’m ready for her again. Make
certain she’s wearing her sapphire gown.”

The words were meant to be a final dagger in
my back, but I merely turned and smiled pleasantly. “Yes, my lord.
Good night.”

I spent the rest of the evening alone in my
chambers. With Astanya gone, I took the opportunity to practice
some channeling techniques, including conjuring small bursts of
fire. Thus far, all my experience with overtly dangerous magic had
been reflexive rather than trained. Outside the Infintium and then
again at Lakewatch, the flames had simply materialized in my in
hands. I couldn’t consciously explain how I’d done it; the
techniques seemed almost innate. Master Kristoff had always focused
his lessons on subtler spells, for obvious reasons, but I started
to wonder if he’d been holding me back. What if my powers could
evolve beyond telepathy? What if I could harness the destructive
forces of magic like the Legion’s Tel Bator channelers?

I wasn’t convinced I actually wanted to know
the answer, but for tonight I was content to let my imagination
bloom. The Aether had a way of soothing my mind that nothing else
could hope to match, and I allowed its warmth to course through me
for hours until the clocks struck midnight. At that point I knew I
should have tried to get some sleep in preparation for the gala,
but instead I decided to make one last trip to see Larric.

Despite the late hour, he was standing in
the estate courtyard practicing with a sword when I arrived. He
didn’t notice me as I slipped through the shadows, and I actually
paused to watch him for a few minutes before I announced my
presence. He darted back and forth across the stone, blade in hand,
almost like he was dancing rather than fencing. His movements were
shockingly graceful and oddly mesmerizing. I probably shouldn’t
have been so surprised, considering how I’d seen him scythe through
other warriors twice his size. But he’d projected such an imperious
personality for so long that I sometimes forgot he was a completely
different person…

He eventually stopped and returned his sword
to the weapon rack. He retrieved his crumpled-up tunic and wiped
off his face, and once he moved beneath one of the hanging lanterns
I noticed that his skin had returned to its normal color. A few
days of food and rest had obviously done wonders for him.

I managed to catch his attention just before
he reentered his quarters in the guardhouse. He glanced about to
make certain no was watching, then quickly gestured inside.

“I was hoping you’d come by again,” he said,
shutting and locking the door behind him. “I wanted one last chance
to convince you that this is a mistake.”

“You won’t,” I said. “Not unless you have an
escape plan ready.”

Larric sighed and tossed his tunic across
the room. The lights in here were dim, but I could still see the
beads of sweat glistening on his bare shoulders and back. If his
muscles had atrophied at all during his injury-induced slumber,
they certainly didn’t show it. The view reminded me of Skyfall
where I’d watched him take Duke Darkstone’s young wife on the floor
right in front of me…

“I haven’t heard from the rebels yet,” he
said. “And I haven’t come up with any other way to get out of here.
Kristoff’s men keep a close eye on me—it’s even riskier for you to
visit than before.”

“If they spot me, they won’t remember it a
few seconds later,” I told him. “Has he given you any new orders?
Did he say whether or not you were going to accompany us to the
gala?”

“He’s barely spoken to me at all. And when
he did, he made sure to express his disappointment. He doesn’t just
blame me for our failure to recruit Darkstone. Now that he knows
about Karethys…well, he sees me differently. He may never trust me
as his bodyguard again.”

I crossed my arms and bit down on my bottom
lip. The only reason I’d slipped that information was because I
didn’t believe it would be harmful. Evidently I’d been
mistaken.

“He has no proof of anything.”

“That hardly matters,” Larric murmured. “I
went from being his infallible Guard-Captain to an unknown variable
practically overnight. I wouldn’t be surprised if he releases me
altogether.”

“Then what would we do?”

“Not much would change, honestly. I can find
us a way out of here regardless.” He shook his head. “I always knew
this would happen eventually. If anything, I’ve kept this position
longer than I expected. The rebels figured I’d last a few months at
most.”

I watched him pensively as he applied a
poultice to his left arm. Healing magic had long since closed his
flesh, but some of his muscles must have still ached. Swinging a
sword around probably hadn’t helped.

“I never asked, but…did someone assign you
as Master Kristoff’s bodyguard or was this all your idea?”

“Information is the most valuable currency,”
Larric said. “That’s true everywhere, as far as I can tell, and I
knew that having access to a Grand Duke would be a huge boon for
the rebels. Kristoff was the most accessible, and I was confident
get in close.”

I nodded pensively. The Faedari rebels had
been little more than specters haunting the Empire for most of my
life. Most people considered them thieves at best and mass
murderers at worst. Imperial and Covenant officials demonized them
at every opportunity, and I’d grown up assuming they killed slaves
as often as soldiers.

I knew differently now, but I still had very
little concept of what the rebels actually did on a daily
basis. And I had absolutely no idea how they were organized or who
was in charge…

“Do the Faedari have a leader?” I whispered.
“Someone you report to?”

“It doesn’t work like that,” Larric said,
wincing when he removed the poultice. “The group operates in small,
scattered cells so no one individual can compromise everything.
Otherwise a Tel Bator channeler could read a prisoner’s mind and
learn everything in a heartbeat. Several early cells were snuffed
out just like that.”

“If they don’t communicate, then how can
they organize?”

“They communicate, just not directly. Those
rebels we met outside Lakewatch wouldn’t have known anything about
what was going on in Sanctum, but they would have been able to put
us on the right trail. It’s…well, it’s a little hard to explain,
and you shouldn’t stay here long.”

“You’re right,” I whispered, glancing over
to the window. “I just wanted to check in before I left. I don’t
know what to expect or what might happen.”

Larric turned back around to face me. “You
really don’t have to go through with this,” he reminded me. “I can
figure something else out.”

“I’ll be fine,” I assured him, smiling.

As usual, his expression was difficult to
read. I desperately wanted to peek into his thoughts, even for just
a second.

“I’ve passed a lot of information to the
rebels over the years,” Larric said. “But getting you to them is
the only thing that really matters.”

I frowned. “I’m not that important. Just
because I’m Unbound doesn’t mean—”

“Being Unbound has nothing to do with it,”
he interrupted. “You’re just…” He trailed off and sighed. “You
don’t deserve this life. You never did.”

“Does anyone?”

“No. I guess that’s the point, isn’t
it?”

On impulse, I reached out and touched his
cheek. A year ago, I would have been terrified that he’d break my
arm. Even a few months ago, I would have been scared that he’d
strike me or otherwise humiliate me. But today I knew I was safe.
Today I could appreciate the sensation of his stubble against my
palm. Today I could enjoy the warmth of the smile peeking through
his stoic façade.

Today I could summon the courage to lean
forward and kiss him.

I couldn’t explain why I did it. One moment
we were looking at one another, and in the next I was standing on
my tiptoes and pressing my lips against his. For a few awkward
heartbeats I thought he might push me away as his hands curled
around my waist, but then his fingers squeezed and his mouth
parted…

I couldn’t tell if we embraced for five
seconds or five hours. The world faded into the Void like a
forgotten dream. My rage at the treatment of my people, my concern
about meeting the Emperor, even my anxiety about an unknown
future—they all melted away. All I cared about was our kiss and the
inexplicable electricity coursing through me.

Eventually Larric did push me away, but his
hands were so soft and his movements were so gentle he almost
seemed like a different person. We stared at each other for a long,
breathless moment before he abruptly turned away.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “That was…you should
get back before someone notices you’re gone.”

“I know,” I murmured. He was right, of
course…but I didn’t care. I still wasn’t sure what had just
happened. All I knew was that I would have given almost anything
for it to happen again.

I slipped out the door without saying
another word. My thoughts were still a scattered haze by the time I
reached my bedchambers; I couldn’t even remember the details of the
journey when I tried. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, but
it didn’t help. I put some water on the fire and made some tea, but
that didn’t help either. I hadn’t been this addled since the night
Stormcrest had fallen.

When I finally slid into bed and closed my
eyes, all I could see was Larric’s face. Yet again my memories
flashed back to Skyfall and the night I’d caught him with Karethys.
I could perfectly visualize their taught bodies wrapping around
each other. At the time, I’d been so confused and awe-stricken that
I’d barely noticed the strange feeling in my gut. But when I’d seen
and overheard them a second time, the feeling had returned.

For a while I thought it was simple envy. A
part of me had wanted to be her, and not just because she was so
strong and confident and darkly beautiful. The way Larric had
brought her such obvious pleasure, the way his movements had been
as much about her as him…I had never seen anything like it before.
They had been more than just partners—they had been equals. And I
desperately wanted to experience that for myself.

But then I’d watched him with Duchess
Cassandra at the party, and I’d realized my feelings went beyond
mere envy. I didn’t just resent the way he took her—I rested
the fact he was in a position to take her at all. For the first
time in my life, I had actually been jealous of another woman. I
had wanted Larric Aresi for myself.

None of it made any sense, of course. Even
at this very moment I barely knew anything about him. He had
transitioned from monster to savior in the span of a few hours, and
I still wasn’t completely sure if I should trust him or the
Faedari. But this had nothing to do with logic or sensibility.

It had everything to do with the bizarre and
inexplicable realization that I might have been in love with
him.

The thought crashed back and forth through
my mind like an emotional battering ram. I tried to control my
breathing and focus, but my body refused to cooperate. My heartbeat
thundered in my ears and my skin tingled like I’d just conjured a
current of electricity. Even channeling the Aether didn’t help. If
anything, it made the problem worse. My mind stretched out across
the estate all the way to the barracks, and if I concentrated I
could actually feel him at the fringes of my consciousness…

And then the bedroom door abruptly opened. I
hopped at least a foot off the sheets and had to stifle a scream
with my hand. Astanya popped into the room, her hand over her chest
as she looked at my apologetically.

“Merciful Triad,” she breathed. “I’m sorry—I
didn’t meant to wake you.”

“You didn’t,” I managed, forcing a smile. “I
just…I wasn’t expecting anyone.”

She smiled back as she shut the door. Even
in the dim candlelight, I could see how disheveled she looked. Her
dress was practically in tatters, and several patches of her skin
were red from bindings. I hadn’t expected her back tonight, but
Master Kristoff had obviously returned her as one final reminder
that this mission was my only chance to claw back into his good
graces.

“You must be nervous,” Astanya whispered as
she tiptoed over to her bed. “I would be. I can’t even imaging
walking into the palace, let alone looking upon the Emperor…”

“I’m trying not to think about it,” I
lied.

“Master wouldn’t be taking you with him if
he didn’t believe in you. He knows how skilled you are.”

I frowned as I slumped backwards, hoping the
shadows would conceal my expression. How much had Kristoff actually
shared with Astanya? There was no way he would have told her that I
was Unbound.

“I, uh…I haven’t had the chance to
apologize,” she went on before I could put my confusion into words.
“I know it’s been strange having me here, and I hoped you weren’t
upset that Master has been spending so much time with me.”

“You don’t need to be sorry,” I told her,
and meant it. “You haven’t done anything wrong.”

Astanya sat down on the edge of her bed. I
couldn’t quite make out her face, but I could see the silhouette of
her long blond hair spilling across her shoulders. “I just…I know
he hasn’t been treating you well the past few days.”

“He just wants me to be focused so I can
impress the Imperial Court.” I snorted softly. “If anything, I was
worried about you. You don’t seem like you’ve gotten much
sleep.”

“Almost none,” she said, chuckling coyly.
“I’m so grateful he purchased me. It’s so much nicer here than in
Rivani…”

“I don’t think you have anything to worry
about,” I soothed. “Master had always been loyal to those who serve
him well.”

The candlelight glinted off her smile as she
removed her jewelry and curled under the sheets. She seemed
genuinely happy, but more than ever I found myself wanting to try
and smuggle her out of here once Larric contacted the Faedari.
There were thousands of other faeyn in the city and I knew we
couldn’t free them all…but the thought of leaving her behind with
Master Kristoff made my stomach turn. He was already different than
the man who’d purchased me, and each failure was nudging him
farther and farther over the edge. How would he treat her once he
realized I’d betrayed him? After his reaction to the news in
Korvale, I could easily envision him taking his rage out on his
servants…

I closed my eyes again and let out a long,
slow breath. I couldn’t afford to worry about Astanya right now,
and I definitely couldn’t afford to think about Larric. My date
with Emperor Lucian was only a few hours away, and I had a feeling
it was going to change everything.

One way or another.

 



Chapter Seven: The Green Gala

 


While the Imperial Court hosted innumerable
smaller gatherings and parties throughout the year, there were only
four official seasonal galas the nobility was expected to attend.
Having experienced the Winter Gala for the first time myself just a
few months ago, I assumed I had a vague idea of what to expect when
we arrived at the palace this time. I was wrong.

The courtyard and adjacent streets were
still filled to the brim with the Covenant’s Inquisitors and the
Emperor’s Praetorian, but the palace itself seemed almost empty. At
a glance, I doubted even half the invited nobles were in
attendance. I didn’t see any banners from Glorinfel or Korvale or
Sorthaal, and even the attendees from the Basin and the Wreath were
relatively sparse. Almost everyone here was a native of Veshar,
which meant they already lived in Sanctum. It also meant that I
already knew most of them, given how vigorously Master Kristoff had
deployed me after I’d successfully seduced Duke Arland.

Still, the decorations in and around the
palace were truly impressive. I had never seen so many flowers—both
native and imported—outside of a greenhouse, and delicate
vine-patterns stretched across the walls and even stairwells.
Nearly all the paintings and sculptures represented the “Rebirth,”
an era of restoration following the first Godswar over a millennia
ago, though naturally they all seemed to imply that humans had
rebuilt the world rather than the faeyn. Most of the history books
in Master Kristoff’s archive argued the exact opposite.

More staggering was the raw number of slaves
in display both in the courtyard and inside the entry foyer. They
weren’t just elves and orcs, either—some of the nobles had brought
chagari and groll all the way from Torsia. The Green Gala had
evolved into one of the primary slave-trading events, due in no
small part due to the Covenant’s insistence that it should also
herald the start of “breeding season.” Owners would seek healthy,
virile males to couple with their young females, all under the
supervision of the Hierophant and her Inquisitors. Those that
weren’t chosen for whatever reason were often sterilized and thrown
back on the market at a fraction of the price.

I did my best to suppress
my disgust and focus on the task at hand. Sharela had fitted me
into the leather corset and accompanying skirt, and just like I’d
expected Master Kristoff had shackled my wrists behind my back. He
hadn’t bothered with a gag, though he had ordered me to don a
festive half-mask that covered my face from the nose up. I noticed
that many of the other avenari
were dressed in a similar manner, mostly as a
means of distinguishing them from those that were actively up for
sale. I didn’t bother asking why this particular tradition had
taken hold; I suspected I didn’t want to know the
answer.

“Chin up, eyes down,” Master Kristoff
scolded as we strode through one of the numerous wide, winding
hallways curling around the Grand Ballroom. “If anyone makes an
offer to purchase you, just follow my lead.”

“Yes, Master,” I replied obediently.

We passed two large
chambers on either side of the corridor, and even with my eyes
lowered I still caught a glimpse of the activities inside. Both
were filled with lesser nobles attempting to sell off their
avenari. The left
chamber was filled mostly by men who were laughing and drinking
while their female slaves shuffled around on the floor fellating
them. The right chamber was filled mostly by noblewomen who were
also drinking and laughing while they evaluated the flaccid cocks
of their male slaves.

Eventually Master Kristoff stopped to talk
with some of his peers, nearly of whom made an offer to purchase
me. The magical seeds of loyalty I’d planted in their minds months
several months ago had fully bloomed. They remembered my visit to
their estates as vividly as if they’d just taken me last night, and
they were desperate to repeat the experience. Even more
importantly—at least as far as Kristoff was concerned—they were
willing to continue ceding to his requests for supplies and
soldiers in the hopes they could stay in his good graces.

Only one of his contacts remained stubbornly
neutral, and so Master Kristoff decided to give him another sample.
I dropped to my knees and swallowed the man’s cock, and by the time
his seed filled my throat I had already reached into his mind and
wrapped him around my proverbial finger. We left him standing in
one of the side rooms, breathless and considerably poorer.

An hour before the main feast was scheduled
to begin, one of the Emperor’s Praetorians stomped through the
crowd and approached Master Kristoff. The man’s heavy, black-red
armor and matching cape was purely ceremonial, but when he drew
close I could tell that his massive halberd was not. The axe-blade
atop the staff glinted hungrily in the sparkling ballroom
lights.

“His Supreme Majesty is prepared to meet you
now,” the man announced. His deep, gruff voice perfectly matched
his wide frame.

“Excellent,” Master Kristoff said. “Where
shall we—”

“Follow me.”

The Praetorian turned on a heel and marched
towards one of the giant spiraling staircases leading to the
palace’s upper levels. Master Kristoff probably should have been
annoyed at the treatment; no one, not even one of the Emperor’s
personal guards, had the right to speak so dismissively to a Grand
Duke. But making a scene here would only prevent him from getting
what he wanted, and so instead he grumbled softly under his breath
and tugged on my leash as he followed.

There were still a handful of nobles
gathered on the wide balcony overlooking the ballroom floor. Most
of them were the more military-minded families who were less
interested in slaves than in the ongoing war. I spotted several
Legion officers I recognized from my return trip from the Wreath,
including Torelius’s second-in-command, Legate Maxos. He didn’t
seem to notice me, thankfully, but when the Praetorian stopped us
at the center of the gold carpet I spotted the fat general himself
waddling towards us.

“Hello, Gabriel,” Torelius said, a sardonic
smirk smeared across his lips. “I didn’t think you’d make an
appearance tonight.”

“At this point you should be quite
accustomed to being wrong,” Kristoff replied tartly.

The general chuckled, though I could hear
the quiet menace in every breath. “Here for the auction, then?
Don’t tell me you’re finally ready to sell this cunt after all the
trouble I went through to bring her back to you.”

“I have a long overdue appointment with
Lucian. I believe it’s finally time we got serious about the future
of the Empire.”

Torelius snorted so loudly I was surprised
he didn’t choke on his drink. “Your allies are conspicuously absent
tonight. Do you really believe His Majesty will give a damn what
you have to say?”

“If he cares about preserving his throne,
then yes,” Kristoff said matter-of-factly. “It’s long past time has
given some real advice. The sycophants of the Imperial Court have
done enough damage, don’t you think?”

Even without glancing upwards, I could
envision the rage rippling across the general’s face. “I can’t
decide whether you’re brave or foolish,” Torelius said. “Your
little whore won’t help you here. I don’t know why you even—”

He cut himself off when the massive double
doors at the end of carpet abruptly swung open. A small entourage
of Praetorians—six on each side—marched forward and spread out
along opposite sides of the carpet. Behind them strode the Emperor
himself.

I had only seen Lucian Patravian in person
once, back at the Winter Gala. Even then, I’d been shocked by his
physical appearance. I’d expected him to be overweight like
Torelius, but instead he’d more closely resembled a taller, more
muscular version of Larric. Looking upon again now, nothing had
changed.

Lucian stood at least six and a half feet
tall, enough to make him tower over all but a few of his
Praetorian. His arms, left bare by a sleeveless leather
breastplate, were thicker than my legs, and his crimson cloak was
woven from the finest Numenese silks. While shorter hair was the
current fashion for men of the Imperial gentry, Lucian kept his
long. Braided blond locks dangled all the way down to his shoulders
like one of the fabled Asgardian warriors I’d seen in ancient
Torsian paintings.

“Your Majesty,” Master Kristoff said with a
deep formal bow. I kept my eyes fastened upon the floor and
remained still. “It’s been far too long.”

“That’s certainly debatable,” Lucian
replied. His tenor voice was vaguely melodic and tinged with
amusement. “You never spoke those words to my father. I know the
two of you never quite got along.”

Kristoff chuckled pleasantly. “We never
quite saw eye-to-eye, it’s true.”

“He hated you—and your father, in
fact. Even when I was a boy, I never understood why he left you in
power.”

An awkward pause settled over the balcony
and the small pockets of nearby nobles, and I saw Master Kristoff’s
feet shuffled slightly inside his boots. He had expected Lucian to
be a bit standoffish, just like he was with everyone…but he
definitely hadn’t anticipated such open hostility.

“Well, I suppose neither of us can truly
speak for our fathers,” Kristoff said eventually. “Perhaps we
should concentrate upon our relationship instead.”

Lucian snorted. “We don’t have a
relationship, Gabriel. And we’re never going to, not since you
decided to raise an army against me.”

If I didn’t know better, I would have
thought that one of the Tel Bator channelers had suddenly conjured
a blizzard and lowered the temperature of the atrium by half. The
awkward silence between the nobles became downright suffocating,
and out of the corner of my eye I spotted several of them slowly
creeping away. With everyone so distracted, I probably could have
reached out to the Aether without being noticed, but I knew it
wasn’t worth the risk with so many Inquisitors around.

“I’m not certain what you’re referring to,
Your Majesty,” Master Kristoff replied eventually. “My armies in
Glorinfel were destroyed when the dark elves poured out from the
depths of Sulinor. Thousands were captured, and they’re still
waiting for your Legion to rescue them.”

Lucian shook his head. “Your allies aren’t
here with you tonight. You won’t engender any sympathy by playing
the victim.” He paused and turned. With my eyes down, I could see
his distorted reflection in the tiles as he swept his eyes across
the balcony. All nobles who were subtly scurrying away abruptly
froze in place. “Your men died because the Triad willed it. They
were regrettable but necessary sacrifices on the Empire’s path to
salvation.”

Master Kristoff stirred in place again,
clearly taken off guard. “They died because of the Legion’s
incompetence, not the will of the gods. High General Torelius knew
Stormcrest would be the vaeyn’s first target, and yet he refused to
send reinforcements no matter—”

“The gods do not make mistakes, Gabriel,”
Lucian replied matter-of-factly. “Stormcrest never would have
fallen to the heretics if we hadn’t angered the Triad with our
inaction. For decades we’ve allowed the vaeyn infestation to fester
right beneath our feet. We cannot tolerate their sacrilege any
longer.”

Another silence fell across the balcony. If
not for the bards playing in the ballroom below, I probably could
have made out the individual heartbeats of each of the nearby
nobles. Master Kristoff’s body remained still, but his grip on my
leash had tightened enough that my collar was making it more and
more difficult to breathe…

“I have never been opposed to confronting
the vaeyn, Your Majesty,” Kristoff said eventually. “But the gods
will not win this war for us. We need competent commanders and a
sound strategy.”

Lucian crept forward a step. “What we need
is unity—unity that you and your allies have threatened.” He
abruptly turned towards Torelius. “General: feel free to tell
everyone what your scouts have discovered.”

“Of course, Your Majesty,” Torelius said,
not bothering to conceal his smug satisfaction. “There are nearly
ten thousand slave soldiers assembled at the border of Sorthaal and
another five thousand just across the river in the Wreath. They are
led by Duke Arland’s personal commanders and have refused to
cooperate with Legion officers.”

“Perhaps the fall of Glorinfel taught Duke
Arland and Duchess Farrow the folly of trusting the Legion to
defend their homes,” Kristoff suggested bitterly. “You still
haven’t been able to stop the vaeyn advance. Some have even
suggested that a dark elf assassin was responsible for Farrow’s
death!”

The nearby gasps were audible, if only just.
I wasn’t sure if the nobles were shocked at the accusation or the
fact Master Kristoff was defending himself so forcefully. In the
history of the Imperial Court, I doubted that more than a handful
of people had ever stood up to the Emperor in public, not even the
Grand Dukes.

“There’s no point in playing games,
Gabriel,” Torelius snarled. “Your ‘Quorum’ is directly threatening
the sanctity of the Covenant and the safety of the Empire. You
should all be strung up in the gallows and—”

Lucian lifted his hand and silenced the
other man. “That’s enough, General. Leave us.”

Torelius frowned and turned. He opened his
mouth as if to protect but then clearly thought the better of it.
“As you wish, Your Majesty.”

The general strode off the balcony down to
the ballroom, and several of the other nobles tried to use his exit
as cover for their own. But Lucian held them in place with pointed
glares. He clearly wanted an audience for this, and Master
Kristoff, for all his cunning, had just as clearly walked into a
trap.

“Unlike my father, I have little patience
for pleasantries and even less for disobedience,” the Emperor said.
“The Kristoff family has been a vital part of Imperial politics for
generations. I’ve no wish to throw that away. We are living through
an era of great instability, and the people can only handle so much
change.”

He stepped in so close to Master Kristoff I
thought he might actually strike him. “But there is something you
must understand, Gabriel,” Lucian went on. “The only reason you are
still alive is because I wish it. The only reason you still have a
place to live is because I wish it. All of that could change in a
single heartbeat.”

Venom dripped from his every word, and I
genuinely had no idea how Master Kristoff would respond. But he
didn’t back down. Instead he threw his head back and laughed.

“If you want to skip the politics, I’m more
than happy to oblige,” he growled. “Let’s be completely honest,
shall we? The vaeyn are winning this war—a war that you
started. Now the provinces are allying against you. Sorthaal and
the Wreath have already slipped through your fingers, and Korvale
will be next. Arland and Farrow are just the first. Darkstone won’t
support you, and the Legion cannot afford to fight a two-front war
with the vaeyn and the Vale. Your position isn’t nearly as strong
as you believe.”

Lucian’s eyes narrowed fractionally, but
eventually his lips curled into a tight smile. “My father might
have loathed yours, but he did respect his ambition. Just as I
respect yours.” He grunted and paced away a few steps, his fingers
tapping the pommel of his ceremonial sword. “But you have
overplayed your hand, Gabriel. The Hierophant and her Covenant have
declared this a holy war. The Triad demands that we purge Calhara
of the vaeyn heretics. There will be no retreat, no surrender, and
no negotiation. Until the Matriarch Queen kneels before me, there
can never be peace.”

“How many thousands of Imperial soldiers are
you willing to sacrifice for that to happen?” Kristoff asked. “How
many of our people must die before you admit your mistake?”

“The loyal dead live forever in the Triad’s
grace. No price is too great when eternity is the reward.” Lucian’s
smile widened. “I understand why you are afraid, but the gods
demand sacrifices of us all. You must have faith.”

Master Kristoff’s lip twitched in disgust,
but even with his thoughts clouded by rage and frustration he
wasn’t willing to blaspheme in public. Spatting with the Emperor
was bad enough, but openly speaking out against the Covenant was
something else entirely.

“I will permit you to keep your land and
your property, such as they are,” Lucian said. “I will even allow
you to keep your title for the time being. In exchange, you will
speak with your allies and convince them to abandon this foolish
crusade. They will turn their armies upon our enemies, and if the
Triad wills it you see your homeland liberated in the summer
campaign.”

“And if I refuse?”

The Emperor chuckled. “I am the Sword of the
Covenant and the Rightful Heir of Sanctus Veshar. The gods
themselves have chosen me to rule. To deny my will is to covet
oblivion.”

“Even you cannot afford to fight all of us
at once.”

“I will stand against anyone and everyone
who threatens my great Empire,” Lucian said. “I’m giving you a
choice, Gabriel. You can either join me and share in the spoils of
our victory…or you can die irrelevant and alone.”

Master Kristoff’s grip tightened again, and
I actually had to adjust my neck to breathe normally. No one seemed
to notice or care.

“I will speak with the others,” Kristoff
said. I didn’t need to rely on telepathy to know he was lying.
“Perhaps I can still convince them to see reason.”

“I certainly hope so, for their sakes,”
Lucian replied evenly. “Now leave my palace and be gone from me
sight. You will not see me again until you are successful.”

Kristoff remained in place for several
seconds, and I wondered if despite everything that had happened he
might still offer me as a gift. If not, I had no idea what would
happen. Larric obviously wouldn’t have been able to organize an
escape yet. What would Master Kristoff do with me? Would he blame
me for this failure somehow? Would he finally snap and kill me like
he’d threatened the other night? When I closed my eyes, I could
actually feel the cold steel dragging across my throat…

“Good day, Your Majesty,” Kristoff said with
a shallow nod. “Enjoy the celebration.”

He jerked my leash so hard I nearly tripped
as he pivoted on a heel and strode away. We were halfway back to
the stairwell when the Emperor spoke up again.

“One last thing, Gabriel,” he said. “Your
avenari—you intended to offer her as a gift, I assume.”

Kristoff stopped and glanced back over his
shoulder. “Yes, Your Majesty.”

“I see. You should know by now that I have
little use for elven whores.”

“Elara isn’t like other faeyn,” Kristoff
said. “General Torelius can attest to that.”

“He already has.” Lucian took a few steps
forward. “So have many others in my court—enough that I’m genuinely
curious what makes this particular cunt so special.”

Kristoff smiled thinly and held out my
leash. “Then I gladly loan her to you so you can decide for
yourself. The Sword of the Covenant deserves nothing less.”

I kept my eyes lowered even as I inhaled
sharply. Had Master Kristoff been planning for this reaction all
along? I knew he was a skilled actor and manipulator, but his
frustration had seemed so perfectly authentic…

“Such a generous offer,” Lucian said,
stopping just a few inches in front of me. “But I’m afraid I must
decline.”

Kristoff hesitated for a moment before he
lowered his hand. “Your Majesty?”

“I have no interest in borrowing a used
slave from anyone. This is my Empire—and she, like all her
heretical kin, are already mine by divine right.”

Lucian lifted his chin, and a second later
one of his Praetorians stomped over and wrenched my leash from
Kristoff’s grip. He scowled as if he wanted to protest, but the
Emperor lifted his hand and demanded silence.

“Remember my offer, Gabriel,” Lucian said.
“Succeed, and perhaps I’ll return your slaves as well as your
land.”

I glanced up for a fraction of a second just
to see Master Kristoff’s face. His jaw was clenched in impotent
rage, but when he met my eyes I saw the faintest glimmer of
recognition. Despite the public embarrassment, he had gotten
exactly what he’d wanted. I was in the Emperor’s hands, and just as
importantly Lucian believed he had won. This was truly a master
stroke, whether Kristoff had planned it or not.

“Thank you, Your Majesty,” Kristoff said.
With a final half-bow, he turned and stormed off.

“The feast will begin soon,” Lucian
announced into the silence. “Everyone should move to the
ballroom.”

The nobles, already eager to leave, quickly
turned and followed in Kristoff’s wake. Thirty seconds later, only
the Emperor and his guardsmen remained.

“I must commend you, sire,” the Praetorian
holding my leash smirked. “I’ve never seen Kristoff so
humiliated.”

“Humiliated men are often the most
dangerous,” Lucian replied soberly. “I want eyes on his mansion at
all times. If anyone leaves or enters, I wish to know about
it.”

“It shall be done, sire.” The Praetorian
jerked my leash hard enough I yelped. “What about this one? Shall I
deliver her to your quarters?”

“I have no interest in avenari. Not
even this one.”

“But you said—”

“She’s here because Kristoff values here,”
Lucian explained. “He needs to remember his place.”

The Praetorian chuckled softly. “Shall I
take her to the barracks then? My men will gladly find out what
makes her so special.”

“No, not yet. Strip her down, put her in the
stocks, and stick her in one of the viewing suites. I’ll decide
what to do with her later.”

“As you wish, sire.”

With a contemptuous snort, the Praetorian
half-pulled, half-dragged me through the double doors and into the
private section of the palace. He choked up on my leash so high it
wrenched my neck to the side, but he seemed more amused than
concerned. My vision was so spotty by the time we crossed the
corridor that I couldn’t have retracted our steps even if I’d
wanted to.

The guard left me in the hands of two
elderly faeyn slaves. They were almost certainly old enough to
remember the fall of Sorthaal and the subjugation of our
people…

I never had the chance to ask. On the
Praetorian’s orders, they stripped me naked and stuck my head and
hands into a pillory facing the bizarre wall-sized window on the
far side of the room. The other side of the glass was dark enough
that I couldn’t make anything out, and before I could ask one of
them fed a long, phallic gag down my throat. They departed in
silence a few moments later.

Once the door closed behind them, I closed
my eyes and tried to focus on breathing through my nose. This
wasn’t how I’d envisioned my first meeting with Lucian, but it
sounded like he did plan on speaking with me at some point. That
meant I’d get at least one opportunity to find out if Karethys had
been right about him. If he really was a secret ally of the
Faedari, he wouldn’t mistreat me or send me away. If he wasn’t…

Well, if he wasn’t then I needed to be
prepared to do whatever was necessary to seduce him. This wasn’t
like Korvale or the Infintium or Duke Arland’s estate. Imperial law
wouldn’t protect me here. Master Kristoff and Larric couldn’t save
me here. I was completely and utterly alone.

Distantly, I wondered if that was why I’d
insisted on coming here in the first place. Perhaps all I really
wanted was an opportunity to prove myself. Or perhaps I was just a
fool.

Either way, I would find out soon
enough.

 


 



Chapter Eight: The Emperor’s New Slave

 


Hours passed in darkness. The suite was so
well insulated I couldn’t hear a peep from the party just a few
hundred feet away, and eventually I stretched out through the
Aether to see if I could sense anything. I didn’t want to reach too
far, given the presence of so many Inquisitors, but I could feel
the general shifts in mood from the partygoers. At first, most were
anxious and a bit weary, but as the night progressed their
collective mood started to improve. I allowed myself to practice
focusing on specific individuals as an alternative to focusing upon
my stiffening muscles and general discomfort.

The gala had mostly wound down by the time
someone reactivated the glowstones, but the light, strangely
enough, didn’t emanate from behind me—it came from the other side
of the window. After I blinked away the sudden afterimage, I
realized I was looking down upon an enormous, elaborate bedchamber.
It was a least three times the size of Master Kristoff’s, and the
bed at the center was probably large enough to accommodate a half
dozen people. Seven other windows were festooned around the room in
a circle, though I couldn’t actually see into any of them
particularly well. This must have been what Lucian meant when he
called this a “viewing room.” I had never seen anything quite like
it.

I was still boggling at the design when the
bedchamber door opened and Emperor Lucian strode inside. Behind him
were three human women—all young and dressed for the gala. I
remembered what Master Kristoff had told me about Lucian’s alleged
penchant for young noblewomen, and it didn’t take long for him to
prove that everything I’d heard was true.

The women fawned over him with a zeal that
would have made most avenari jealous. As a group, they
slowly and seductively stripped him of his breastplate and cloak.
He tore open one woman’s dress and began suckling at her breasts
while another sank to the carpet and worked his cock free. They
descended upon the bed mere moments later, and the orgy that
followed was every bit as raw and bestial as anything I’d witnessed
in Korvale.

Lucian took each of the women at least once
over the next several hours, and he always made it a point to spill
as deeply inside them as possible. During his downtime, the women
entertained each other while he watched, and I found myself
wondering if they’d even known each other beforehand. By the time
his almost superhuman recovery finally floundered, I swore I could
actually smell the sex through the glass. They all passed out in an
intermingled heap, and the glowstones dimmed not long after.

At some point I managed to fall asleep
despite my restraints, though the rest was fitful and confused.
When morning finally came, I started to wonder how long Lucian
might keep me in here to watch him. Once it was bright enough to
see again, however, I realized that while the noblewomen were still
sprawled across the bed, the Emperor himself was gone. The door to
my suite opened not long after, and loud, booted footfalls echoed
through the room.

“Well, well,” a familiar voice said. “I
wondered what Lucian had done with you.”

I closed my eyes and bit down on the gag as
General Torelius walked up behind me. It never occurred to me that
he might actually stay in the palace. I reached out to the Aether
and channeled its power through me just in case he decided to touch
me again. I didn’t even care about the risks at this point—there
was no way in the void I was going to put up with him again, not
even in the seat of Imperial power…

“I saw your master flee the gala with his
tail tucked between his legs,” Torelius said, slapping my ass hard
enough I actually yelped. “What a waste. All that fuss to get you
back only to lose you a few days later.”

He chortled giddily. The pillory prevented
me from turning around, but I could see the outline of his
reflection in the glass as he sauntered over to the armoire a few
yards away. I couldn’t tell what was inside from this angle, but he
perused the shelves with obvious glee.

“I sold all three of my girls last night,”
he went on. “Two of them went for almost double what I paid last
year. The breeders are desperate for ripe stock this season. It’s a
shame Lucian didn’t put you right back on the market—can you
imagine Gabriel’s face when some slack-jawed, inbred shit from the
Wreath ended up buying you? I’d pay a thousand coins to see
that.”

He finally retrieved something from the
shelf. I only realized it was a scourge when he uncoiled the short
leather strands with a sharp crack.

“Lucian promised me a new girl by morning,
but frankly this is so much better,” Torelius sneered. “I wasn’t
finished with you, not by a long shot. Perhaps this will finally
give me the opportunity to learn why Gabriel thinks you’re so
bloody special….”

He lashed my left thigh. I closed my eyes
and bit down again, but it still felt like he’d poured liquid fire
on my skin. He directed a second lash at my other hip and a third
at the small of my back.

“I assume Gabriel took you at least once
after your return,” the general taunted. When I didn’t respond, he
lashed the whip across my ass. “That was a question, cunt! Answer
me.”

I garbled something unintelligible into the
gag, which only made him laugh harder. After a few more strokes, he
shuffled forward close enough that he could unfasten the straps
holding the phallus in place.

“I’m surprised you haven’t learned to speak
with a cock in your mouth yet,” Torelius chided. “Then again, I
doubt Kristoff’s wilted little stem gave you much practice…”

I gasped for air as he pulled the phallus
from my mouth and tossed it upon the floor. My throat was so
parched I couldn’t even swallow.

“Relax, I’ll give you something to wet those
lips soon enough,” he snickered. “Now answer my question: did
Gabriel fuck you after I dropped you off?”

“Yes, my lord,” I managed through clenched
teeth. I called upon the Aether to dull the pain, but it was still
distracting enough I wasn’t sure if I could pierce his mind unless
he actually touched me. My only other option was to try and destroy
the pillory and break myself free, but I’d never attempted anything
like that before…

“How many times?”

“My lord?”

The whip cracked across my lower back. “It’s
a simple question,” he growled. “How many times did he fuck
you?”

I pressed my eyes shut. The real answer was
zero, of course, but I knew that’s not what he wanted to hear. So
instead I thought of Astanya. “Over a dozen times, my lord.”

“Really? How pathetic. He probably couldn’t
even afford a replacement while you were gone, and Triad knows he
could seduce a real woman to save his life.” Torelius slowly
dragged the leather tails across my upper back. “You can learn a
great deal about a man by the way he treats his whores. Tell me:
where does he leave his seed when he’s finished with you?”

“Inside me, my lord.”

“Never upon those perky tits of yours?”

“Sometimes.”

Torelius grunted as he dragged the tails
across my bare quim. “What about your pretty little lips and
cheeks?”

“Rarely, my lord.”

“Well, then I think it’s time you were
properly marked by a real man,” he said. “But first I want you to
describe everything Gabriel did to you in perfect detail.”

“What?”

He cracked the whip across my back. “You
really are dull, aren’t you? It’s not complicated. Tell me the
first thing he did to you. Did he shove his cock down your throat?
Did he bend you over his desk and take your ass?”

My eyes fluttered open as I channeled the
Aether to my fingertips. “He took me upon his bed, my lord.”

“That’s a lie—even Gabriel isn’t that
boring.” Torelius grunted contemptuously, I heard him fiddle with
the buckle on his belt. “I want details. I want to know exactly how
you debased yourself like the worthless whore you are!”

He raised the scourge to strike me again,
and I prepared to unleash a blast of energy to shatter my
restraints—

“General Torelius,” a harsh female voice
called from the hallway.

“I’m occupied,” he growled back. “If you
have a message, give it to me—”

“That slave is the Emperor’s property,” the
woman interrupted. Her reflection was difficult to make out, but I
could tell she was wearing the black-red armor of a Praetorian.
“You were never given permission to touch her.”

“You dare?” Torelius hissed. “I am
the High General of the Imperial Legion!”

“His Majesty’s servants have already
arranged entertainment for you at breakfast,” the Praetorian told
him calmly. “Two fresh girls are already waiting for you
downstairs.”

The general grumbled something under his
breath and tossed the scourge aside. “I demand an audience with
your master as soon as possible.”

“I will pass your message along, sir.”

After slapping my ass a final time, Torelius
stormed out of the room like a petulant child. I let out a deep
breath and released my hold on the Aether. I couldn’t believe I was
actually grateful for the intervention of a Praetorian…

“His Majesty apologizes for your treatment
last night,” the woman said as she stepped up behind me and
unlocked my restraints. “But the deception was necessary to quell
the concerns of the nobility. He cannot be seen treating one of
your people without scorn, especially not during a public
event.”

She helped me stand up and offered me a
robe. I gently slipped it on, wondering what in the void was going
on. The fact that the woman’s face was completely concealed by her
helmet didn’t make reading her any easier.

“Please,” she implored, “follow me.”

She escorted me back into the hall and led
me back through the long, pristine corridors. They were even
emptier than last night—I didn’t spot anyone aside from a few other
Praetorian. Eventually she nudged me towards a silver-plated door,
and when she pushed it open my mouth nearly fell to the floor.

The room was twice times the size of Master
Kristoff’s bedchamber and probably five times as ostentatious. On
my left was an enormous marble tub filled with steaming hot water.
Straight ahead of me was an antique table and sitting area with
baskets full of fresh fruit. On my right was an open wardrobe with
enough clothing to outfit half the noblewomen in Glorinfel. The
outfits ranged from practical to elegant to seductive, and a
cursory glance revealed that almost all the fabric had been
imported from wealthy Torsian nations. Even more impressively, I
could feel a faint Aetheric aura emanating from nearly every
dress—they were probably enchanted to contract or expand to
perfectly fit the wearer.

“His Supreme Majesty was certain you’d
appreciate a hot bath,” the Praetorian said. “When you’re finished,
feel free to wear anything you like. I’ll be outside when you’re
ready.”

She started to leave, but I managed to pull
my eyes away from the wardrobe and turn before she closed the door.
“I don’t understand,” I whispered. “What does he want from me?”

“Only your attention,” she told me. “He has
wanted to meet you for some time, and he hopes his hospitality will
convince you that he is not your enemy. Now please, indulge
yourself.”

Before I could think of another question,
she closed the door behind her. I stood in place for long moment,
wondering if all of this was just a particularly vivid dream. But
once my brain started functioning again, I pivoted back around and
forced myself to evaluate the situation. This might have been some
kind of test—the Emperor could have easily been watching me from
behind one of the many mirrors. But if he was, I had no idea what
he hoped to gain. The more likely explanation was that Karethys had
been telling the truth about the Lucian’s loyalties. Perhaps he
really was sympathetic to the Faedari. If so, this could have been
his first attempt to prove it to me.

Either way, I decided not to waste this
opportunity worrying about it. Tossing my robe aside, I stepped
over to the bath and held my hand above the tub. The heat felt so
good I immediately flung my legs over the edge and melted into the
water. Within seconds I was completely renewed. My entire body
tingled from toe to chin, and my mind felt more at ease than when I
practiced one Master Kristoff’s meditation techniques. I could have
stayed here for hours without batting an eyelash.

The secret was the enchanted gemstones
embedded in the marble. Without them, the water couldn’t stay this
warm for long. They were in high demand among the nobility, but
they were so ludicrously decadent and expensive that only the Grand
Dukes and a handful of others could possibly afford them. Master
Kristoff had owned a few, but he’d been forced to leave them behind
when we had abandoned Stormcrest. I had forgotten just how much I
missed this.

Eventually I convinced myself I should
probably move, in no small part due to the increasingly insistent
rumbles in my stomach. I wrapped myself in a towel and picked some
fruit off the table as I perused all the dresses and gowns in the
wardrobe. Sharela probably would have passed-out just looking at
them, and I had a feeling that most of the noblewomen in Sanctum
would have paid a fortune just to swap places with me for an hour.
Some would have gone so far as to deem a slave’s presence around
such finery as sacrilege. The thought actually made me smile.

My skin was completely dry by the time I
settled on an outfit. Rather than picking something purely elegant
or purely seductive, I chose one of the turquoise saris woven from
a mix of Numenese and Talishite silk. It was clearly designed for a
taller human woman, but the instant I clasped the belt the
enchantment within triggered. I watched in the mirror as the cloth
molded around my slender figure. The skirt dangled just below my
knees, while the top left my arms and navel bare.

I wondered distantly if Sharela would have
made the same choice. For the last several years she had dressed me
almost every day, especially when Master Kristoff had anything
interesting planned. Ripe faeyn females were so valuable they
almost always displayed their tattoo-free stomachs, and I was
tempted to reconsider my choice just to make a point. But the
bottom line was I that I liked my appearance, and it was strangely
satisfying to make the decision for myself even if the end result
was the same.

I granted myself another five minutes to
finish a last piece of fruit before I reopened the door. The
Praetorian was still waiting outside.

“I’m ready,” I said. “Where are we
going?”

“His Supreme Majesty wishes to meet you in
the Cartarium,” she replied. “Please, follow me.”

We wound through several more corridors and
two flights of stairs before we reached the palace’s uppermost
level. A massive, wall-length window provided a startling view of
Sanctum. The Aetherium, the Grand Temple of Veshar, the Legion
Citadel—they were all visible from here, along with dozens of other
important buildings. By decree of Lucian’s father, Rikus, no
structure in the city could rise higher than the palace, and after
seeing this I could understand why.

Across from the window was another
silver-plated door, and the Praetorian gestured inside. “The
Emperor will be along shortly.”

I nodded and crept forward. The chamber was
completely dark at first, but the glowstone sconces lit up once I
actually stepped inside. The walls were covered in paintings and
sculptures, at least half of which predated the Empire by
centuries, but the floor itself was completely devoid of furniture.
The stone tiles were painted, however, and after a few moments I
realized it wasn’t just another mural or random pattern—it was an
enormous map of Calhara.

The scale was truly staggering. Landmarks,
cities, towns, even villages…everything was there, down to the
smallest detail. But the longer I studied it, the more I realized
that some of those details weren’t accurate. The provincial borders
were completely missing…

“For almost twenty years, this room served
as my father’s ever-growing harem,” the Emperor’s tenor voice
echoed across the chamber. “He brought in slaves from every region
in the world. Crell and Solarian, Yamatan and Talishite, human and
elf…he was never particularly discerning. If the gods consider
variety a vice, then my father is surely rotting in the blackest
part of the Void.”

I glanced back over my shoulder as Lucian
strode through the doorway. His crimson cape billowed behind him,
and he had donned his sleeveless leather breastplate and matching
greaves. Out of pure reflex, I dropped to a knee and lowered my
head. Slaves weren’t even supposed to look upon him, let alone make
any sort of eye contact.

“I ordered the renovation even before my
official coronation,” Lucian went on. “It took the laborers almost
four months to complete construction, and the Artificers needed
another two to add the final touches. But the results speak for
themselves, wouldn’t you agree?”

“I…” I stumbled in an attempt to find my
voice. The serenity I’d found in the bath just minutes earlier
evaporated the instant I saw him. “It is quite magnificent, Your
Majesty.”

He grunted softly. “Few of my slaves have
ever seen the Cartarium. Fewer still understand its purpose. But I
suspect you might be the exception.”

I remained silent as he paced around me. I
had no idea what to say or how to react. Back in Master Kristoff’s
mansion, I’d planned out a dozen different strategies for
approaching this conversation. As intimidating as the Emperor was,
I had managed just fine with other powerful men like the Grand
Dukes. But now that I was actually here, I felt completely
unprepared. Lucian was one of the youngest members of the Imperial
Court, yet he projected an aura of power unlike anything I’d ever
experienced…

“That was a question, in case I was
unclear,” Lucian said mildly. “Do you understand what this is?”

I swept my eyes across the floor. “It is a
map of the Empire, Your Majesty.”

“A child could have told me that much.
Surely you can do better.” He approached close enough to me that I
could see his boots, and I could feel the weight of his glare upon
me when I didn’t respond. “I’m disappointed, Elara. A mutual friend
said you possessed remarkable inner strength, and in my experience
she is rarely mistaken.”

I swallowed and bit down on my lower lip. He
couldn’t have offered me a stronger cue, and this was my chance to
take it.

“You have spoken with Lady Karethys,” I
whispered as I slowly tilted my chin upwards. It was a testament to
the power of my avenari training that forcing myself to make
eye contact was so difficult. But when I did, Lucian merely smiled
and offered me his hand.

“She told me all about your ‘negotiations’
with Duke Darkstone in the Vale,” he said, slipping his fingers
into mine. “She also told me the truth about you—a truth I had
already suspected for some time.”

“Your Majesty?”

His smile widened. “Kneeling is a sign of
submission…but our kind should never submit to anyone. Rise.”

After releasing a final calming breath, I
slowly rose to my feet. His hand was incredibly warm, and I was
certain he could feel me trembling.

“Most slaves who dare look upon their
Emperor are punished,” Lucian said. “But as I said, our kind can
never be slaves. Not to the Covenant, not to Empire, and especially
not to the Aether. We are Unbound—our will is made reality.”

I was tempted to continue feigning
ignorance. I was even more tempted to outright deny him. But
resistance was obviously pointless. If he planned to turn me over
to the Covenant, he didn’t need my confession to do it. He was
their chosen avatar.

“She told me about you,” I whispered. “Not
directly, but I overheard her speaking with my…erm…handler.”

“You mean the Faedari operative posing as
the bodyguard of one of the Grand Dukes,” Lucian said. “Yes, I know
all about Larric as well. Karethys is quite fond of him, and she
doesn’t express that sentiment towards many humans. Particularly
males.”

He chuckled softly and lifted my other hand
in his. He studied me for a long moment, but for one of the few
times in my life I knew I wasn’t being appraised for my beauty. His
eyes seemed to be looking through me rather than at me.

“Karethys told you about my abilities?” I
asked softly.

“No,” Lucian said. “She doesn’t know the
truth, or at least she didn’t until we last spoke. But I had my
suspicions before Kristoff dispatched you into the Vale. When my
spies first informed me that he was using his new avenari to
gain support from the rest of the Quorum, I assumed he was plotting
something. But when Arland and the Artificers and others joined him
so rapidly, I knew there was more going on. Your master is a
fraction as clever as he believes, and he has never been a
particularly shrewd negotiator.”

“And you didn’t wish to stop him?”

“Why would I? He’s doing exactly what I
want.”

My brow furrowed. “Karethys said you
secretly wished to start a civil war between the provinces and
destroy the Covenant in the process.”

“What I want is to save this world from the
fools who control it,” Lucian said flatly. “The Covenant is the
locus of their power. Without it, the Empire as we know could not
exist.”

“But you’re the Emperor. You can already do
anything you wish.”

“If only that were true,” he murmured. “I’m
sure Gabriel taught you enough about politics to realize that no
one man, not even me, can truly control the Empire. There are many
factions vying for power—the gentry, the Legion, the Covenant, even
the Artificers—and coalitions are only maintained by tenuous
promises and even more tenuous threats of violence. I am going to
change that.”

My eyes drifted back down to the map below
our feet. “That’s what this is,” I whispered. “Your vision of an
Empire without borders, without provinces.”

“It’s the beginning of my vision,”
Lucian clarified. “Once the Covenant is destroyed and the old
coalitions crumble, there will no longer be a need for borders or
provinces or Grand Dukes. We won’t even need a Legion.”

I wandered over Stormcrest on the map and
glanced back up to him. “That’s why you’re doing this? To
consolidate power?”

He snorted and shook his head. “You
misunderstand, Elara. I am not a petty duke seeking a larger duchy.
I—we—are Unbound. The Covenant preaches that we are heretics
who deserve death, but we both know that’s a lie. They fear us
because they cannot control us. It is a lesson repeated time and
time again throughout the ages.”

“How do you mean?”

“I’ve no idea what Kristoff taught you about
history, but Calhara was very different place a few centuries ago,”
Lucian said as he sauntered over to the Sorthaal Highlands on the
map. “The world was still recovering from the Second Godswar where
Unbound channelers in Torsia rose up against their chains. The
devastation was widespread and brutal. Millions died in the
fighting. Entire cultures were changed forever.”

He paused and gestured down. “Your people
still ruled Sorthaal, and they worshipped a long dead goddess named
Anvira. But most of their channelers were Unbound. Just like the
vaeyn, they were never afraid to harness the power the Aether had
gifted them. Their civilization thrived while human kingdoms rose
and fell across the world.”

“Until Sanctus Veshar destroyed it,” I
whispered. “I have read the stories.”

“What you’ve read is almost certainly
nonsense,” Lucian grumbled. “In the modern world, the power of the
Aether can only be channeled by two types of people: the Unbound
and those given access to the Godstone by the Covenant. Your former
master is one of the Bound, as is Duke Darkstone. Their power was
gifted to them by the Covenant and can be stripped away at any
moment.”

I nodded slowly. “But they have no way to
control us. That’s why the Inquisitors are so intent on hunting us
down.”

“Precisely. It’s a simple enough truth, I
know, but so many in this city refuse to see it…” He snorted softly
shook his head. “The real question that no one dares ask is
why the Godstone is capable of creating channelers. Where
does its power come from? How can the Covenant control it so
easily?”

“The stone contains the souls of the Triad,”
I said. “The gods grant power to those they deem worthy.”

“Those are the words inscribed in the
Levinthian and parroted by the Hierophant,” Lucian said. “The truth
is more complex.”

He opened his right hand and conjured a
small ball of blue flame into his palm. “What if I told you that
Sanctus Veshar and his allies weren’t really gods?” he asked
softly. “What if I told you that they, like many before them, were
merely extremely powerful Unbound?”

“I…I don’t know,” I murmured. “Why would you
believe that?”

“Because I have read books besides the
Levinthian. I have studied histories beyond those contained in the
library of the Paravel Divintium. The vaeyn are a source of great
wisdom for those willing to listen, and they know the truth far
better than any Covenant priest.”

Lucian snapped his hand shut and
extinguished the flame. “In the ancient past, a handful of Unbound
humans discovered that they could imbue their supplicants with a
fraction of their power, allowing them to channel the Aether. Over
time, these Unbound essentially became living gods. They ruled the
world, and their followers slaughtered one another in their
name.”

My eyes narrowed in confusion. I had never
heard anything like this before, but I didn’t sense any overt
deception from him. Of course that only meant he believed
what he was saying. He still could have been wrong.

“Sanctus Veshar was one of those Unbound,”
Lucian went on. “So were the other members of the Triad, most
likely. They forged our Empire, and before they died they infused
the Godstone with their power. They knew that their worshippers
could use it as a leash to control all future channelers—except
other Unbound. For that, they created the Covenant.”

I frowned in thought. “To demonize us, you
mean.”

“Yes. What better way to control potential
rivals than to brand them as heretics? They believed the rage of
the masses would keep us from ever rising up and destroying what
they had created.”

I shook my head and closed my eyes. This all
sounded so ludicrous I didn’t even know how to respond. Still, I
couldn’t deny that a part of me found it fascinating. And it did
make a twisted kind of sense…

“Why are you telling me all of this?” I
asked.

“Because I want you to understand my vision
of the future,” Lucian said. “I want you to understand the
ramifications. Our people are more than just innate channelers,
Elara.”

He smiled and placed his hands upon my
shoulders. “We are living gods—and it is long past time we
reclaimed what is rightfully ours.”

 



Chapter Nine: Vision of the Future

 


I stood there in silence for several
seconds, wondering if Lucian was mad or merely delusional. His
words went beyond idle rumination; they were downright sacrilege.
The Levinthian was crystal clear on the subject of the Aether: it
was a dangerous force that could only be harnessed by those loyal
to the Triad. These “Bound” channelers swore fealty to the
Hierophant, and their power could be stripped at any time if they
disobeyed. The Inquisitors, the Tel Bator, the nobles who dabbled
in magic—they were all Bound to the Godstone, and through it the
Covenant.

Master Kristoff begrudged their control. He
had spoken of it often while he’d trained me, and I had no doubt
that many others felt the same way. Duke Darkstone would likely
have his abilities severed the instant he formerly declared the
Vale’s independence, and so would every other channeler in his
court. The price of dissent was so steep it had held the Empire
together for generations. Part of the reason Kristoff had wanted to
gather such a large army was because he knew the Quorum’s forces
would be at a tremendous disadvantage without magic of their
own.

Still, none of that contradicted Lucian’s
story. If anything, it made his words sound even more plausible.
The Covenant’s war against the Unbound was as political as it was
religious, and Larric had told me that one of the reason they hated
elves so much was that we were more likely to be born Unbound. That
was why the rules for faeyn breeding were so stringently
enforced…

“I understand it’s a lot to take in,” Lucian
said into the silence. “It took me years to uncover the truth and
nearly as long to accept it. Then I met Karethys and everything
changed.”

I glanced back up to him. “How did the
Emperor meet a vaeyn?”

“It wasn’t long after your friend Larric
encountered her and was exiled from the Covenant. When I heard the
reports, I knew the Inquisitors were lying and decided to
investigate myself.” He chuckled softly. “She could have killed me
quite easily. I had only just started to unlock my powers, and I
had no idea what a shadow knight was really capable of. But
thankfully she realized I was the Emperor’s son, and she suspected
I would be far more useful as a hostage than a corpse. Once she
learned I was Unbound…well, everything else just fell neatly into
place.”

I suddenly wished Larric were here. I had
the feeling he didn’t know Karethys quite as well as he thought…or
at least, he didn’t know everything she’d been up to. I made a
mental note to ask him about it later.

“The two of you plotted out a way to trigger
a civil war,” I whispered. “And you’ve been working together ever
since.”

“Not always directly, but yes,” Lucian
confirmed. “The vaeyn are fearsome but not prolific. She knew they
could never survive an offensive war against the combined might of
the Empire. If the provinces were set against each other, however,
they could do a tremendous amount of damage in a short amount of
time…as you have seen first-hand.”

I nodded absently. At this point, the fall
of Stormcrest seemed like a lifetime ago. I had almost been a
completely different person. When I thought back to the days just
after Master Kristoff had purchased me, the memories almost seemed
like they belonged to someone else...

“So you fed them enough information that
could conquer most of Glorinfel,” I whispered. “You knew it would
drive Master Kristoff back to Sanctum and cripple the nobility’s
trust in the Legion.”

“Indeed,” he said, gesturing down to the
border between Sulinor and Glorinfel. “We knew that Stormcrest was
the ideal target. The Kristoff family has always had a strained
relationship with the High Generals, and I suspected I could use
him to create a rift between Torelius and the Grand Dukes. Still, I
would be lying if I claimed I’d expected things to proceed so
smoothly. I assumed the Legion would need to suffer many more
defeats before Gabriel could muster the Quorum.” He grinned. “I
never counted upon you.”

I wasn’t entirely sure why, but his
approving gaze made me feel more vulnerable than if I’d been naked
on my knees in front of him. I hugged my arms across my chest, but
it didn’t help.

“How long did you expect it to take?” I
asked quietly.

“A year, at least,” Lucian said. “Several
seemed far more likely. The vaeyn are tremendously patient, you
understand—one of the many advantages of living so long. Karethys
knew I was young, and she was content to wait decades for our
scheme to unfold, if necessary. We made a number of contingency
plans just in case Gabriel wasn’t as malleable as we hoped.”

I thought back to Master Kristoff’s comments
about Lucian’s fetish for young noblewomen and the hedonistic
display I’d witnessed last night. “Children,” I whispered. “You
planned to birth as many Unbound children as you could.”

He chuckled softly and clasped his hands
behind his back. “Once again you impress me—though I do apologize
for last night’s performance. Placing you in the stocks was
necessary to keep up appearances in front of the court. Still, I
hope you found the view…compelling.”

“Master Kristoff said the Covenant was
worried about your offspring,” I said. “But they don’t know that
you’re Unbound.”

“No. But Unbound or not, imagine the
political chaos if dozens of noblewomen suddenly gave birth to the
Emperor’s offspring.” Lucian snickered. “The Imperial Court would
devour itself. The entire social hierarchy of the Empire could
collapse.”

“Surely someone here has noticed what you’re
doing.”

“Of course they have. The priests have been
attempting to shield my ‘guests’ with an Aetheric enchantment to
prevent pregnancy, and under normal circumstances they would
succeed.”

“But you’re Unbound, so you can dispel the
enchantment,” I reasoned. Considering all the other injustices I
witnessed on daily basis, it seemed silly to worry about young
noblewomen who were clearly grateful for the opportunity to bed
their Emperor. But for whatever reason, my stomach still churned in
disgust.

“In a few months, the palace will be beset
with claims of new heirs,” Lucian said. “In year, it will be
drowned by them. And if any of my children happen to be
Unbound….well, all the better.”

I pursed my lips. “What about the women? Do
they know the priests are trying to shield them?”

“Of course not. They would resist if they
did. You need to understand where they’re coming from: the girls
and their families are desperate for status in the court. They
crave my attention and yearn for my seed.” Lucian smiled. “Though I
admit…I quite enjoy giving it to them.”

I glanced away and tried to conceal my
growing unease. His plan made sense, of course, and he was probably
correct about the damage it would cause in the long-term. But
thinking about it made me feel sick nonetheless.

“I still don’t understand exactly what you
want,” I said after a moment. “An Empire where the Unbound don’t
fear the Covenant?”

“I want an Empire without the
Covenant,” Lucian said. “The Hierophant preaches that humans are
the true stewards of this world, but we both know that’s nonsense.
Chagari, elf, orc, human—it doesn’t matter. The only true power is
the Aether, and those of us that can wield it must take our
rightful place as its rulers.”

A cold shiver slowly wormed its way down my
spine. There was no mistaking the veiled menace in his words. “What
about everyone else?”

He studied me for several seconds before he
chuckled again. “You’ve lived in servitude all your life. You’ve
been degraded and humiliated almost every day…yet you’re actually
worried about the people who’ve held your leash for so long?”

“I don’t wish to hurt anyone,” I
stammered.

“You hurt those bandits outside the
Infintium,” he pointed out. “You hurt the Inquisitor who tried to
capture you near Lakewatch.”

I felt my cheek twitch. I knew I shouldn’t
been surprised that he knew so much, but the shiver in my spine
transformed into a full-blown shudder.

“Don’t mistake my meaning—you absolutely did
the right thing,” Lucian added. “If anything, you’ve shown
remarkable restraint. You could have murdered your master months
ago. Gabriel is a competent channeler, but he’s not Unbound.”

“Master Kristoff has done a great deal for
me,” I said. “He taught me to read, he taught me how to control my
magic…he could have given me over to the Covenant at any time, but
he didn’t.”

“Only because he believed you were useful to
him. Don’t mistake self-interest for charity.” Lucian grunted and
shook his head. “I understand why you still feel some degree of
loyalty to him. He’s conditioned you to serve him, body and soul.
That’s a leash you must learn to break for yourself.”

He paused for a moment and eyed me up and
down again. “What I’m offering you is a chance for true freedom,
Elara. A life without collar or leash or scorn. From here at my
side, you can help me shape the future of the Empire…and the future
of our people.”

“You don’t even know me,” I whispered.

“I know what you are, and that’s enough,”
Lucian said. “The Levinthian tells us that it is humanity’s divine
right to subjugate the lesser species. It says that the strong
should naturally rule over the weak. There’s truth in those words,
but strength has nothing to do with race and everything to do with
blood. The Aether is part of us both, and there is no
stronger bond in the entire world.” He slowly paced towards me.
“Together we can learn to channel magic just like the Triad.
Together we can empower armies of loyal followers and bring true,
lasting stability to Calhara and beyond!”

When I continued recoiling from him, he
stopped and smiled. “Perhaps what you really need is a
demonstration.”

Lucian gestured back towards the chamber
door, and the Aether stirred as he pulled them with telekinetic
force. The female Praetorian on the other side turned to look, and
he bade her to join us with a wave of his hand.

“Since the dawn the Empire the Praetorian
Guards have protected the Veshari Emperor from all threats,” Lucian
said. “Their training is every bit as brutal as that of the
Inquisitors, possibly more so. They willingly eschew virtually
every pleasure of the flesh, and they are taught to resist
telepathic manipulation. They are incorruptible and
indomitable.”

The woman took up a position next to him and
stopped. Lucian acknowledged her with a nod.

“The Covenant believes they are kept ‘pure’
because they are never subjected to the temptations of the Aether,”
he said. “I disagree.”

On cue, the Praetorian lifted her hand and
conjured sparks of Aether power to her palm. I gasped and
backpedaled out of pure reflex. I knew she wasn’t bound to the
Godstone, otherwise the Covenant would have already know about
Lucian’s true power. Which meant that either she was also
Unbound….

Or Lucian was right. Her power was coming
from him.

“If you concentrate,” Lucian said, “you’ll
see the tether stretching between us.”

My eyes flicked over to the Praetorian woman
as I reached out to the Aether. I could feel its power swirling
around her, but I wasn’t certain what he meant by a “tether.” She
seemed identical to every other channeler I’d met.

“Here,” Lucian prompted, offering me his
hand. “Let me show you.”

I reached out and touched his skin. A piece
of his mind cracked opened, and I inhaled sharply as a deluge of
thoughts and emotions washed over me. The tether he mentioned
materialized in the air almost like a ghostly tendril grasping out
through the Aether. Lucian was like a fountain of magic showering
his power upon anyone he wished…

I withdrew my hand. I could feel prickles in
my skin even as I backed away. After a few more seconds the
Praetorian stopped channeling, but Aetheric energy continued
crackling around the Cartarium like we were standing amidst a great
thunderstorm.

“I believe she’s seen enough,” Lucian said,
smiling. The Praetorians nodded, then returned to her watchful
perch outside the chamber.

“It seems…impossible,” I whispered.

“I know. I thought the same for a while.
Karethys told me that only a handful of Unbound ever master the
technique, but I wouldn’t be at all surprised if you were one of
them.”

I let out a deep breath and bit down on my
lower lip. The tingling sensation had only now started to fade.
“Why would you say that?”

“Because you’ve bent half the nobles in this
city to your will in the span of a few short months,” Lucian said.
“Because Gabriel sees you as the ultimate political weapon. He’s
not wrong. The Covenant is right to fear us.”

His smile widened as he stepped closer to
me. “Consider again what I’m offering you, Elara. You will have
power far beyond any of people who’ve ever controlled you. The
people of the Empire will stop seeing you as an elf or a slave—they
will see you as a goddess.”

I hugged my arms together again. This was
all happening so quickly. I didn’t know what to think, and I
definitely didn’t know what to do.

“And if I refuse?” I asked.

Lucian shrugged. “Then I will return you to
your former master. If you would prefer to kneel rather than rule,
there’s nothing I can do for you.”

“But I know your plans. I know your
secret.”

“A secret no one will believe coming from
the lips of an elf,” he said flatly. “The instant you leave this
palace, your voice loses all value. I am the only one in the Empire
who can protect you.”

I swallowed the anxious lump rising in my
throat. “What about the Faedari rebels?”

Lucian grunted derisively. “They can’t help
you. They can’t teach you how to control your power; they can’t
grant you a place in the corridors of power. I understand why you
might have some affection for them, but you need to be realistic.
They’re a thorn in the side of my rivals, nothing more. If you
really want to help them, you’ll join me in destroying the
Covenant. You could even empower some of them as your servants as
you wish. You could restore the dignity of your people one loyal
supplicant at a time.”

I paced across the outline of Sorthaal.
“Somehow I doubt that’s what they would want.”

“It doesn’t matter. They don’t matter.”
Lucian sighed. “I understand that you’re overwhelmed right now,
Elara, but soon enough you’ll realize what’s truly at stake. The
Aether itself must have given you this power for a reason. There’s
no turning away from destiny.”

My eyes flicked back over to meet his. I
couldn’t bring myself to trust him yet, and I wasn’t sure I wanted
to. The world he described, the vision he had just laid out…I
didn’t want anything to do with it. I honestly wasn’t sure
what I was anymore, but I knew I wasn’t a leader—and I
certainly wasn’t a goddess.

Still, despite the lingering knots in the
pit of my stomach, I reminded myself that I had learned even more
than I’d hoped. I had confirmed that the Emperor was Unbound, and I
knew precisely what he was up to. The fact that nothing had gone
the way I’d anticipated didn’t make a difference. I just needed to
get back to Larric and tell him everything…

“I need time,” I whispered. “You’ve given me
a great deal to consider.”

“You’re welcome to stay as long you like,”
Lucian said. “And don’t worry—I’ll make sure Torelius doesn’t
bother you again. My Praetorian can conceal you from the other
nobles. You’re free to do anything you wish as long as you stay
beneath my wing.”

“His Majesty is most generous.”

He flicked his hand to the side. “You don’t
need to call me that. Emperor, avenari…the Aether cares
nothing for titles. All that matters is we can both hear its
clarion call. It binds us together in a way no one else could
possibly understand.”

I nodded slowly. “Still, I…I think I would
prefer to return to Master Kristoff. At least for a while.”

Lucian studied me in silence for several
long moments. “If that is your wish,” he said. “Just remember that
I won’t be able to protect you—and recognize that my offer will not
last forever.”

The threat in his voice was veiled but
unmistakable, but at this point I didn’t really care. I needed to
speak with Larric, and bringing him back to the palace with me
would only entrap us both. Besides, I had a feeling he wouldn’t be
any more receptive to the Emperor’s “vision” than I was…

“I understand,” I murmured.

“Then I’ll summon a carriage for you
immediately,” Lucian said. “I’ve no doubt that Gabriel will be
delighted by your swift return.”

“I know he will,” I agreed. “And I won’t
tell him anything.”

Lucian smiled faintly. From the glimmer in
his eyes, I suspected he knew exactly what I was planning. He
simply didn’t care. He wasn’t disappointed in the least—on the
contrary, he was supremely confident that I would regret my
decision and return in short order.

“I’ve never met anyone quite like you,
Elara,” he said, touching my shoulders again. I felt a rush of
energy as the Aether crackled between us. “There’s so much we can
teach other. I hope you’ll join me soon.”

I smiled back. “You won’t have to wait long
for my answer. I promise.”


Chapter Ten: The Duke of Nothing

 


The female Praetorian escorted me outside
the palace less than an hour later. We maneuvered through a series
of hidden passages that allowed us to completely avoid the rest of
the palace guards and servants along the way. They were so pristine
I assumed Lucian had ordered their construction shortly after he’d
taken the throne, and he probably wanted to prove that he could
hide me from the prying eyes of the gentry. But that wasn’t the
part of his plan that concerned me. I had no doubts about his
competence—if anything, I was more worried because of it. His
cunning made it all the more likely that his terrifying vision of
the future might actually come to pass…

Once the Praetorian helped me inside the
carriage, I closed my eyes and began mentally rehearsing how I
would explain all of this to Larric. Calling it “overwhelming” was
a tremendous understatement. I had just learned a score of secrets,
any one of which could literally tear the Empire apart overnight if
they were whispered into the right ears. I wondered what the
Faedari would do with this information, if anything. I wondered if
Karethys and the vaeyn actually knew the full depth of Lucian’s
scheme.

I wondered if they believed he was as mad as
I did.

I was still completely flustered by the time
we arrived at the estate, but I took a deep breath and forced
myself to relax in preparation of what was to come. One of the
house guards rushed towards me after I stepped out of the carriage.
I couldn’t tell if he was more surprised by my presence or the fact
I wasn’t wearing a collar or leash.

“By the bloody void,” he rasped, eyeing me
up and down. “Where is your collar?”

“The Emperor removed it,” I told him. I saw
no point in lying.

The man’s brow furrowed in confusion. He was
obviously more worried about protocol than he was about me running
off—none of the men here had ever seen me as a threat. “Well, His
Excellency will be pleased to see you,” the man said as he grabbed
my wrist. “This way.”

“No.”

He froze in place, so stunned he couldn’t
even speak. It had probably never occurred to him that I would ever
refuse a command.

“Take me to the barracks,” I ordered,
reaching out to the Aether and penetrating his mind. I was tempted
to command him to stand here and wait for me, but with the other
gate guard’s observing us I knew I needed to be a bit more subtle.
“Do you understand?”

“Yes,” he mumbled. “Yes, of course.”

He led over to Larric’s quarters without
further fuss. After he released his grip on my arm, I glanced
around the courtyard one last time before I cracked open the door
and slipped into the room.

It was empty.

I hissed between my teeth. He must have been
inside the mansion meeting with Master Kristoff. Hopefully that
meant the two of them were back on decent terms. Larric would
probably have a much easier time reaching his rebel contacts
without anyone looking over his shoulder…

“Captain Aresi is gone.”

I whipped my head back around to the
doorway. The charmed guard was standing there, his face still
blank.

“What do you mean?” I asked. “Where is
he?”

“The Inquisitors took him away.”

My stomach dropped so hard I nearly lost my
balance. “What?”

“He and Duke Kristoff began arguing after
the Green Gala last night,” the guard said. “He ordered the captain
restrained and sent a runner to the temple. A squad of Inquisitors
arrived a few minutes later.”

“But…” My voice died as my throat turned to
stone. A tremor rippled through my body and caused my knees to
wobble. I wanted to argue and protest, but when I rummaged through
the guard’s memories I could see he was telling the truth. He
hadn’t been close enough to the confrontation to hear anything, but
he’d watched from a distance as Master Kristoff and Larric had
screamed at each other. Eventually Kristoff had called for the
guards, and they’d swarmed over Larric in a group. Strangely, he
hadn’t fought back.

“I need to speak with the master,” I
breathed. “Take me to him.”

The guard nodded helpfully. “Of course.”

He led me through the mansion straight
towards the conference chamber. My mind conjured up dozens of
terrifying scenarios about what the Covenant had already done to
Larric, but I forced myself to stay calm and wait until I had all
the details. Once we arrived, I ordered the guard back to his post
and waited until he was out of sight. I knew I should have taken a
few more seconds to compose myself and decide precisely what I
wanted to say, but I was too anxious to wait. Biting down on my
lower lip, I pushed open the door and strode inside.

“Elara?” Master Kristoff breathed from
behind his desk. “How the…? Merciful Triad, what the hell are you
doing here?”

“The Emperor released me,” I said, closing
the door and creeping farther inside.

“So soon?” he gasped. “What happened? What
did you learn?”

“First you need to tell me what happened to
Larric,” I demanded. “The guard outside said you turned him over to
the Covenant.”

Kristoff blinked in surprise. I had never
spoken to him so forcefully before, and he was clearly taken aback.
“What did you just say?”

“Where is Larric?” I repeated. “Did you
really call the Inquisitors on him?”

For a moment his expression was so blank I
thought the guard might have actually been mistaken about what had
happened. But after a few more seconds Kristoff finally grunted and
leaned back in his chair.

“So I was right after all. Of course…”

“Right about what?” I asked. “Where is
he?”

Kristoff started directly at me as he folded
his arms across his chest. “Larric is gone. And he won’t be coming
back.”

“Why?” I breathed, my hands balling into
fists. “Why would you give him to the Covenant?”

“Because he betrayed me. And so did
you.”

My heart stopped mid-beat. “What?”

Kristoff snorted softly and shook his head.
He no longer looked surprised or confused in the slightest—on the
contrary, he looked like a man who’d just had an epiphany. “I knew
Larric was lying about what happened in the Vale,” he whispered. “I
knew there was more going on than a random bandit attack that left
nearly a dozen trained soldiers dead. He learned the truth about
you, didn’t he? He learned that you were Unbound.”

My first instinct was to deny it, but when I
opened my mouth my voice refused to cooperate.

“If any other man had realized what you
were, he would have immediately turned you over to the Covenant,”
Kristoff went on. “He would have turned me in, too…but Larric
didn’t do either. Now why do you think that is?”

When I didn’t respond, Kristoff snorted
again and stood. “Your memories told me that Larric knew this vaeyn
shadow knight before he met her again at Skyfall. He brushed her
off as an ‘acquaintance of circumstance,’ but I knew he was lying.
He respected her. He cared for her. Despite years of fevered
insistence that he loathed elves, the truth is that he’s an
aeynshok, isn’t he? He secretly loves your kind.”

Kristoff swiveled around the side of his
desk as his eyes narrowed dangerously. “I think he also cares about
you—and after he saved you at the Infintium, you started
caring for him too, didn’t you? Why else would you drag his
half-dead body to an Imperial camp? Why else would you be so
concerned for his health after he arrived?” He shook his head again
and snickered. “Why else would you have risked sneaking out of your
chambers to meet with him in the middle of the night?”

I forced myself to swallow. “I-I…”

“I can’t believe that you of all people
would grow so overconfident,” Kristoff said, shaking his head. “Did
you really believe you could conceal your movements from me? I
taught you everything, Elara. I am your master!”

“My lord,” I mumbled out of reflex. “I have
never—”

In a single smooth motion, Kristoff lunged
forward and backhanded me across the face. I crumpled to the floor
like an empty sack. Tears burned in my eyes and blood streamed in
my mouth.

“How else have you betrayed me, I wonder?”
Kristoff growled as he loomed over me. “What other secrets have you
been keeping from me?”

He grabbed the collar of my dress and jerked
me upwards so rapidly something in my neck popped. I flailed at him
with my left hand, but he easily grabbed my wrist and wrenched it
hard behind my back.

“All this time I was wrong about you,”
Kristoff spat into my ear. “I thought you were loyal. I thought you
appreciated all the freedoms I’ve given you. Without me, the
Covenant would have burned you in a pit years ago. Without me,
you’d be another useless, illiterate whore!”

With a vicious growl, he shoved me forward
and bent me over his desk. I tried to wriggle free from his grasp,
but I was no match for his strength. Soon both of my hands were
pinned behind my back as his full weight pressed down upon me.

“You’re going to tell me everything you’ve
been hiding from me, starting with whatever happened in palace last
night,” Kristoff hissed. “Why did the Emperor let you go? What did
you say to him?”

“M-master, please—”

“Tell me!” he demanded. “You betrayed me
again, didn’t you? That’s the only reason he would have let you go.
You must have told him everything about my plans!”

“I swear, I didn’t tell him anything.”

He lifted me up and slammed me against the
table hard enough that it knocked the breath from my lungs. “You
treacherous cunt,” he snarled. “I shouldn’t trust a word that comes
from your mouth. Why would I when I could just tear the truth from
your memories?”

Kristoff thrust into my mind. My meager
defenses crumpled in an instant, and I shrieked in terror as he
brutally and indiscriminately pilfered through my most intimate
thoughts. In the span of a single heartbeat, everything was laid
bare before him—Larric’s relationship with Karethys, the truth of
what had happened at Lakewatch, even my growing sympathies for the
Faedari rebels. I couldn’t mentally block him out or physically
throw him off.

But as Emperor Lucian had reminded me, I was
still Unbound. And that meant I was never truly helpless.

Calling out to the Aether, I unleashed a
dissonant telepathic scream. Normally Master Kristoff’s defenses
would have absorbed the brunt of the blast, but with our minds
joined so completely he had relaxed his own mental barriers. The
scream hit him like a truncheon across the face, and he cried out
in shock and stumbled backwards. The instant his grip on my wrists
faltered, I flipped around on the desk and extended my palms
towards him. The Aether burned around me, and my hands erupted in a
geyser of magical flame.

The bandits outside the Infintium hadn’t
stood a chance against such power. Even the Inquisitor at Lakewatch
hadn’t been able to defend himself against such a potent surprise
attack. But whatever else he might have been, Master Kristoff was
still an experienced channeler. Even as he staggered backwards he
erected a shimmering, protective disc in front of him that
harmlessly directed the flames aside.

“Impossible…” he breathed when my assault
finally faltered. His eyes widened in horror behind his Aetheric
shield. “I never taught you…how could you have learned that
technique?”

In between frantic gasps for breath, I bit
down on my lip and unleashed another assault. Once again the
flaming torrent failed to penetrate his barrier, but this time the
residual splash ignited portions of the carpet and ceiling. By the
time I finally collapsed backwards in exhaustion a choking cloud of
smoke had begun filling the air.

“Triad forgive me,” Kristoff stammered. “I
should have known you couldn’t be controlled. I should have killed
you at the first sign of disobedience!”

He lunged forward and grabbed me by the
throat. I tried to fight him off, but I was too weak. I tried to
conjure another burst of flame, but I was too exhausted. I was
completely helpless…and I knew I was going to die.

“You were supposed to be my weapon!” he
roared as he flung me off the desk and held me in the air. “You
were supposed to be my vengeance! You are a slave! And I am your
master!”

His grip tightened until I couldn’t breathe.
I continued flailing helplessly at his arm as I slowly
asphyxiated…

And then door behind us abruptly burst open.
A red haze clouded my vision, but I caught a glimpse of a lone
figure striding forward into the room, a heavy crossbow in hand. At
first I assumed it was one of the guards coming to rescue Kristoff
from the spreading fire…but then I recognized the slender frame and
long blonde hair.

“Astanya?” Kristoff gasped. “What are
you—?”

Before he could finish the sentence, Astanya
lifted the weapon and fired. The pressure on my neck suddenly
released, and I collapsed to the floor in a gasping heap. I coughed
and clutched at my throat as I watched Master Kristoff frantically
try to regain his balance despite the bolt jutting out of his
shoulder.

“You stupid bitch!” he growled. “What the
hell do you think you’re doing?”

His hands crackled with magic, and he
pointed at her as if he were about to blast her to cinders—

But he was already too late. Astanya charged
across the room with the speed and fury of a lightning bolt, and
just before she reached him she twisted her body sideways and
kicked him squarely in the chest. He flew backwards and crashed
into his desk hard enough to scatter its contents across the floor.
He wheezed in pain and attempted to recover, but when he tried to
stand Astanya flipped behind him and kicked out the back of his
knees.

“Lle n’harwa aeyn au!”

Before I could move—before I even realized
what was happening—she wrenched back his head and promptly slit his
throat.

My mouth dropped open in a silent scream as
he toppled to the floor. In between breathless gurgles Master
Kristoff glanced up at me one last time, eyes wide in horror,
before he collapsed into a pool of his own blood.

“We must leave,” Astanya said, tossing the
knife aside. She strode over and offered me her hand. “Come
on.”

“What…” I breathed, trembling. “How?”

“The Faedari have been watching you for some
time, Netharine. I will explain later, but right now I need
to get you to safety.”

My head continued shaking, but she didn’t
give me time to think. She grabbed my hand and hoisted me to my
feet with surprising strength. I barely even recognized her—this
wasn’t the same meek, fragile woman I’d shared a room with. She
moved with the unwavering, fluid grace of a hardened warrior.

“You’re free, Elara,” Astanya told me, her
blue eyes were warm and determined all at once. “No human will ever
give you orders again.”

I coughed again as the smoke filled my
nostrils, and I glanced down to Master Kristoff’s unmoving body. He
was staring off into the nothingness, his face permanently frozen
in terror.

He hadn’t been wrong earlier. He was the
only reason I’d evaded the Covenant. He was the only reason I’d
learned to control my abilities. He had given me everything, and in
return I had betrayed him.

And yet looking down upon his corpse, I
didn’t feel even the slightest pang of guilt.

“We need to leave,” Astanya repeated. “We
have to get out of Sanctum before they catch us.”

“The Covenant took Larric,” I whispered. “I
can’t leave without him.”

“We won’t,” she vowed, smiling and squeezing
my hand. “You have my word.”
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Book Five

 


Unleashed

 


 



Prologue

 


Fire. Blood. Death.

Gabriel Kristoff, Grand Duke of Glorinfel,
was dead. A river of blood gushed from his neck, and when I stared
down into the dark pool I could see the reflection of my gaping
green eyes. They were shocked but not horrified; they were confused
but not sad. It was more difficult to convince myself that he was
dead than it was to convince myself that I was still alive.

“Take my hand, Elara. We have to
leave—quickly!”

I dragged my eyes away from the pool and
back to the faeyn woman standing behind me. Astanya’s dress was
torn, and her face was spackled with Kristoff’s blood. A part of me
still couldn’t believe what I’d just seen. A few days ago, I’d
watched as Master Kristoff had dominated her in every way
imaginable. He’d rammed his cock so far down her throat she had
nearly passed out. He’d fucked her ass so hard she had nearly
screamed herself hoarse. And each and every time, he’d splattered
her with his seed and marked her as his property.

Astanya had been so slight, so fragile…and
yet I had just watched her disarm and then subsequently murder
Master Kristoff with the calm, cold efficiency of a professional
assassin. I had absolutely no doubt that if she’d wanted to, she
could have killed me, too.

“Please, Elara,” she begged. “We’re out of
time.”

I took her hand. She dragged me through the
estate at a full sprint, ash choking our lungs and billowing clouds
of smoke following in our wake. I must have unleashed an even more
powerful spell than I’d realized; the flames were devouring the
mansion so quickly they almost seemed alive. By the time we
escaped, the house servants had fled into the courtyard even as the
guards charged in to try and stop the blaze. No one spared a glance
at our passing.

“Just stay low and follow me,” Astanya
whispered into my ear. “I will lead you to safety,
Netharine. I swear it.”

She flit between the shadows with the grace
of a prowling cat, her blue eyes flicking back and forth as they
drank in her surroundings. Distantly, I wondered how many other
times she had done this. How many other Imperial nobles had she
killed? Had she been a Faedari agent her whole life, or had they
sent her here specifically to find me?

I didn’t know the answers, but the bottom
line was that she was the only one in Sanctum who could save me
from the Covenant—and the only one who could help me rescue
Larric.

Two guards were still stationed at the gate
by the time we arrived, and neither of them were disciplined enough
to watch the streets while their master’s estate burned. When
Astanya brought us in close, I assumed she would take us up the
steps and use a rope to scale down the wall while no one was paying
attention. I was wrong.

Both men were dead less than a second after
she released my hand. She slit the first guard’s throat before he
even knew she was there, and she hurled her dagger into the face of
the second just as he pivoted towards her. I tried to turn away but
couldn’t; my eyes locked onto their still-twitching corpses while
Astanya dashed over to the portcullis lever. The grinding of the
pulleys was barely even audible over the screams from the
courtyard.

And then we were gone. I was convinced that
every step we took beyond the mansion would be our last. The
Imperial Army’s legionnaires, the Covenant’s Inquisitors, the
Emperor’s Praetorian…I knew in my heart that one of them would spot
us sooner or later, and when they did they would cut us down and
that would be the end of it.

But they never did. I didn’t understand why
the gods had suddenly taken pity on us, but just when my heart was
about to burst from anxiety Astanya yanked me into an alleyway and
opened the door of a nondescript, two-story house. There were no
candles or glowstones lit inside, and I closed my eyes for fear of
what might leap from the shadows…

“We’ll be safe here,” she assured me,
locking the door and squeezing my trembling arm. “I promise.”

Her words should have soothed me, but they
didn’t. I doubted anything could. I collapsed onto the floor, my
hands shaking and my face streaked with tears. In the darkness, I
could see the grim visage of Master Kristoff’s face staring at me
as his life’s blood seeped from his throat.

You will be my weapon, Elara, he had
told me so many times. You will be the one that helps me save
the Empire. You will be the one that helps me save all of
Calhara!

For a time, I’d believed him. Just like I’d
believed that he truly cared for me. Just like I’d believed he
thought of me as more than his elf slave. But he never had, not
even for an instant. I had never been anything more than his tool,
his weapon, his perfectly obedient cunt.

Now he was dead. And I was nothing.

“You don’t have to be afraid, Elara,”
Astanya assured me. All I could see in the darkness was the
silhouette of her blond hair and the faintest flicker of her blue
eyes. “I will take care of you.”

She embraced me until I stopped shaking, but
no matter how hard she squeezed the tears refused to dry.

“You’re with your own people now,
Netharine,” Astanya breathed into my ear. “At last, the
revolution can finally begin.”

 



Chapter One: The Faedari

 


I awoke atop a soft bed in an undecorated,
gently-lit room. The smell of lilacs wafted in through the cracked
window, and I could hear the muffled voices of a street-side
merchant and his customers. For an instant, the previous night’s
escape seemed like a dream—I half-expected to see one of Master
Kristoff’s house servants dusting the shelves on the other side of
the room. But when I tossed aside my blanket and swung my legs over
the edge of the bed, I remembered everything with perfect
clarity.

And I knew that my life had just changed
forever.

“Easy, easy,” Astanya said as she dashed
over to my side. “I don’t think he inflicted any real damage, but
you did hit your head a few times.”

I blinked the haze from my vision and
studied her. She barely resembled the haggard, blood-splattered
assassin who’d saved my life the night before…or the meek,
subservient avenari I’d known before that. Her hair was
drawn back into a functional ponytail, and she was clad in
form-fitting leather armor. Behind her was pile of weapons—swords,
bows, arrows, even a few other suits of armor—all clearly stolen
from the Legion.

“Where…” I cleared my throat and wet my dry
lips. “Where are we?”

“A safe place.” Astanya glanced over to the
open window. “The Emperor’s Praetorians are out in full force today
after the murder of a Grand Duke, but they’re patrolling the
central districts. No one will bother us here.”

I closed my eyes and let out a long, slow
breath. “Faedari,” I managed. “You’re one of them.”

She nodded and smiled. “Yes, and I’ve been
waiting my whole life to find someone like you.”

“What?” I breathed. “Why?”

“You are one of the Netharine,” she
said as if it were obvious. “The gods have granted you powerful
magic so you can save us.”

A knot twisted in the pit of my stomach.
“You think the gods made me Unbound?”

“Not the human gods—our gods. We’ve
all been waiting for them to send another.”

“Another? There are others?”

“Precious few,” Astanya said somberly. “Most
are captured and identified by the Covenant long before we can save
them. But you…everyone was hoping I could get to you first.”

“You were there for me all along?”

“Of course. They send me to find and protect
you. I wasn’t planning on making my move so soon, but we ran out of
time.”

“How?” I asked breathlessly. “How did
you know? Larric?”

Astanya shook her head. “The vaeyn Shadow
Knight, Karethys. She sent us a message over a month ago just after
you left Skyfall.”

I placed my palms against the mattress as my
thoughts flashed back to my time in Korvale. Karethys, a Shadow
Knight of the Matriarch-Queen, had been in Skyfall representing her
people before Grand Duke Darkstone. She had also been a secret ally
of Larric and the Faedari, though I didn’t know much more than
that.

“She knew I was Unbound?” I asked. “But she
never saw me cast a spell!”

“Perhaps Larric told her the truth, or
perhaps she figured it out on her own,” Astanya said with a shrug.
“The vaeyn have far more experience with Netharine than we
do. She’s one herself, after all.”

I nodded idly. “Larric probably told her. He
knew that she’d try to protect me.”

Astanya smiled and placed her hand on my
knee. “The important thing is that I reached you in time. Once we
figure out a way to escape Sanctum, we’ll be able to keep you safe
from the Covenant.”

I pushed aside my memories of Korvale and
shifted all my attention back on the present. “I can’t leave,” I
told her. “Not without Larric.”

Astanya’s smile slowly faded. “We’re trying
to figure out a way to rescue him, but we’re not even sure he’s
still alive.”

“He’s alive,” I said with more certainly
than I felt. “And we have to save him.”

She stared at me for a long moment, her face
unreadable, before I heard a shuffling sound from the hallway. I
almost leapt off the bed when a faeyn man appeared in the
doorway.

“I’m afraid there’s no way into the Temple
of the Triad or the Aetherium,” he said. “Not without placing our
people in even more danger.”

“This is Fargoth,” Astanya told me. “He’s
the leader of the Faedari cell here in Sanctum.”

“What’s left of it,” the man muttered,
stepping forward. Unlike the two of us, he had the tanned,
weathered skin of someone who’d spent a great deal of time
outdoors, probably as a laborer. He was wearing a suit of Imperial
leather armor beneath his black cloak, and I could see the glint of
metal from several weapons on his belt. “After the last purge,
there aren’t many of us left. And there’s no way in the void we
could possibly deal with all the Inquisitors guarding him. Once
they realize the two of you aren’t among the dead, they’ll start
looking you—for us. Every faeyn in the city will suffer.”

Astanya abruptly stood and glared at him.
“Elara is Netharine. It is our duty to save her—at any
cost.”

Fargoth shook his head and sighed. “You
weren’t supposed to blow your cover so quickly. Not until we had
more people in position!”

“Kristoff was about to kill her! I didn’t
have a choice.”

“Is that true?” he asked, glancing over to
me. “Or did her bloodlust get the better of her again?”

“H-he attacked me,” I said. “He would have
killed me.”

Fargoth grunted. “If one pitiful Imperial
noble can kill you that easily, what use are you to us?”

“Faarea!” Astanya hissed. “You will
show her the proper respect!”

His lip quivered and his eyes burned, but he
eventually sighed and turned away. “I apologize. I know you’ve been
through a great deal, but you have to understand what’s at stake.
We had only just begun to make progress again before the
Inquisitors rooted most of us out. Now…” He paused and glanced back
at me. “We need to get you out of the city as quickly as possible.
The vaeyn are waiting for us near the border of the Wreath.”

“I’m not going anywhere without Larric,” I
said. “I owe him my life. I won’t abandon him now.”

Astanya nodded and smiled. “Then we’ll
figure something out.”

Fargoth turned back to her. “We can’t—”

“We’ll figure something out,” she repeated
more forcefully. “I’ll help Elara extract him myself if I have
to.”

He sighed and shifted his hands down to his
hips. “Fine. I’ll contact our other operatives in the city, but I
can’t promise anything. The vaeyn won’t wait for us forever.”

“They might be able to help,” Astanya
suggested. “They have a few agents in the city, and Karethys should
be arriving soon. She won’t want to abandon Larric any more than
Elara.”

“We’ll see,” Fargoth murmured. He tossed me
another look, then turned on a heel and slipped back out of the
room. I heard another door open and close a moment later.

“You’ll have to forgive him,” Astanya said,
sitting back down on the bed next to me. “He’s a good man and he
means well, but…well, the recent purge rattled him. For a while
there, the war offered a lot of us hope. The Empire seemed like it
was on the brink of civil war, and Fargoth was convinced we could
exploit it. Then he got greedy.”

I pursed my lips. “He lost someone.”

“We’ve all lost people, but he’d just gotten
married. His wife was pregnant, and she was ecstatic about giving
birth to a free child. I’m sure you can imagine how rare that is.”
Astanya sighed, and her expression sank. “His wife was one of the
first people taken by the Inquisitors. She’s still alive, but after
she gives birth they’ll probably kill her and sell her child to the
highest bigger. That, or she’ll spend the rest of her life in some
random nobleman’s harem.”

I closed my eyes and struggled not to be
sick. I wasn’t even thinking about Fargoth—I was remembering the
pair of faeyn Larric and I had met outside Lakewatch. They had
taken a risk to meet us, and in the blink of an eye an Inquisitor
had appeared and murdered them.

How many others will die for me before this
is over? How can any one person be worth this kind of
sacrifice?

“Things will be different once we’re away
from Sanctum,” Astanya said. “We can’t save everyone, but…well, the
vaeyn have promised to help us. With their help, we might finally
be able to destroy the Empire.”

I forced myself to swallow and reopen my
eyes despite the tears sliding down my face. “There are things you
need to know,” I whispered. “Things about Emperor Lucian.”

“We already know all about him, believe me.
He murdered his father, and now he’s gone mad with power. The vaeyn
don’t even need to attack—all they need to do is sit back and watch
while his machinations destroy the Empire from within.”

“It won’t be that simple,” I said.

Astanya studied me for a long moment. “I
didn’t expect you’d learn much when Kristoff sent you to meet with
him. I almost intervened to help you escape before you left. Please
tell me he didn’t hurt you.”

“No, not exactly. Lucian met with me
personally. He told me things…” I paused and met her eyes. “He is
Unbound.”

She blinked. “What?”

“He demonstrated his power to me. He already
knew what I was, and he wanted me to help him.”

“But that’s…” she trailed off. “How is that
possible?”

“Karethys already knows. She’s been working
with him, or perhaps just manipulating him. I don’t know for
certain.” I swallowed again. “Lucian may be mad, but there’s a
method to his insanity. He wants to destroy the Empire—at
least, the Empire as it is now.”

Astanya stared at me in silence, probably
trying to figure out if I had gone mad myself. I didn’t blame her.
I still hadn’t had time to work through everything. It felt like a
century had passed since I’d been standing in the Imperial Palace
speaking with Lucian, but the meeting had taken place just
yesterday.

“He’s using the war as a means of removing
his enemies and crippling the Covenant,” I went on. “Once they’re
gone, he plans to remake the Empire and place Unbound in charge of
everything. He even offered me a place at his side.”

“You?” Astanya breathed. “An elf?”

“He doesn’t seem to care about race. He sees
the Aether as some kind of god. He says it chose to give me
this power, and that’s all he cares about.” I pressed my lips
together and eyed her again. “He also knows a channeling technique
I’ve never seen before. He was able to share a fraction of his
power with one of his Praetorian guards. She was able to channel as
if she’d been bonded to the Godstone.”

“You saw this?” Astanya asked. “You’re sure
it wasn’t a trick?”

“It wasn’t a trick. He said he’d spoken
about it with Karethys.”

“She’s never mentioned any of this. Not that
I’ve heard.”

“I only know what he told me, but I don’t
think he was lying. He seemed convinced that she would be a partner
in his new Empire—and so would I.”

“That can’t be true,” Astanya breathed.
“I’ve met Karethys. She hates the Empire more than anyone, and she
would never betray the vaeyn.”

I shrugged. “Maybe she isn’t. Maybe she’s
just using him to tear down the Empire and the Covenant from
within.”

Astanya stared off into the distance for a
moment, her blue eyes glimmering in thought. “If Lucian is
Netharine, it changes everything. Perhaps the gods sent him
to save us from the Empire as well.”

My brow furrowed as I studied her profile. I
knew almost nothing about her, obviously—just a few hours ago I had
assumed she was merely another avenari. But I could see the
hope in her eyes…and the faith. The Covenant had always treated the
Faedari as heretics for violating the laws of the Triad, but I had
no idea where or not the rebels were actually religious. Master
Kristoff’s history books spoke briefly of the old faeyn gods, but
their worship had been outlawed shortly after the original conquest
of Sorthaal.

“I don’t know if the gods sent him,” I
whispered, “but just because he hates the Covenant doesn’t mean
he’s on our side.”

Astanya tilted her head to face me again. “I
need to speak with Karethys about this. She must know more.”

“Do you have a way to contact her?”

“Not directly, but she’s supposed to arrive
here soon. She was planning on meeting us at the rendezvous point
near the border in a few days.”

“In a few days, Larric will be dead,” I
said. “She knows him—I’m sure she would be willing to help.”

Astanya shrugged. “Maybe. He’s been a loyal
ally to the Faedari for many years now. We owe him a great
deal.”

A thousand questions popped into my mind
about Larric’s past, but I knew this wasn’t the time to ask. If we
could somehow find a way to rescue him—and if we could somehow find
a way to escape Sanctum—then perhaps I’d finally be able to get
some answers. But until then, I needed to keep my attention focused
on the here and now.

“I’ll speak with Fargoth and the others,”
Astanya said into the silence. “If we’re going to make our move, it
will need to be soon. Perhaps even as early as tonight.” She paused
and nibbled at her lip. “I’d still feel better if we could slip you
out of the city before we try anything. If something goes wrong, we
can’t afford—”

“I’m going to help,” I told her. “I don’t
care how, but I want to be there.”

She smiled and nodded. “All right. I’m sure
you’re magic will be useful. Maybe you can just burn down the whole
Aetherium.”

I smiled back at her. She held my gaze for
several seconds before she abruptly leaned forward and kissed me on
the lips. “You should get some more rest, Netharine. And
don’t be afraid. No human will ever harm you again.” Her eyes
glimmered dangerously. “I will make certain of it.”

 


 



Chapter Two: Astanya

 


I wasn’t able to fall back asleep for
several hours, and even when I did I wasn’t unconscious for long. I
spent the rest of the morning and most of the afternoon staring up
at the ceiling, mentally reliving the last few days one
conversation at a time. It didn’t just feel strange and
unbelievable—it felt like someone else’s life.

When I stood up and looked in the mirror, I
still saw the terrified young woman Master Kristoff had purchased
at auction in Mavarinth. I still saw the loyal, obedient
avenari that had catered to his every whim. But when I
stared long enough, I saw the cunning enchantress who had seduced
and manipulated half the nobles in Sanctum. I saw the deadly
sorceress who had incinerated bandits and Inquisitors.

I saw a powerful young faeyn woman who, for
the first time in her life, had a chance to finally be free. If
only she knew what that meant.

I sighed and returned to peeking out the
window instead. There was no point in fretting about any of this,
not until I rescued Larric and we escaped Sanctum together. I
needed to stay calm if I wanted to be of any use to the Faedari. If
Astanya was right, my magic—what little I understood of it—might be
the difference between victory and defeat. I made a promise to
myself that I wasn’t going to let her down.

She and Fargoth returned not long
afterwards, but their expressions were so different I couldn’t tell
if they’d brought good news or bad.

“Larric,” I whispered. “Is he alive?”

“Alive and as well as can be expected,”
Fargoth confirmed. He looked even grumpier than he had this
morning, as hard as that was to believe. “He’s still in the Temple
of the Triad, unfortunately, and I doubt they’ve been gentle during
their interrogations. But one of our sympathizers in the Covenant
revealed that the Inquisitors are under orders to keep him
alive—orders that come directly from the Hierophant herself.”

“She’s scheduled to arrive from Rivani
tomorrow,” Astanya added. “That’s probably why the Inquisitors have
been so active these past few weeks. I wouldn’t be surprised if she
tries to publically chastise Emperor Lucian.”

“If she’s coming tomorrow, doesn’t that mean
we should make our move tonight?”

Fargoth shook his head. “We can’t. It would
take an army to break into the temple, and after Kristoff’s death
every Praetorian in the Empire is out on the streets.”

“But we have to—”

“There’s another way,” Astanya interrupted,
placing a calming hand on my shoulder. “We also received some
information from one of our agents in the Legion. According to him,
General Torelius was practically slobbering over himself with joy
when he heard about Kristoff’s demise. He’s planning to throw a
‘secret’ celebration for his political allies tomorrow night…and
Larric will be the main source of entertainment.”

I frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Torelius will have him publically tortured
or possibly even executed,” Fargoth said gravely. “Larric is an
ex-Inquisitor, an alleged vaeyn sympathizer, and Kristoff’s former
bodyguard. Even if they don’t break him and learn more about his
connections to us, he still has plenty of enemies.”

Astanya scoffed and crossed her arms. “I
wouldn’t be surprised if the Hierophant herself is there. She’s
always been one of Torelius’s biggest supporters. They’ll chortle
over Kristoff’s ashes and make plans for the future.”

I closed my eyes and tried to repress a
sudden wave of nausea. Of all the Imperial nobles who’d bedded me
these past few months, Torelius was the only one I could still
feel inside me. He was a brute, pure and simple. A part of
me wished I’d lashed out and killed him when I’d had the chance
back in the palace, consequences be damned.

“The good news is that we should be able to
slip into the party,” Astanya went on. “There will be plenty of
guards, of course, but nowhere near as many as the Temple or the
Aetherium. Torelius will only invite his closest allies and a small
retinue of their underlings.”

“That doesn’t mean it will be easy,” Fargoth
said, “and frankly I’m not convinced it’s worth the resources or
the risk. We could still leave the city tonight and meet up with
the vaeyn by nightfall tomorrow.”

“We could, but we’re not going to,” Astanya
told him. They had probably argued about this a hundred times
before they’d spoken to me.

“How can I help?” I asked. “There has to be
a way.”

“I’d still rather you stayed back here just
in case. If something goes wrong…” Astanya shrugged. “Larric has
been a good ally, and I don’t mind taking a risk to get him
back. But you are Netharine—the future of our people rests
on your shoulders.”

“I know you believe that, but I’m not so
sure.” I sighed and crossed my arms. “Besides, if my powers can’t
help you with something like this, then what good are they?”

Astanya held her eyes on me for a long
moment before she smiled again. “You must really care about
him.”

“I barely know him, honestly,” I admitted.
“But he risked everything to protect me. I owe him the same.”

“All right,” she said, reaching out to touch
my arm. “Fargoth and I spoke with one of our contacts this
afternoon. She’s a noble here in Sanctum.”

“A human noble working with the Faedari?” I
asked breathlessly.

“She’s been a sympathizer for many years,
probably after watching the way her husband treated his house
slaves. When he died a few years back, she reached out to us.”

“Her name is Ryleen, and her family has been
a strong supporter of the Legion and General Torelius for many
years,” Fargoth explained. “She hates him, naturally, but there’s a
good chance she’ll receive an invitation to his party. Astanya—and
potentially you—could pose as her slaves for the occasion.”

“Torelius will recognize me in an instant,”
I pointed out. “So will half the others in the room.”

“Thankfully, that shouldn’t be an issue,”
Astanya said. “You know how depraved Torelius is; costumes will be
plentiful and creative. All the slaves will be wearing masks.”

I nodded idly. Costume parties were about as
commonplace in the Empire as legionnaires. My mind flashed back to
Skyfall where Duke Darkstone had painted his faeyn slaves to look
like vaeyn…

“Even if we blend in, how will the two of us
be able to get him out of there?” I asked.

“We’ll have help,” Astanya said, tossing a
quick glance at Fargoth. “We spoke to our vaeyn contacts. Torelius
will be hosting the party at his private villa just outside the
city on the lake. In addition to his legionnaires, he typically
employs several dozen mercenaries to handle the estate’s security.
The vaeyn believe they can replace a few of those mercenaries with
disguised Shadow Knights. They’ll gain access to the villa and be
in perfect position to arrange an escape route for us.”

I blinked. “Is that even possible?”

“It’s possible but extremely dangerous,”
Fargoth said. “If anything goes wrong, this will be a disaster.
We’ll be outnumbered and completely surrounded.”

“If everything goes right, we’ll be able to
save Larric and potentially eliminate several important Imperial
targets,” Astanya countered. “Besides, Lady Ryleen has been trying
to get out of the city for a while now. It’s become too dangerous
for her to stay, and the situation will only get worse over
time.”

“Yes, I can scarcely imagine the anguish of
a wealthy human woman forced to live in an estate filled with
slaves,” Fargoth muttered. His eyes eventually latched onto me. “No
offense, mellonamin, but I certainly hope you’re worth all
the trouble. Otherwise a lot of good people are going to die for no
reason.”

He glared at Astanya one last time before he
turned and strode out of the room. She watched the door close
behind him and sighed.

“I’m sorry the two of you had to meet under
these circumstances,” she whispered. “He’s a good man. Without him,
I’d still be trapped in Rivani serving a master far worse than Duke
Kristoff…”

I nodded soberly. “I know this is dangerous,
but I can’t—”

“You don’t have to justify anything to me,”
Astanya said, stepping forward and placing her hands on my
shoulders. “Loyalty is a rare thing in this world when it’s not
enforced by a collar. You want to protect your friend…and so I
do.”

She smiled, and I could see the resolve in
her eyes. She meant every word she said—she truly believed that I
was some kind of divine prophet sent to deliver my people from
bondage. It was sheer lunacy, of course, but she clearly took it as
an article of faith. I probably should have felt honored or at
least humbled…but instead it made me feel sick.

This woman had almost certainly endured more
hardship than I had over the past few years. And after watching her
in action, she’d obviously spent a great deal of time learning how
to fight. She had done far more for our people than I had, and
probably more than I ever would. And yet here she was, willing to
throw her life away for me on the promise of a future I couldn’t
possibly deliver.

“There’s not much we can do at this point
besides wait for Ryleen to contact us,” Astanya went on, tilting
towards the window. “I wish we could go outside, but it’s too
dangerous. We’ll just have to hide in here for a little longer. Are
you hungry?”

“No, but I should probably eat,” I murmured.
When I glanced down at my stomach, I belatedly realized there was
still dried blood and soot on my dress. The memories of last night
flooded back over me, and I had to take a deep breath and remind
myself that all of this was real…

“I can get you fresh clothes and some water
from the well,” Astanya said. “A cold bath is better than no bath,
right?”

“I can heat the water myself.”

“I wouldn’t mind seeing that.” She paused
for a moment and squeezed my arm again. “I’ll be back soon. Just
relax and we’ll talk more later, okay?”

I forced a thin smile and nodded. Astanya
smiled back, then pivoted on a heel and left. I spent the next few
minutes trying to pull myself together again, and I’d more or less
succeeded by the time she returned. The bath did the rest.

Astanya watched with childlike fascination
as I heated the water with conjured fire from my palm, and she
asked my dozens of questions about my abilities. I explained as
best I could, which wasn’t much given how little I understood the
Aether myself. Still, she enjoyed my stories of seducing nobles and
plucking the deepest, darkest secrets from their minds while their
cocks spilled deep inside my throat or bowels.

“Unfortunately, there’s not much else to do
here,” Astanya said as I slid into the dress she’d provided. “I
should have stolen some of those books you like from Kristoff’s
library.”

I chuckled despite myself. “That would have
been nice.”

Her smile slowly faded. “You know, not
everything in the mansion was an act. I really would like to learn
how to read someday. Maybe once we’re out of Sanctum you could
teach me.”

“Of course,” I told her. “I’d like that very
much.”

“I wish you could teach me magic, too, but I
guess that’s not the way it works.”

I nodded solemnly as my thoughts flickered
back to my meeting with Emperor Lucian. He had empowered one of his
Praetorian with the ability to channel the Aether, and he seemed to
believe that I could learn that technique as well. I didn’t see
how, but if it was possible then perhaps I really could share this
gift with my people. Perhaps I really could make a difference…

“If I teach you to read, you should show me
how to use one of those,” I said, gesturing towards the pile of
weapons in the corner.

“I could, though I’m not sure why you’d need
a sword,” Astanya replied with a shrug. “Steel seems like a poor
substitute for the Aether.”

“How did you learn? Did the Faedari rescue
you at a young age?”

Her expression sank slightly. “I didn’t
actually join them until a few years ago. Before then…well, I was
actually taught by a human, if you can believe it.”

I frowned. “Your master taught you to
fight?”

“Gods no. One of his daughters did.” Astanya
paused and sighed. “It’s a long story, but my first master
purchased me as a child just after his second son was born. I was
meant to be a gift for the two boys once they came of age. The
instant the younger one turned sixteen, I spent almost every night
face down in his bed. Or his brother’s, depending on their
moods.”

My stomach turned. It wasn’t a new story, of
course—I’d heard similar variations a hundred times over the past
few years.

“The older sister was always kind to me,”
Astanya went on. I wasn’t even sure if she’d heard me or not. “Her
named was Sabille. At the time, I thought she pitied me, but it was
more than that. In Rivani, it’s still rare for a daughter to
inherent her family’s wealth, and she had a plan for me to help her
out.

“Sabille had enlisted with the Legion and
spent several years training. It’s illegal to teach slaves how to
use a weapon, obviously, but she thought it was worth the risk.
After a few months, she finally revealed her plan: she wanted me to
murder her brothers so she would be the only heir.”

“What?” I rasped. “That’s…”

“More normal than you might think,” Astanya
finished. “Anyway, one night after the brothers and a bunch of
their friends had finished with me, I grabbed one of his father’s
swords from the mantle and slit their throats while they slept. I
fled into the hills, but Sabille led an expedition to ‘avenge’ her
brothers. They would have found me if the Faedari hadn’t.”

My mouth fell open. “I’m so sorry.”

She cocked a blond eyebrow at me. “Why?”

“Because it’s…that’s terrible.”

“It’s a far better fate than most of our
people endure,” Astanya said matter-of-factly. “There were thirty
other faeyn slaves in that estate with me. Most of them had been
there for decades, and they will die helpless in the fields after a
lifetime of labor and rape. They’ll never have the chance to pick
up a weapon and defend themselves. I did.”

She grunted softly and glanced away. “I’ve
killed plenty of other humans since, and I don’t regret it for a
moment. Hopefully I’ll kill plenty more before the end. And no
matter what happens—no matter how many times they torture or rape
me—they can only kill me once. I’ve already won…and so have
you.”

I slowly shook my head. “I don’t
understand.”

“I hope you never have to. And you won’t, if
I have anything to say about it.”

Astanya brought her hand to my cheek. She
stared at me intently for several seconds, her blue eyes
glittering, before she gently ran her fingers through my hair and
across the tip of my pointy ear. When I didn’t push her away, she
eventually leaned forward on her tip toes and kissed me.

I kissed back. Her lips were smooth and her
tongue was sweet. I could feel the passion in her breath and
desperation in her fingertips, and when I reached out to the Aether
I was almost overwhelmed by the flood of emotions pouring off her.
It wasn’t love, exactly—we barely knew each other, after all—but it
was something close. Reverence. Respect. Things I’d never felt from
anyone who had ever kissed me before.

When she finally pulled back, she smiled and
nibbled at my neck until her lips reached my earlobe. “I want to
make you feel like a goddess,” she whispered. “Do you trust
me?”

“Yes.”

“Good.”

Her hands clasped around my waist as she
pushed me towards the bed. Even now that I knew more about her, I
was still surprised by her strength. She could have restrained me
as easily as a male if she’d wanted to.

She did. After leaning me down onto the
mattress, she grabbed both my wrists with her left hand and pinned
them back behind my head. Her lips returned to mine, and she began
grinding her knee against my inner thighs. My body reacted before
my mind caught up: my breath quickened, my legs parted, and my quim
tingled in anticipation. I hadn’t felt like this since Master
Kristoff had taken me before Skyfall…

Astanya’s free hand tickled its way across
my thighs and pushed my thin dress up and out of the way. I gasped
when her fingertips brushed my quim, and I yelped when slid one of
them inside me.

“The instant I saw you, I knew Karethys was
right,” she breathed. “I knew you were the one. I knew you would
save us.” She smiled and slipped a second finger inside me. “I
prayed to our gods to give me the strength to save you. Then I
prayed for them to give me the blessing of serving you.”

She licked her way down my neck until her
tongue reached my breasts. The fabric was so flimsy she had no
trouble freeing them, and she nibbled gently at my nipples as her
fingers thrust rhythmically into my quim. A wave of ecstasy
shuddered through me, and I almost climaxed on the spot when her
thumb rubbed across my clit.

I was only half-conscious by the time she
shuffled down far enough to replace her fingers with her mouth. Her
tongue was as soft as velvet, and I couldn’t help but squeeze her
head with my thighs. My hands, now free, reflexively plunged into
her blonde hair and held her firmly against me.

I had pleasured plenty of women while in
Master Kristoff’s service. I had tasted their quims and drank of
their nectar, often their while husbands took me from behind. But I
had never personally been pleasured by a woman…and I
couldn’t believe what I’d been missing.

I climaxed so hard I had to bite my hand to
keep from screaming—we obviously couldn’t afford to have the
neighbors investigate. My teeth actually broke the skin, but if
anything the pain only made me orgasm harder. By the time I finally
came down, Astanya was hovering mere inches in front of my face,
her lips and mouth wet with my juices. She kissed me again, and I
locked my ankles around her waist and dug my nails into her
back.

“Let me bring you, too,” I said into her
ear. She was still fully clothed, but I managed to worm my hands
beneath her skirt…

“No,” Astanya insisted, grabbing my wrists
before I delved any further. “This is about you, Elara.”

I shook my head. “But—”

“Please, let me do this,” she begged. “Let
me show you long I’ve waited for this moment.”

As someone who’d spent her entire life
pleasing others, my first impulse was to resist. I wanted to taste
her; I wanted to feel her thighs writhe and squirm on my shoulders
as I brought her to climax. But I could see the raw determination
in her bright blue eyes. And so instead of fighting her, I smiled
and leaned back on the bed.

She didn’t waste any time. Her tongue was
back on my clit in a heartbeat, and she ate me ravenously,
insatiably, even as she plunged her fingers back into me. I ended
up shoving one of the bedsheets into my mouth as a gag to keep me
quiet. But despite my delirium—despite the joy pouring off her into
the Aether—a part of me still wanted to return the favor.
Thankfully, I had the perfect way to do that.

“Do you trust me?” I asked, smiling as I
grabbed the sides of her head.

Astanya’s eyebrows arched even as her open
mouth glistened. “Of course.”

“Good.”

I reached out through the Aether and touched
her mind. Master Kristoff had taught me the “sensory joining”
technique right before I’d left for Skyfall, and I couldn’t imagine
a better time to practice. I fused our nerves and sensations
together, linking us so we could experience one another’s
pleasure.

Astanya was confused at first, and for a
heartbeat I feared I’d made a mistake and ruined everything. But it
didn’t her long to realize what was happening, and once she did she
redoubled her efforts. Every time her tongue lashed my slit we both
shuddered in delight; every time her finger plunged deeper into my
quim we arched our backs in ecstasy. And when I climaxed a second
time, she had to bite my inner thigh to keep herself from
screaming.

For the rest of the day, Astanya rotated
between snuggling into my arms and kissing my lips or snuggling
between my legs and kissing my quim. By the time night finally
arrived, I was so exhausted I could hardly move. Everything felt so
far away. The Faedari, Larric, Master Kristoff…they could have all
been a fevered dream.

“We really should have stopped inside the
mansion’s toy room before we fled,” Astana cooed into ear from
behind. “If I had one of his false cocks, I’d gladly fuck you all
night.”

I touched her cheek. “I think I would have
liked that.”

“I would have made sure you did.” She
pressed against me so tightly I could feel her nipples against my
back and her breath on my neck. “Once we’re finally out of the city
and safe with the others, I can show you my collection.”

I glanced back over my shoulder and arched
an eyebrow. “You’ve done this before?”

“As often as possible,” she said with an
impish smirk. “I’ve spent my whole life fucking men for the glory
of the Empire. I’m going to spend the rest of it fucking women…for
me.”

I grinned. “I suppose that makes sense.”

“By day, you can teach me how to read. By
night, I can bend you over something and fuck you until morning.
How does that sound?”

I smiled and kissed her again. When I
finally pulled away, she leaned up and glanced over to the door.
“You’ll have a lot of suitors, you know. Eventually, you’ll face a
lot of pressure to have as many children as possible just in case
they also have the gift.”

I frowned. “You mean they’ll want to breed
me?”

“They won’t force you to do anything,”
Astanya corrected. “And if they try, they’ll have to answer to me.”
She stared straight ahead for a moment, her expression suddenly
serious, before she flicked her wrist dismissively and smiled
again. “Anyway, once we rescue Larric the two of you will have
plenty of time to get…reacquainted. Don’t worry about that.”

I leaned up and shook my head. “It’s not
like that. We’re…I don’t know, but I need to—”

“There’s no reason to play coy,” she teased.
“According to Karethys, he’s an excellent lover with a magnificent
cock. And any man who can impress her is something special, believe
me.”

Chucking to herself, Astanya stood from the
bed and stretched her arms. “We should probably get cleaned up
before Fargoth gets back. Hopefully he was able to contact Lady
Ryleen without any trouble. She’s our only way into General
Torelius’s party.”

I nodded idly as the cold reality of the
world slowly reasserted itself. By this time tomorrow, we would
have either rescued Larric and escaped Sanctum or been captured by
the Covenant and executed. When it came right down to it, there
weren’t any other options.

“I have an idea,” Astanya said. “I’ll get
some water and draw a bath. All you have to do is heat it up with
your magic…and join me.”

I smiled. We might not have escaped Sanctum
just yet, but for one more night, at least, I could pretend I knew
what it was like to be free.

“You have a deal.”

 


 



Chapter Three: The Dark Visitor

 


By noon the next day, our plan was fully in
motion. Fargoth had contacted Lady Ryleen, and she had confirmed
her invitation and agreed to help us infiltrate Torelius’s villa.
Meanwhile, the vaeyn had begun moving their disguised guards into
position and arranging a proper escape route. Posing as Ryleen’s
slaves would allow us to sneak out of Sanctum easily enough, but
the real test would be escaping the province of Veshar before
anyone caught up to us. If everything went as planned and managed
to spring Larric from the villa, we’d still have to travel over
fifty miles on foot before we reached the border of the Wreath. It
wasn’t going to be easy.

As Fargoth explained the details of the
plan, a voice in the back of my mind kept begging me to reconsider
the whole thing. If Ryleen could sneak us out of the city, Astanya
and I would essentially be free. We could ride her carriage all the
way to Sorthaal, rendezvous with the Faedari, and leave all of this
behind us. But if we went through with this—if we committed all our
resources to rescuing one man—then we ran the risk of losing
everything. At best, we would still have to flee the villa and
sprint north before the Legion caught up with us. At worst…

Well, at worst we’d all be imprisoned or
killed. And there was a good chance we wouldn’t even know the
mission had failed until it was too late. If the vaeyn weren’t able
to infiltrate the villa, we would be walking straight into General
Torelius’s lair without any backup. I would have to watch them
torture and possibly execute Larric in person, and I wouldn’t be
able to do a damn thing about it. Even with the element of
surprise, Astanya and I weren’t going to be able to overwhelm
dozens of soldiers and mercenary guardsmen on our own.

Fargoth shared my concerns and added about a
hundred of his own, but Astanya was convinced that we would
succeed. Off-hand, I couldn’t tell how much of her confidence was
strategic vision and how much was blind fanaticism. Either way, it
didn’t really matter. This was the only chance we were going to
get, and I intended to make the most of it.

After we reviewed the basic details in the
morning, we changed into slave-appropriate clothing and made our
way across Sanctum to Lady Ryleen’s estate. I expected the trip to
be terrifying—the Inquisitors and Praetorian were still out in full
force, and there was a nontrivial chance they would recognize me.
But we only had to travel a few blocks before Ryleen’s carriage
picked us up and ferried us the rest of the way.

Her estate was modest relative to the
average Imperial noble living in the capital, though it was still
quite nice. Her servants maintained a lush garden in both the front
and back of the property, and a wall of trees made the house almost
invisible from the street. The added privacy made me feel a bit
better about our chances. Ryleen herself, unfortunately, did
not.

“I almost told your boy ‘no’ when he
contacted me,” she blurted out less than a second after her doorman
had escorted Astanya, Fargoth, and I into her chambers. “I’ve been
begging your people to get me out of this city for months, but
instead you want to me stroll into the viper’s lair and pray to the
Triad he hasn’t figured out what’s going on. And for what? No one
man is worth this kind of risk. I thought you of all people would
understand that.”

“Larric Aresi has vital intelligence about
Imperial operations all over the Wreath and Skyfall,” Astanya
explained calmly. I knew she was exaggerating, but I wasn’t certain
how much. “Liberating him will be a tremendous victory. But
remember, this isn’t just about him—it’s an unprecedented
opportunity to strike at Torelius and several other Imperial
higher-ups before we relocate.”

Ryleen snorted contemptuously. She was only
forty, but she had a gaunt, cronish quality that made her look at
least ten years older. I knew virtually nothing about her beyond
what Astanya had already told me, but anyone who had been willing
to risk her life to stand against the Empire this long deserved
respect. Outright traitors didn’t tend to evade the Covenant for
long.

“Butter me up all you like, girl, I know
exactly who this man is and why the dark elves are willing to
help,” Ryleen said. “He’s that Shadow Knight’s toy, her little
human pet, and she wants him back. That’s all there is to it.”

“If Karethys were here in person, she would
tell you otherwise,” Astanya said.

“She has told me otherwise,” Ryleen
countered. “I just don’t believe her.”

The woman sighed and sauntered over to
inspect us. Her gray eyes eventually settled on me. “So you’re
Kristoff’s favorite cunt, eh? It figures. He’s the only Grand Duke
stupid enough to think he could hide an Unbound slave from the
Covenant.”

“I appreciate the risk you’re willing to
take for us, my lady,” I said. “If there were any other way,
we’d—”

“You can’t butter me up, either,”
Ryleen interrupted. “Fargoth said you also refused to leave without
Larric, and for some reason all your friends are convinced you’re
some kind of messiah. If it were up to me, they’d have knocked you
out and stuffed in a carriage while we got the hell out of
here.”

“I think you’ve made your feelings quite
clear,” Fargoth muttered. “Perhaps we should focus on the mission
rather than complaining.”

Ryleen grunted. “Well, the two of you have
the easy part,” she said, gesturing to me and Astanya. “All you’ll
need to do is put on a dress, wear a mask, and suck any cock
Torelius’s toadies stick in front of you. I’m the one who has to
convince them that I’m thrilled to be there.”

“I’m confident you’ll manage somehow.”

My head whipped around at the sound of a new
voice. A small, concealed door had opened behind one of Ryleen’s
shelves, and a tall, silver-haired woman with luminescent violet
eyes had appeared from the shadows.

“I thought you left hours ago,” Ryleen
grumbled. “Don’t have preparations to make?”

“I do, and I will,” Karethys said calmly.
She stepped into the room and smiled faintly as she appraised us.
“I just wanted a chance to meet my collaborators in person once
again.”

Just like when I’d first met her back in
Skyfall, I found Karethys both terrifying and alluring all at once.
Her black-purple armor clung to her statuesque figure like a glove,
and she had the innately imperious glare of someone who was used to
being obeyed without question. Her pointed ears and sharp facial
features were distinctively elven, but her height and gray skin set
her apart from the rest of us. She was, without a doubt, one of the
most darkly beautiful women I’d ever met.

“My lady,” I said, bowing my head for lack
of any alternative.

She snorted. “You don’t need to bow,
abbil. I’m your ally, not your mistress.”

“It’s wonderful to meet you again,” Astanya
said, smiling. “I’m glad you’ve decided to aid us. Without your
help—”

“Without her help, we’d already be on our
way out of the city,” Ryleen interrupted. “Instead we’re about to
risk our lives for no reason.”

“The chance to destroy a disgusting pig like
Torelius should be all the reason you need,” Karethys replied. “We
have a chance to strike a blow against Imperial leadership—a blow
that might very well push the Empire into civil war.”

“I’ve heard that before,” Ryleen said.
“Somehow it never happens.”

“It will this time, I assure you.”

Ryleen muttered something under her breath
as she paced back to her chair. She wasn’t actually mad at us, of
course; she just wasn’t convinced we could actually pull this off
without getting ourselves killed. I could feel her anxiety
shuddering through the Aether.

“I was glad to hear that you made it out of
Skyfall intact,” Karethys said, turning back to me. “And you
managed to free one of my people in the process. Ralyne sung your
praises the moment she returned to us.”

I nodded pensively. Ralyne had been a “gift”
from Duke Darkstone to Master Kristoff, but Larric and I had set
her free shortly after we left the capital. In a way, that act of
defiance had started everything. Afterwards Larric had revealed his
true loyalties to me, and he’d even tried to hand me over to the
Faedari before we returned to Sanctum.

“Darkstone plans on betraying your trust,” I
said.

“Of course he does,” Karethys replied
matter-of-factly. “So does Emperor Lucian and everyone else I’ve
worked with inside the Empire. That’s how the rivvin
function.”

“Rivvin?” I asked.

“Humans,” Astanya said.

Karethys grunted again and crossed her arms.
“They outnumber us ten to one. We can’t possibly defeat them unless
they defeat themselves first. Thankfully, that’s exactly what
they’re going to do.”

I nodded slowly and pursed my lips. There
were about a thousand questions I wanted to ask her—about Larric,
about the Emperor, about the Aether and the Unbound—but I couldn’t
decide where to start.

“I’m less concerned about winning the war
than I am about surviving the night,” Fargoth said after a moment.
“Are you certain your men can handle this?”

“Four of my warriors are already in position
at the villa,” Karethys said. “We infiltrated Torelius’s staff
weeks ago, but we haven’t had an opportunity to exploit our
position until tonight. All we’ll need is a distraction and
whatever backup you can provide.”

She turned back to me and placed her hand on
my shoulder. “Larric told me a bit about you. He said that Kristoff
had taught you some telepathy, but I doubt he taught you how to
fight.”

“He didn’t,” I confirmed.

“Then what good are you supposed to be?”
Ryleen asked. “Are you sure you’re not going to stab yourself while
trying to help?”

“She’s Unbound,” Astanya said pointedly.
“She’s the one who burned down Kristoff’s mansion. I’ve no doubt
she’ll find a way to make herself useful.”

Karethys squeezed my shoulder. “Are you
certain you wish to come? I have other agents in the city that
could—”

“I’m going,” I insisted.

She stared at me for a moment, her violet
eyes narrowed, before she abruptly smiled. “Then it’s settled. Just
do your best to remain inconspicuous until my men strike. Once they
do, it will be your job to grab Larric and get him out of
there.”

“I hope you’re not planning to stay long,”
Fargoth said. “There’s an Imperial garrison less than a mile from
the villa. They’ll be able to call for reinforcements quickly
enough.”

“We’ll be in and out long before they get
there,” Karethys assured him. “Our people will be waiting for us in
the Amareskan Fjord. I wish they could get closer, but we can’t
take the risk. We’ll have to trudge through the forest and try to
stay ahead of any Imperial trackers.”

“By the bloody void,” Ryleen muttered. “This
plan gets worse and worse all the time.”

“I should get back to my warriors and make
final preparations soon,” Karethys said, ignoring the comment, “but
I wanted to make certain everyone knows their role.”

“We still have time,” Astanya said. “Let’s
review.”

And so we did. Fargoth and Karethys went
over phase of the plan, then repeated it several more times until
we had committed everything to memory. Ultimately, Ryleen was right
about my role—it wasn’t that complicated. Astanya and I were mostly
going as backup to help the disguised vaeyn operatives. We
discussed a number of potential contingencies with my magic just in
case something went awry, but we couldn’t plan everything.
Improvisation was going to be vital.

Despite that uncertainty, my anxiety faded
the longer we spoke. I belatedly realized that I had a lot more
experience with espionage than I’d given myself credit for. Master
Kristoff had sent me on dozens of missions across Sanctum, after
all, and they all involved deception. I’d hidden my powers from
dukes, lords, and everything in between—in the final analysis, this
party wouldn’t be that different.

Beyond tonight, however, there was still the
matter of the Karethys and all the questions I wanted to ask her.
Just as she turned to leave, I finally confronted her.

“Before you go, I need to ask you
something,” I said, my voice brittle. For whatever reason, she
intimidated me more than the Inquisitors. “Emperor Lucian….when I
met with him, he—”

“There’s a lot we still need to discuss,”
Karethys interrupted. “About Lucian, about Darkstone, about the
Faedari…” She grunted and smiled tiredly. “I don’t know what all
Larric has told you, but we’ve been planning this for a long time.
I imagine you’ve only just assembled the first pieces in a much
larger puzzle.”

“You could say that,” I whispered.

“Well, the rest is going to have to wait,”
she said. “But I promise, once we’re safe in Sorthaal I’ll tell you
everything you want to know.”

It wasn’t the answer I wanted. It wasn’t
even the answer I expected. I wanted to press her on it, but I
could tell from her expression that any efforts would be
futile.

“When Larric told me the truth about you, I
hoped he’d be able to get you to the Faedari,” Karethys went on.
“Your people need all the help they can get. Even an untrained
Unbound can will be a tremendous asset.”

“I certainly hope so,” I murmured.

Her smile widened. “For now, you’ll just
have to trust me, abbil. I won’t abandon Larric any more
than you will.”

I smiled back. I didn’t trust her,
actually—there were still far too many unanswered questions. But I
was confident that she wouldn’t betray Larric, and for now that
would have to be enough.

“I’ll see you all tonight,” Karethys said,
stepping back into the hidden doorway. The long shadows began to
writhe and twist around her like the darkness itself had come
alive…and then she was gone.

“She should have taught you that trick
before she left,” Ryleen muttered. “You’d be a lot more useful to
us.”

I had seen Karethys shadow-walk before back
in Skyfall; she could instantaneously shift her physical body from
one place to another so long as both were shrouded in darkness. I
had no idea how such a thing was even possible, but it was yet
another reminder that I knew almost nothing about magic beyond the
few channeling techniques Master Kristoff had taught me.

“We need to prepare our costumes,” Astanya
said, placing her hand on my arm. “And just in case, I think we
should spend some more time committing our escape route to memory.
It would be embarrassing to rescue Larric and then get lost in the
forest.”

I let out a long, slow breath and mentally
buried my growing trove of questions about the Aether and Karethys.
The truth would have to wait a bit longer.

“Good idea,” I said. “Let’s get
started.”




 



Chapter Four: The General’s Villa

 


After spending another hour studying the
escape plan, Astanya and I finally moved on to preparing our
costumes. Lady Ryleen had already procured several dresses for the
occasion. At a glance, they were little more than high-neck halter
bras with matching panties covered by loose, diaphanous silver
skirts. Knowing General Torelius, I wasn’t surprised—he preferred
his avenari “naked and available” whenever possible.

Ryleen also provided us with a pair of
decorative, half-moon ceramic masks that covered everything from
our forehead to our nose. I would have preferred something even
more concealing—I didn’t want General Torelius to have even the
slightest chance of recognizing me—but his demands on the
invitation were quite specific. All avenari were expected to
wear masks and spend the bulk of the evening bent over tables or
scuttling around on their knees.

Fargoth, for his part, was dressed like one
of the house servants. The position would allow him to smuggle in
useful supplies, and he planned to head out several hours ahead of
us in order to get into position. Despite his earlier protestations
about the danger of the mission, I could sense his raw
determination. He didn’t trust my power yet, and he certainly
didn’t revere me the same way Astanya did, but he did have full
confidence in his other allies—including the vaeyn.

“You’ve wanted to take the offensive for a
long time now,” Astanya told him just before he left. “Consider
this a first strike.”

“If we manage to kill Torelius, I apologize
in advance for ever doubting you,” he replied with a grunt.

“Who knows? With the Hierophant in town,
several other important Covenant officials might be in attendance.
History will remember this as the turning point in the
revolution.”

Fargoth flashed her a tight smile. “There
are days I would trade anything for a fraction of your faith,
mellonamin.”

Astanya smiled and kissed him on the cheek.
“We’ll see you soon.”

“Lakilea ri' nothien,” he replied
back. Then squeezed each other hand’s for a moment before his eyes
flicked over to me. “I hope you’re ready for this,
Netharine.”

“I am,” I told him, and meant it. I was
still nervous, of course, but I was also more determined than ever.
Not just because I wanted to save Larric, but because I knew how
important this could be for the Faedari. Astanya’s faith must have
been infectious.

We didn’t end up leaving the mansion until
several hours after nightfall. Torelius’s underground villa was
about a mile outside the city, and we encountered our first
potential hiccup when we reached the eastern gate. Security had
been greatly tightened, for obvious reasons, though the guards
cared a great deal more about who was entering Sanctum than leaving
it. Still, Astanya and I were wanted fugitives, and it was always
possible that they’d order us to remove our masks and perform a
search…

Thankfully, Lady Ryleen’s silver tongue was
more than enough to get us through without any questions, and we
were past the gate and onto the road after a short delay. Once we’d
put some distance between ourselves and the wall, I glanced out the
window towards the sparkling cityscape and wondered if I would ever
set foot in Sanctum again.

“It’s gorgeous, especially if you can’t see
past the lights and glamour,” Astanya commented. “Just like the
Empire.”

“I was a different person before Master
Kristoff brought me here,” I whispered. “It was a different world
before he brought me here.”

“It’s the same world, believe me. You just
finally learned to see it for what it really is.”

I nodded. She was right in more ways than
one. Almost everything I thought I’d known was wrong. The Faedari,
the vaeyn, Larric, even Emperor Lucian…they were all different than
I’d been led to believe. The entire Empire was different than I’d
been led to believe.

Sighing softly, I leaned away from the
window and closed my eyes. I could daydream and ruminate later;
right now I needed to mentally prepare myself for the trials
ahead.

We reached the villa about an hour later,
and judging from the number of carriages and horses outside, the
party had already begun. That had been Ryleen’s preference all
along. The less time we had to fraternize, the less chance anyone
would figure out what we were up to.

“Torelius will be annoyed that you two are
‘for sale’ rather than just gifts, but it’s the only way to keep
you from getting dragged off by someone’s horny son every few
minutes,” Ryleen said as she fastened our collars into place. Our
matching leashes were a bit shorter than usual, meaning we wouldn’t
be able to stand more than a few feet behind her at any given time.
“Hopefully the fat bastard will be too busy with others to fuss
about anything.”

“I’m sure a few of the guests will still
want a sample,” Astanya said. “Refusing will only draw unwanted
attention.”

“Yes, well, if this friend of yours is so
important then sucking a few cocks should be a small price to pay
for his freedom,” Ryleen muttered. “And don’t be surprised if they
want to splatter those pretty masks of yours. It’s a badge of pride
to be the first one to mark an avenari, at least in this
social circle.”

“We’ll be ready for anything,” Astanya
assured her.

Ryleen grunted and attached a set of silvery
bracelets to each of our wrists. I could sense the dormant magical
enchantment inside them without even trying. With the proper
command word, each bracelet would generate a small but powerful
magnetic attraction that pulled them together, effectively
transforming them into standard handcuffs. They were a popular item
for large parties where the guests had a wide variety of tastes.
Plenty of Imperial nobles liked their avenari “hands-free,”
while others preferred them tightly restrained. Torelius himself
definitely fell into the latter camp. He’d fucked me dozens of
times when I’d been in his command tent, and my wrists had always
been shackled.

For the moment, Ryleen kept our hands bound
right in front of us. It was appropriate middle-ground that would
allow a potential buyer to either release or further restrain us
when he made her an offer. Or, more likely, when he wished one of
us to give him a “sample.”

A handful of other guests had arrived about
the same time, and once we were ready Ryleen escorted us forward so
she could mingle. I didn’t recognize anyone here, thankfully, but I
knew that wouldn’t last. A few of the noblemen expressed a passing
interesting us in, but only one carried out a real inspection. He
smacked our asses, groped our breasts, and even shoved his fingers
in our mouths to check our teeth. The fact we were both ripe seemed
like a major selling point, but Ryleen deftly shifted his interest
away to other matters while she slowly led us into the villa.

Security was lighter than I’d expected, at
least here at the entrance, but the hairs on the back of my neck
stood up regardless. A single Inquisitor stood in front of the
checkpoint, his eyes sweeping calmly over each and every guest.
Behind him was a tall, broad man dressed in ceremonial Legion armor
that I instantly recognized.

“Lady Ryleen,” Legate Maxos said, bowing.
“The general will be ecstatic that you’re here. He didn’t think
you’d be able to attend.”

I swallowed heavily beneath my mask and
ordered myself to stay calm. I should have known that Maxos would
be here—he was Torelius’s chief toady, and he had seen me every
single day for weeks during our trip from Lakewatch back to
Sanctum.

“I delayed my trip to the Basin,” Ryleen
replied calmly. “When I heard the news, I just knew Antione would
have something special planned. I wouldn’t dare miss it.”

Maxos smiled as he leered at us. I made sure
to keep my eyes and chin low; even with the mask, there was no
guarantee he wouldn’t recognize me. Maxos knew my face and features
as well as anyone, and he’d seen me naked dozens of times while his
master mounted me. If not for my brown hair, he probably would have
fucked me himself on more than one occasion. His lust for blondes
was quite legendary…

“Is this one for sale?” he asked, reaching
out and brushing Astanya’s hair.

“They’re both for sale, actually,” Ryleen
said. “I was hoping your master would be interested in fresh
breeding stock. They’re both ripe and certified.”

Maxos briefly examined our bare, un-tattooed
stomachs before his eyes returned to Astanya. “He might, but you
know how he thinks. If you want to make a sale, he’ll want to see
their tits. Probably fuck them, too.”

“Yes, of course,” Ryleen replied knowingly.
“Still, what’s the point in a masquerade without a bit of mystery,
hmm?”

Maxos snorted. “Personally I’ve never
understood the appeal. I know what I want, and there’s no point in
hiding it.”

His hands traced their way down Astanya’s
shoulders and arms before they settled on her taut waist. She
helpfully moved her bound wrists out of the way so he could get a
good look.

“Not bad,” he said, nodding. “How much are
you asking?”

“Five thousand,” Ryleen told him.
“Negotiable, of course, and I plan to keep her around until the end
of the month. But after that…”

Maxos whistled. It was a high price for a
ripe avenari, though not so high as to draw suspicion. The
hope was that it would dissuade any potential buyers, but judging
from the twinkle in the Legate’s eyes we might have underestimated
his lust for blondes.

“What’s so special about her?” he asked.

“Aside from the obvious, she’s quite
enthusiastic,” Ryleen said. “You’re free to try her out later, if
you wish, but I’m a bit late and would—”

“For five thousand, I’ll try her out right
now,” Maxos demanded. “Agreed?”

Ryleen almost protested. I could see it in
her eyes and feel it in her thoughts. But then Astanya flashed us
both a warning glare, and the decision was made.

“As you wish, of course,” Ryleen said with a
shrug. “Shall we head inside?”

“No need—if she’s worth that kind of coin,
this won’t take long.” Maxos grabbed Astanya’s shoulders and
smiled. “On your knees, cunt.”

She sank down onto the floor as Maxos
unbuckled his trousers and freed his swollen cock. I wanted to do
something—I wanted to reach into Maxos’s mind and convince him to
leave Astanya alone—but I couldn’t take the risk. Not with the
Inquisitor staring right at us.

“What about her hands?” Ryleen asked.

“Get them out of the way,” Maxos said,
stroking his cock to its full length and slapping it against
Astanya’s mask in anticipation. “She won’t need them.”

Ryleen spoke the command word for the wrist
bracelets then pulled Astanya’s hands tightly behind her back. Once
they were properly pinned, the noblewoman spoke the word a second
time and locked them in place.

“I’m ready for you, my lord,” Astanya
cooed.

“I never told you to speak,” Maxos said.
“And I don’t give a damn whether you’re ready or not. Open your
mouth.”

Astanya barely had time to obey before he
thrust his member between her lips. In my experience, most Imperial
nobles preferred to let their avenari do all the work; they
often saw fellatio as a pure test where they could show off the
skills of their preferred slaves. During my initial training,
Master Kristoff had often made a game of it: hands, no-hands, on my
knees, on my back…he had enjoyed a variety of positions, but he’d
almost always allowed me to control the motions and set the
pace.

Maxos couldn’t have been more different. The
instant his cock hit the back of Astanya’s throat, he grabbed the
sides of her head and began fucking her face. At first I feared she
might gag or choke—I’d seen first-hand how badly he treated his
slaves who weren’t up to the challenge, and I feared for Astanya’s
safety. But she gorged herself on his full length with practiced
ease, and her blue eyes remained fasted on his even as the corridor
filled with slaps and gurgles.

“Break her and I’ll charge you double,”
Ryleen warned

“If I break her, she’s not worth five
thousand in the first place,” Maxos protested between labored
breaths. I doubted he’d last long, but every time he slammed into
her I winced in horror. Astanya truly believed I was some kind of
savior for our people, but I’d been reduced to a harmless spectator
while a human savagely rammed his cock down her throat.

You have to do something. You can’t just let
him treat her like this!

Gritting my teeth, I reached out and placed
my bound hands on Maxos’s back. I began to rub him sensuously,
hoping it would give me the distraction I needed to reach into his
mind—

“I never said you could touch me, cunt!” he
growled. He jabbed me with his elbow so hard I stumbled backwards,
and when my right heel caught on a loose stone I lost my balance. I
couldn’t properly brace myself with my wrists locked together, and
when I hit the floor my mask almost flipped off my face.

“She’s just eager to help,” Ryleen said,
grabbing my leash and helping me up. I could see the anger in her
eyes—she knew how closely I’d come to costing us everything.

Maxos wasn’t paying attention. He shifted
his grip to the back of Astanya’s skull and held her so tightly
against him that her mask pushed into his stomach. I watched in
horror, waiting for her to gag on his cock, but she somehow she
remained perfectly still. When she finally started gurgling for
breath, Maxos grinned and closed his eyes. I wondered if he might
actually be willing to choke her, especially when she began to
thrash and shuffle on her knees…

I was a heartbeat away from blasting him
with my magic when he finally released his grip and let her sag
backwards. He didn’t let her get far, however; he immediately
grabbed a fistful of her hair and held her close as he pumped his
cock with his free hand. He erupted just a few seconds later,
splattering her mask with jet after jet of his seed. By the time he
was spent, the decorate engravings on the ceramic were barely
visible through the viscous liquid.

“I’ll take her,” Maxos said, pushing his
wilting cock back through Astanya’s lips so she could clean him
off.

“Good,” Ryleen replied. “I’ll have her
delivered to your family estate at the end of the month.”

He smirked in satisfaction. “Enjoy the
party, my lady. Just be careful with my property.”

Ryleen helped Astanya back to her feet and
placed her bound wrists back in front of her. She didn’t bother
cleaning off the mask, however. With luck, the fresh seed dripping
from Astanya’s face and breasts would dissuade others downstairs
from taking their turn.

We shuffled past the Inquisitor to the long,
winding staircase that led down into the villa’s “dungeon” where
the actual party was being held. Once we were out of earshot of the
guards and the other guests, Ryleen turned and glare at me.

“What in the bloody void were you thinking?”
she growled. “If he recognized you, we’d all be dead!”

“I know,” I breathed. “I just wanted
to—”

Astanya touched my arm and squeezed. “You
can’t afford to risk yourself for me, Netharine,” she said
softly. “I know why I’m here, and I know what must be done.
Completing the mission is all that matters.”

I wanted to argue, but the intensity of her
glare kept me silent. I didn’t understand why this bothered me so
much—I’d endured plenty of more demeaning tasks while in the
service of Master Kristoff. I’d spread my legs for dozens of nobles
in Sanctum, and I had willingly given myself over to Torelius and
the Legion just to get Larric the healing he required. Sucking the
cock of one measly legate wasn’t even comparable.

But for whatever reason, this felt
different. Perhaps I’d just reached my wits end. Perhaps now that I
knew the truth about my powers and the Empire, I couldn’t stand
playing the game any longer.

“Just pull yourself together so we can
survive the next few hours,” Ryleen said. “I guarantee that someone
down there will want to fuck you, too, so you better be ready to
bend over or kneel or whatever else they want. You’re the whole
reason we’re here.”

“I know,” I said. “I’ll do whatever it
takes.”

Ryleen sighed and tugged at our leashes to
continue forward. While we walked, Astanya stretched out with her
hands and squeezed mine. Her resolve was so unbreakable I couldn’t
help but be inspired.

One down, dozens to go, I thought to
myself. The real test, naturally, would be Torelius himself.
Hopefully Ryleen would be able to keep us a safe distance away from
him until the vaeyn were ready to spring their trap. If not…

Well, if not then brutes like Maxos were
going to be the least of our problems.

 



Chapter Five: Den of Depravity

 


When we finally reached the bottom of the
spiral staircase, my eyebrows lifted in surprise at the size and
expansiveness of Torelius’s private “dungeon.” The chamber was
probably three times the size of the actual villa above ground, and
for an ostensibly secret celebration he hadn’t been particularly
selective about his company. There were at least fifty nobles in
attendance, many of whom I recognized, and probably close to two
hundred people in total including the various Legion officers,
Inquisitors, bards, and slaves. Hiding such a gathering from the
Emperor and his allies seemed like an impossible task, and I
couldn’t help but wonder if Torelius was stupid or merely
arrogant.

The chamber was essentially one giant circle
with a dozen small cubbies evenly spaced about the sides. The
central area featured several long tables filled with fruit and
drink, and the fountain at the center was nearly as ostentatious as
the ones outside the Imperial Palace. The nobles ate and drank
freely, and most had broken off into small groups where they
laughed, bartered, or simply mingled. Slaves flit around the area
like bees, offering fresh food, drink, or fellatio to their
masters. It was like a pale shadow of the Winter Gala with minor
players replacing the scions of the Imperial Court.

The cubbies were both more intimate and more
“active.” Most of the avenari slaves were following closely
behind their owners like Astanya and I, but plenty were already
hard at work. Off to our left, a red-haired woman was being spit
roasted by a pair of noblemen, and judging from her smeared
cosmetics and seed-splattered skin, they probably weren’t the first
to have her that way. One cubby over, four young noblewomen were
toying with a naked male faeyn and smacking or whipping him every
time his tongue or fingers did something that displeased them.

None of that was out of the ordinary, of
course. All things considered, it was actually quite tame compared
to other Imperial parties I’d attended. The only thing that really
stood out were the three slaves—all faeyn women—pilloried just a
few yards away from the dinner table. They were clad in matching
white corsets and skirts as well as expensive makeup and finery,
but as far as I could tell no one had so much as laid a finger on
them.

“I really thought Larric would be here
already,” Astanya murmured as we crossed the room. “Torelius,
too.”

“Antione is always late to his own
gatherings—it makes him feel important,” Ryleen explained. “He
probably has Larric with him for maximum effect.”

“What if he doesn’t?” I asked, a fresh knot
of anxiety twisting in the pit of my stomach. “What if he never
brings him to the party?”

“He will,” Astanya assured me. “We just need
to be patient.”

Ryleen nodded. “I need to mingle or I’ll
attract attention. Be prepared for anything.”

She escorted us along by our leashes, and I
made it a point to keep my head lowered even as my eyes continued
searching the room from behind my mask. There were only six
official guards in the chamber, all standing in the gaps between
the alcoves. If everything had gone as planned so far, half of them
were vaeyn warriors in disguise. Their thick armor and closed
helmets concealed their identities perfectly, however, and I was
tempted to reach out through the Aether and read their thoughts.
But I couldn’t take the risk of channeling so openly, especially
not with multiple Inquisitors in the room.

I was able to identify Fargoth dressed in
his attendant’s garb. He was busy serving drinks, and he carefully
avoided making eye contact with us. The fact that he was here and
in position made me feel a bit better, but the knot in my stomach
refused to stop twisting. Something had already gone wrong here—I
was certain of it.

Ryleen exchanged pleasantries with several
of the nobles, and Astanya and I endured their taunting and groping
with practiced ease. The tiny hairs on the back of my neck bristled
every minute Torelius remained absent, and when the massive clock
on the northern wall struck midnight I was almost ready to panic.
We could always abort, of course—Ryleen could make up an excuse to
leave without causing too much of a fuss. But we’d never get
another chance to save Larric, and the vaeyn who had already
committed might not be able to withdraw as easily…

“Pull yourself together, girl,” Ryleen
scolded once our voices could be drowned out by a nearby bard. “I
thought you were experienced?”

I closed my eyes. “I’m sorry,” I whispered.
“It’s just…”

“Save your excuses,” Ryleen said pointedly
before she glanced over to Astanya. “You promised me she could
handle this.”

“She can,” the other woman said. “I’m sure
the General will be here soon.”

Ryleen sighed and sipped at her wine. “If
not, we’ll have to—”

“Another ripe slave,” a male voice commented
from next to us. “Is she unsullied as well?”

I turned, and it took every scrap of
willpower I could muster not to yelp. One of the Inquisitors was
standing next to us—a tall, dark-haired man I recognized from my
very first trip to the Imperial Palace. His name was Jodai, and he
was yet another of Torelius’s political allies.

“Unfortunately no,” Ryleen said, flashing
him a smile. “Though I guarantee she’s still an excellent purchase
if you’re in the market.”

“The church provides me with everything I
need,” Jodai replied matter-of-factly. He circled around behind me.
“You’d be surprised how many potential avenari we must
confiscate because they lack the proper documentation. More and
more of your kin seem to believe they conduct their own breeding
programs without the Hierophant’s authority.”

I closed my eyes and bit down on my lower
lip. At one point while we’d been putting on our costumes, Astanya
had suggested wearing fake navel tattoos. Sterilized slaves were
considerably less valuable, after all, but we’d ultimately decided
that it wasn’t the risk of someone noticing the forgery. Perhaps
we’d been mistaken…

“I assure you, I have everything I need back
at my mansion,” Ryleen said. “I have no interest in breeding her,
but General Torelius has a certain fondness for young, ripe
avenari. I thought he might wish to purchase her.”

Jodai shrugged. “Perhaps, though with the
prize his men just delivered to him I doubt he’ll need any fresh
meat for a while.”

Ryleen cocked an eyebrow at him.
“Prize?”

“Oh, yes, “Jodai said. “A unique specimen
that will make him the envy of the gentry from here to Rivani.”

“Unique? What, does she have an extra tit or
something?”

The Inquisitor chuckled. “You’ll see soon
enough. He’ll be along with her shortly, I suspect.”

I had no idea what he was talking about.
There were literally dozens of female avenari in the villa,
and many of them were young, ripe, and pretty. What else could
Torelius have that was so special?

Jodai smirked when he turned towards Astanya
and noticed the semen still smeared across her mask. “The Legate’s
work, I assume?”

“Yes, he decided to purchase her,” Ryleen
confirmed. “Though she’s still mine until the end of the
month.”

“You’ve no idea how much that tempts me to
get some use out of her,” Jodai said, smacking Astanya’s ass so
hard her skin turned red. “There won’t be much left of her by the
time he’s finished.”

“Good thing that will be his problem soon,
not mine.”

Jodai’s smile turned dark. His hand squeezed
her buttocks, and I half expected him to bend her over the nearest
table right then and there. If I did, I wasn’t sure how I’d
respond. I couldn’t stand the thought of her someone else ravaging
her while I had to stand there helplessly yet again.

“Well, girl, lucky for you I don’t fuck elf
cunts,” Jodai said, smacking her ass again. “The Gods tell us that
you’re unclean, after all.”

“Perhaps you should remind the rest of the
guests,” Ryleen replied, gesturing with her head towards one of the
alcoves.

The Inquisitor grunted. “Perhaps the
Hierophant will do just that one day soon,” he murmured, “but for
now it seems our friend has finally arrived. If you’ll excuse
me…”

I turned and followed his gaze as subtly as
I could. There, strolling into the chamber via a hidden door along
the southern wall, was General Antoine Torelius. Somehow, he
managed to look more and more decadent every time I saw him. His
ceremonial armor was even more elaborate and less functional than
normal. In addition to his oversized epaulets and gaudy baldric, a
long, crimson cape draped down to the floor behind him. The golden
metal of his breastplate glistened so brightly his slaves must have
been polishing it all day, and the mask he’d chosen was a perfect
replica of one worn by the five generals who had served directly
under Sanctus Veshar during his conquest of Calhara. It might have
even been one of the original masks, for all I knew.

“He has all the subtlety of a battle-crazed
orc,” Ryleen muttered.

“I don’t see Larric,” I whispered as the
rest of entourage walked in behind him. “What if—?”

“Patience,” Ryleen scolded. “And keep your
head down. If he recognizes you, we’re all dead.”

I bit my lip and tilted my chin down against
my chest. I could still see the doorway out of the corner of my
vision, and when the last of Torelius’s soldiers sauntered in
without Larric, my stomach sank.

He’s already dead. You’ve put all of these
people’s lives at risk for nothing!

“My friends,” Torelius said, lifting his
arms and surveying the crowd. My heart skipped a beat when he
glanced in our direction, but he didn’t seem to notice anything
unusual. “I am beyond grateful for your presence here this evening.
I know that some of us have had our differences over the years, but
I also know that we all share a common enemy.”

“Don’t you mean ‘shared,’ General?”
one of the nobles asked.

A chorus of chortles swept through the
guests, and Torelius himself smiled widely and nodded. “You’re
right, of course. The Kristoff family has been a blight on the
Empire for generations…but no more. Gabriel’s death presents with a
truly unique opportunity. Our Empire has suffered greatly this past
year, but with your help I’m certain we can steer this ship back on
its proper course.”

Most of the guests cheered, though their
applause wasn’t as enthusiastic as I’d expected. Half the people
here probably hated Torelius as much as we did; they simply saw his
coat tails as their only viable path to power.

“We have much to discuss in the coming
days—and even more to plan,” Torelius went on. “But this is a night
for celebration. This is a night where we enjoy the bounty of the
gods and the spoils of war they have provided for us.” He sauntered
over to the pilloried slaves near the center of the room and placed
his hand upon their bare buttocks. “For my loyal vassals and
patrons, I offer you these ripe, unsullied beauties for your
enjoyment. Have as much fun with them as you wish—they won’t be
worth nearly as much tomorrow!”

This time the cheers were a bit more
raucous, and a fresh wave of nausea washed over me. I knew there
was nothing we could do for the three women—not yet, anyway—but the
more Torelius spoke the more I was tempted to unleash my power and
burn him to cinders right then and there.

“But before you indulge yourselves,” he
said, raising his hands as several of the noblemen stood and
approached the pillories, “I have yet another gift for you. We all
know that Gabriel Kristoff was a fool and a traitor, and we’re
delighted that the gods have finally punished him for his sins. But
there is another traitor among us who is still alive, and he is my
true gift for you tonight.”

Torelius gestured behind him. A few seconds
later a pair of legionnaires emerged from the concealed door
hauling a shackled man between them.

Larric.

I gasped despite myself. I hadn’t expected
them to treat him kindly, obviously, but this was even worse than
I’d imagined. He’d been stripped completely naked, and there were
whip marks all across his back and legs. He was barely conscious;
his head sagged back and forth as they dragged him near the center
of the room. Another set of soldiers arrived carrying a new
pillory, and they made a show of thrusting the prisoner’s arms and
neck through the holes.

Torelius turned back to the ground. “Allow
me to introduce Larric Aresi, former Inquisitor of the Triad and
former captain of the Guard for Duke Kristoff. He was a good man
once. He was a loyal servant of the Covenant and of the
Empire.”

The general paced in front of the prisoner
and scowled. “You may have heard the stories about his encounter
with a vaeyn warlock several years ago,” he went on. “He spun a
ludicrous tale about ‘cooperation’ and ‘battling a common enemy,’
but everyone knew he was lying. The Hierophant stripped of him of
his position and his powers, but in her infinite mercy she offered
him exile rather than execution.” Torelius stopped and spit on
Larric’s face. “In return for her leniency, he joined the Faedari
rebels and betrayed the Empire. Now, at long last, he will finally
face justice.”

The cheers grew dark and onerous. The nobles
craved blood just like they were watching a fight in the gladiator
pits. I knew from experience that the vast majority of the men and
women here had never set foot on a battlefield; their lives had
been blissfully free of hardship or struggle. Somehow that made the
almost feral bloodlust in their eyes even more disturbing.

Torelius pulled a long, serrated dagger from
his belt and twirled the blade in his fingertips. “The Hierophant
wanted him executed immediately, but thankfully my friends in the
church were able to buy him a bit more time.” He winked at Jodai
and the other Inquisitors in attendance. “Now more than ever, our
precious Empire needs unity. And for us to have unity, everyone
must understand the price for betrayal.”

He paced back over to Larric and pressed the
flat of the blade against his neck. I flinched reflexively, and the
Aether surged through me. I refused to allow Torelius to harm
Larric even if I had to blow our cover—

“This extends beyond rogue Inquisitors and
deserting soldiers, of course,” the general went on, slowly an
unexpectedly retracting the blade. “Kristoff may have been the
first to turn his back against the Legion, but he was hardly the
last. Duchess Farrow followed in his footsteps, and many others
have since—including, regrettably, one of the people in this very
room.”

Torelius turned and looked right at us. My
heart stopped in my chest, and every muscle in my body froze.

“Lady Muriel Ryleen,” he said. “We haven’t
spoken in some time. I’m so glad you were able to attend.”

“General?” Ryleen replied. I could feel the
sudden trepidation in her thoughts, but to her credit her body and
voice remained perfectly calm.

“According to your house servants, you were
supposed to be at your family’s estate in Rivani by now. I’m
honored you decided to cancel your trip just to attend tonight’s
festivities.”

Every single person in the chamber scowled
at her. Even the nobles in the alcoves stopped toying with their
avenari and turned to watch the proceedings. Ryleen, for her
part, merely furrowed her brow in confusion.

“I delayed my departure a few days,” she
said. “Is there a problem, General?”

“I’d ask you to tell me, but sadly we both
know that would be waste of time. Instead I’ll get right to the
point.” Torelius swept his eyes across the chamber, a smug,
self-satisfied smirk plastered on his face. Knowing him, he had
probably been practicing this speech in front of his mirror all
afternoon. “When the Hierophant arrived in the city, she told me a
great deal about the growing unrest in Rivani. Her agents—loyal men
and women serving the Covenant—recently raided a Faedari base on
the southern coast and uncovered some very interesting
information.”

“General, I don’t understand what—”

“Evidently, the good baroness has been
providing our enemies with sensitive information for several years
now,” he interrupted. “She disguised her role well, of course, but
the Hierophant agreed with me that the evidence can only lead to
one inexorable conclusion.”

“Evidence?” Ryleen breathed. “What
‘evidence’ are you talking about? I have been a loyal servant of
the Empire my entire life!”

As the other nobles began to slowly back
away from us, I risked a quick glance over to Astanya. She’d barely
moved; her head remained bowed, and her hands rested calmly in
front of her. When her blue eyes eventually flicked up to meet
mine, they weren’t filled with panic like I expected—they were as
calm and patient as normal. Behind her mask, I saw her lips mouth a
single word: patience.

“I might have believed that if I hadn’t seen
the documents myself,” Torelius went on, unfettered. He slowly
sauntered towards us, his dagger still flipping back and forth
between his hands. “Even then, I might have at least given you the
chance to exonerate yourself…but then my associates informed me
that you didn’t come here alone.”

He stopped directly in front of us, and
after he glared at Ryleen for a few more seconds his eyes gradually
drifted over to me. “You didn’t really believe you could just walk
in here with Kristoff’s prized cunt and get away with it, did
you?”

Ryleen shook her head. “What in the bloody
void are you talking about?”

This time, her voice was trembling. She knew
it was too late…and so did I.

“I’d recognize those marvelous green eyes
anywhere,” Torelius said. “So would half the men in this room, I’d
wager. Why don’t we find out?”

Before I could move or speak, he backhanded
me across the face. My mask shattered, and I hit the ground so hard
I skidded for several feet until I crashed into one of the support
columns. Without the protection of the mask, I had no doubt that my
nose would have broken; even with it, the pain was so intense my
vision went black. By the time I recovered, one of the nearby
guards grabbed onto my arms and wrenched them behind my back.

“You see? I knew they’d remember your face,”
Torelius said as a series of awed gasps rippled throughout the
chamber. “They never found her remains in Kristoff’s estate. Nor
did they find the remains of her co-conspirator.”

Another of his soldiers grabbed onto Astanya
from behind and forced her to her knees. The man tore off her
semen-splattered mask and hurled it across the room.

“My adjutant recognized you the instant you
arrived,” Torelius said. “You should consider yourselves fortunate
that he decided to have some fun with you before he killed you.” He
snorted and pivoted back to the crowd. “We all knew that Gabriel
Kristoff was a fool, but as it turns out we actually overestimated
him. He unwittingly invited a Faedari agent into his estate…and she
murdered him.”

Another round of gasps rippled through the
room. In desperation, I tried to struggle free of the guard’s
hands, but then I felt the cold steel of a blade at my throat.

“No one will miss Gabriel, of course, but
that’s hardly the point,” Torelius said, shifting his focus back
upon Ryleen. “These two cunts never could have escaped the Covenant
without your help, and now you’ve smuggled them into my home. Why?
Do you want them to try and kill me, too?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,”
Ryleen protested. “You have to believe me!”

“No, I don’t,” the general muttered. He
signaled to his men, and they quickly rushed forward and grabbed
her as well. “Tonight is a night for justice. Four traitors, four
executions…all for the entertainment of my loyal friends.”

The gasps and hushed murmurs were swiftly
replaced by raucous cheers. Some were motivated were bloodlust, but
most, I imagined, were motivated purely by fear. Everyone in this
room had secrets—secrets I’d seen when I’d reached into their
minds—and they were all terrified that Torelius would turn his eyes
on them next. Inquisitors needed an Inquisition, after all, and I
had no doubt that the Hierophant and her goons would attempt to use
this to her advantage.

But right now, I didn’t care about the
politics or long-term implications. I cared about the man holding
me in place; I cared about the fact that Larric was barely fifteen
feet away from me and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about
it.

“You’re making a mistake,” Ryleen hissed.
“My family will never stand for this!”

“Your family will do exactly as they’re
told,” Torelius said. “Assuming they want to live, anyway. Now gag
her. I’ve no interest in listening to the words of a traitor.”

His soldiers obeyed. They locked her wrists
and ankles behind her with shackles, then quickly shoved one of the
slave gags into her mouth. She continued thrashing in place, her
eyes wide in terror, until one of the soldiers smacked her to the
floor.

“As for you, little cunt,” Torelius
whispered as he leaned down over me. “I always knew there was
something wrong with you. Gabriel was far too overprotective—he
practically threw a fit when I said I wanted to keep you. Why? If
he cared about you so much, why would you betray him? Was that your
plan all along?”

I wanted to kill him. I didn’t care about
the consequences now; without the knife at my throat I would have
tried to channel and take out as many of his people as I could
before overwhelmed me. But I couldn’t cast a spell without my
hands, and I was so angry I couldn’t focus on anything besides the
general’s fat, disgusting face.

“I could tell him to cut off your tits,” he
said. “I could tell him to slice off those stupid mongrel ears of
yours. But there’s no point, is there? One way or another, you’ll
tell me everything I need to know eventually. My cock will make
certain of it.”

He leaned away, chortling sadistically as he
waved towards the back entrance yet again. “Before the festivities
begin, I have one last surprise. We all know that the Legion has
suffered significant losses this year, and we all know that the
vaeyn are not to be underestimated. They are cunning and ruthless,
and they’ll stop at nothing to ravage our cities and defile our
temples.” His grin widened. “But now I’m here to report that we’ve
achieved our first major victory. Two days ago, I ordered the First
Legion to advance into eastern Glorinfel to reclaim some of our
lost territory…and my men succeeded. Fort Gransius is now back
under our control.”

The nobles cheered, and this time it was
completely genuine. Whatever their true feelings about Torelius,
they all hated the vaeyn.

“The victory was not without plunder,”
Legate Maxos put in from across the room. “For the first time in
this war we were able to take prisoners—prison that will allow us
to show the world once and for all that the Veshari Empire reigns
supreme. Those who oppose us shall die…or submit to the will of the
Triad.”

Once again his men emerged from the back
entrance, and once again they had a prisoner with them. My heart
sunk in my chest, and I almost screamed despite the knife at my
throat.

“I present to you tonight’s grand
spectacle,” Torelius said. “A proud Shadow Knight of Sulinor. The
very warlock Larric conspired with all those years ago.”

I grit my teeth in disbelief. Like Larric,
Karethys had been stripped naked, gagged, and bound at her wrists
and ankles. Her gray skin remained unblemished, however, at least
aside from the glowing magical tattoos covering the right side of
her body. Her luminescent violet eyes pulsed with impotent rage,
and I could see her arm and leg muscles flex as she struggled
against her restraints.

“The tide of this war has finally turned, my
friends,” Torelius said, his dark smile as wide as I’d ever seen
it. “And it’s time for all of us to properly enjoy its spoils.”

 


 



Chapter Six: Judgment

 


While the general’s men hauled Karethys
forward, I closed my eyes and tried to convince myself that none of
this was real. I must have been dreaming. I must have still
been back in the safe house with Astanya curled up next to me.
There was no way everything could have gone this badly. There was
no way our plan could have failed so miserably.

And yet…

A loud thump forced me to reopen my
eyes just as the general’s men slammed Karethys face-first onto the
dining table. While one man held her cheek flat against the wood,
the other shackled her ankles to the legs of the table, forcing her
knees apart. They left her wrists bound tightly behind her
back.

“The vaeyn must learn the same lesson as
their fair cousins,” Torelius said, snapping his fingers off to the
side. A pair of avenari immediately rushed over and began
removing his armor. “The gods placed them on this world to submit.
And in submission, they will ultimately find joy and purpose. They
will abandon their heretical ways. They will seek forgiveness for
their sins. And the Triad, in their infinite wisdom, will grant all
their children absolution.”

The nobles nodded in agreement, and some
even clapped softly when the avenari finally freed the
general’s cock from his trousers. The head was so stiff and swollen
it looked like it could burst at any instant. His slaves scattered
away once their work was done, terrified that they might
inadvertently set him off and ruin his moment.

“But before absolution, there must be
judgment,” Torelius said, slowly sauntering up to the table behind
Karethys. “And with judgment comes punishment.”

He placed his hand upon the dark elf’s back
and slowly traced his fingers from her shoulder blades all the way
down to her ass. Her body trembled with rage while his shivered in
anticipation. When he jabbed the tip of his cockhead into her
nether entrance, I was surprised he didn’t erupt all over her
back.

A collective gasp rippled through the
onlooking crowd, and Torelius’s eyes drifted over to Larric. The
former Inquisitor was barely conscious now, but I could see the
recognition in his eyes. He knew what was going on, and he knew he
was powerless to stop it. All of us were.

Tears streaked down my face, and it was in
that instant I decided I would rather die right here and now than
allow Torelius to rape her. I writhed and struggled against my
assailant, fully expecting him to slit my throat when I refused to
submit—

“Chu set, mellonamin,” he whispered
into my ear. “I’navaste naa yassen lye.”

My heart froze. Why in the void would an
Imperial soldier speak elven? And why would he—

And then, without any warning whatsoever,
three of the villa’s guards turned and smashed the glowstones
mounted on the walls between the alcoves. Half the chamber went
dark, and the instant the shadows draped over Karethys she
disappeared.

My mouth fell open. She had shadow-walked
somewhere; my eyes scanned the room for her even as the rest of the
general’s guards drew their weapons…

“What?” Torelius yelped. His hands fell flat
against the dinner table, and his cock twitched in mid-air. “Where
in the void—?”

He never finished the sentence. The tip of a
sword abruptly burst through his chest, spraying the table with
blood. A collective gasp shuddered through the chamber, and when he
finally collapsed to his knees everyone could see Karethys standing
behind him.

“Olot dos!” she hissed.

The moment Torelius’s body hit the floor,
the knife at my throat vanished. I turned just in time to watch the
guard who’d been holding me draw his crossbow and fire at one of
the other soldiers. The scene repeated all around me—the men who
had smashed the glowstones also drew their own weapons and fired,
killing several of the Imperials before they even knew what was
happening. In the blink of an eye, the chamber descended into a
violent, chaotic melee.

My body screamed at me to scramble for cover
even while my mind tried to process what was going on. There was
only one explanation, of course—the vaeyn had managed to infiltrate
the villa after all, and their disguises had been far more
effective than mine. In the span of just a few seconds, they had
killed or wounded most of the general’s soldiers. Their only real
challenge would be Jodai and the other Inquisitors. They had all
shielded themselves in Aetheric barriers, drawn their weapons, and
charged at the intruders to prevent them from reloading.

“Elara!” Astanya called out as she slid down
next to me. The man who’d been holding her was lying nearby in a
pool of blood. “Go and untie Larric. I’ll cover you!”

Before I could reply, she pounced across the
room and tackled a terrified Imperial noble. The old man clearly
wasn’t a warrior, and she just as clearly didn’t care. Astanya
ripped the ceremonial dagger from his belt and slashed open his
throat, then promptly lunged towards another target while he was
still flopping on the floor like a dying fish.

For several long, horrifying seconds, I was
paralyzed. My thoughts flashed back to the bandit attack outside
the Aetherium. I’d stood there, frozen in terror, as Larric had
carved through our assailants one by one. I’d never had any real
combat training, obviously, and every time I’d been forced to
defend myself I had acted out of pure instinct.

This time needed to be different. Gritting
my teeth, I willed myself to ignore the distractions and dash
towards Larric. He was still barely conscious, but the men who’d
been guarding him were now frantically trying to swarm the naked,
tattooed vaeyn woman who had just impaled their master. My hands
fiddled with the pillory locks; I knew exactly how to open them,
but my fingers refused to stop trembling. I bit down on my lip so
hard I tasted blood, and I screamed at myself to calm down and
focus—

Just before I freed his hand, a pair of cold
steel gauntlets grabbed onto my arms and violently hurled me away
from the pillory. I tumbled across the floor and only stopped when
I crashed against another support column. Bracing my left hand on
the floor, I leaned up to see Legate Maxos looming over me, his
sword drawn and ready.

“You treacherous cunt!” he snarled. “I knew
I should have killed you the moment you walked in the door!”

Time slowed to a halt as the steel tip of
his blade speared towards my heart. I couldn’t move; I couldn’t
breathe. I couldn’t do anything at all, but somehow I felt the
Aether explode inside me anyway. A shimmering barrier materialized
around me, sheathing my body in a mantle of protective energy.
Maxos’s sword should have skewered me against the support column,
but instead it deflected harmlessly aside as if I were clad in a
suit of plate mail.

“What?” he gasped. “How…?”

Before he got an answer, I saw Lady Ryleen
charge him from out of the corner of my eye. She slammed into him
hard enough that he lost his balance and tumbled over. While he was
stunned, she plucked a fallen sword from the corpse of a dead guard
then lunged forward to finish him off.

It was her last mistake. Just before she
impaled him, Maxos spun around and parried her wild thrust with the
practiced precision of a trained soldier. Her sword skittered out
of reach, and he back-handed her across the face before she could
recover. She hit the ground even harder than I had, and before she
could recover Maxos plunged his blade through her back.

“Wretched aeynshok,” he spat. “Triad
damn you!”

I screamed. Rage flowed through me as easily
as the Aether, and it burned away the last paralyzing mental
tethers holding me in place.

“When I’m finished with you, I will find
your friend,” Maxos growled as he whirled around, blood dripping
from his sword. “I will hold her down and rape her until she learns
her place!”

Once again he reared back and thrust his
sword at my chest, but this time my instincts took over. The Aether
crackled in my palms, and I blasted him with a white-hot cone of
fire. Shrieking in shock and pain, he recoiled and dropped his
weapon as the flames seared his flesh. By the time his body finally
crumpled to the floor, he was barely recognizable as human.

Larric. You have to help Larric!

The stench of death filled my nostrils; the
sounds of battle filled my ears. My jaw and skull were both
pounding, and I wanted nothing more than to run out of here
screaming and never look back. But when my eyes returned to Larric,
I crawled to my feet and lunged back over to the pillory. I ripped
open the locks, and he immediately slumped into my arms and
groaned. Even stripped naked, he was too heavy for me to carry. He
needed to be strong enough to walk or this wasn’t going to
work.

“Larric,” I breathed into his ear. I
channeled the Aether through my hands and cast the strongest
healing spell I could manage. It wasn’t much, unfortunately, and
most of his wounds were internal. I might not have been skilled
enough to actually help him…

“Elara?” he gasped as his blue eyes abruptly
fluttered open. “What are you—?”

“We have to get out of here, and you have to
trust me,” I told him. “Can you stand?”

He swallowed and nodded. “I think so.”

“Then we need to go!”

I slung his arm over my shoulder and started
walking towards the back exit the vaeyn had ostensibly cleared for
our escape. All around us, the party had devolved into an outright
massacre. Bloody corpses were strewn across the floor, including at
least two of the disguised vaeyn. Most of the nobles had fled
upstairs, but that had remained behind—either because they were
slow or because they’d foolishly stood their ground—had all been
killed. For the moment, Karethys and her people had everything
under control, but from the noises above I knew more soldiers were
on the way. With the element of surprise gone, the vaeyn
infiltrators were now badly outnumbered.

Even still, the carnage was surreal. One
naked dark elf with a sword had cut down so many Imperials that her
glowing tattoos were barely visible through the blood. I could feel
the Aether pouring off her, shielding her as well as any armor.

“Come on, let’s go!” Astanya shouted from
behind me. Her dress was as tattered and bloody as a midwife’s rag,
but she seemed unhurt. She rushed over and slung Larric’s other arm
over her shoulder to help. “Jukatta, I really wish he could
walk…”

“I can,” Larric insisted, clenching his jaw
and bracing himself. He’d finally snapped out of his pain-induced
stupor; his eyes were flicking around the chamber and drinking
everything in. A bit of color had returned to his skin, and his
weight left my shoulders.

“More guards are on the way,” Astanya
warned. “We’ll stay and cover your escape as long as we can.”

I glanced up as another group of
legionnaires charged down the stairs. Karethys and her surviving
men fired a quick volley from their crossbows, but the soldiers
caught most of the bolts with their shields. The two groups clashed
in melee a moment later, and I knew were out of time.

“I’ll see you at the rendezvous,” Astanya
promised. “Now get moving before—”

Her voice abruptly cut out as her eyes
bulged open and her body went stiff. My brow furrowed in confusion,
and I leaned forward to see if she was all right…

And then she slumped to the floor, a
crossbow bolt jutting out of her back.

“No!” I shrieked, diving to my knees. Lying
prone ten feet behind her, a now-empty crossbow clutched in his
wobbly hand, was General Torelius.

“For the Empire,” he rasped, blood bubbling
from his mouth. “You will not…you will never…”

He was seconds from death. The most powerful
healing magic wouldn’t have been able to staunch his wounds; it was
nothing short of a miracle that he was still conscious. But even if
he’d collapsed right then and there—even if I’d been able to watch
his lungs gulp down their final breath—it wouldn’t have been
enough. I had been suppressing my rage for so long that when it
finally exploded, no force in the world could have contained
it.

I thrust my palms forward and unleashed a
torrent of crackling green energy from my fingertips. It wasn’t
merely fire or electricity; it was raw, primal Aetheric power. The
jagged bolts disintegrated everything they touched—clothing, flesh,
even stone—but not before Torelius’s screams echoed across the
walls one final time.

Karethys and her vaeyn turned to see what
was happening even as they engaged the legionnaires, and under
different circumstances the distraction might have even cost them
their lives. But not this time. Once Torelius was gone, I directed
my assault towards the stairs. The bolts sought out targets almost
like they were living tendrils of pure energy; they arced from my
fingertips and burned through the soldiers’ shields, armor, and
flesh. Soon there was nothing left of them besides scattered piles
of black ash.

“Netharine…”

I released my hold on the Aether and glanced
down at Astanya. Larric had rolled her over into his arms, but her
face was pale and blue her eyes were distant. Blood trickled from
her lips even as she smiled at me one last time.

“They can only kill me once,” she whispered.
“I still win.”

“Astanya,” I gasped, dropping back down to
the floor and touching her cheeks. But it was already too late.

“Wun aphyon sel’nosst,” Karethys said
from behind me. I whipped my head around to look at her, my eyes
stinging from tears. “She was right about you, abbil.”

There were a thousand things I wanted to
say. There were a thousand things I wanted to scream. But when my
mouth opened, nothing emerged by silence.

“Get her out of here,” Karethys said to
Larric. “We’ll stay behind and rescue as many of the slaves as we
can.”

“Right,” he said, nodding and placing his
hand on my arm. His skin was warm, his grip was strong, and his
eyes were more reassuring than anything I’d seen in a long time.
“Come with me, Elara. We’ll mourn for her later. We’ll mourn for
all of them later.”

We ran. I did not look back.


Chapter Seven: Escape

 


The vaeyn had cleared the villa’s tunnels
just like they had promised. When Larric and I finally peeked above
ground, a dozen small rafts were waiting for us on the shoreline
along with a pair of Karethys’s soldiers. They were crouched atop
the bodies of the estate guards who had wandered too close.

Without waiting for an explanation, they
escorted us onto one of the rafts and pushed us out into the lake.
The water was calm, mercifully, and the moonlight sparkled on the
surface almost like it was lighting our path to freedom. I focused
all my concentration on helping Larric paddle. My arms felt like
they were about to fall off by the time we reached the center of
the lake, but I kept stroking nonetheless—partially because I
wanted to reach the rendezvous as soon as possible and partially
because the muscle pain helped distract me from the horrors I’d
just witnessed.

I wouldn’t have been especially surprised if
there had been an Imperial battalion waiting for us on the other
side. A small part of me actually looked forward to it. I would
have been glad to unleash everything I had at them, and I wondered
morbidly how many more humans I could kill before they finally
struck me down. But thankfully the world didn’t nourish my
shock-induced nihilism, and there wasn’t a soul in sight when we
finally reached land. We stumbled off the raft and rushed into
forest, and we traveled several miles inland before I finally
collapsed from exhaustion.

“We should be well ahead of their
reinforcements by now,” Larric said when he flopped down in the
dirt next to me. Despite the fact he was clutching his chest and
wincing between breaths, he looked far healthier than when he’d
been trapped in the pillory. “They’ll send hounds and riders
eventually, but we should have some time.”

When I didn’t respond, he reached out and
placed his hand on my forearm. I could feel his pain and fatigue
but also his bewildered gratitude. He still didn’t know exactly
what had happened, but I was too weak to explain. And now that we
finally had a moment of downtime, the gravity of the situation
crashed down on me all at once. I shivered. I cried. I dug my
fingers into the soil and clawed aimlessly at the dirt.

It could have been an hour or a month or a
year before the tears finally stopped. Larric held me tightly in
his arms the entire time.

“I don’t even know where to begin,” he
whispered into the long silence.

“Kristoff is dead,” I rasped.

“What? How?”

“The Faedari sent Astanya to protect me.
When Kristoff tried to hurt me, she killed him.”

Larric murmured something unintelligible. It
almost sounded like a prayer. “She helped you escape and contact
the vaeyn,” he reasoned. “They should have gotten you out of the
city right away. Why in the void did they send you after me?”

“Because I told them to,” I said. “I wasn’t
going to leave without you. I had to get you away from the Covenant
before…before…”

His hand rubbed at my back. “I don’t
understand. Why would you take that kind of risk for me?”

I slowly pushed myself up into a crouch and
rubbed my sopping nose with the back of my hand. “You saved my
life.”

“Elara, you dragged me from Lakewatch all
the way to a Legion camp in the Wreath. You offered yourself to
Torelius just so his healers would help me. You don’t owe me
anything!”

“You would have done the same for me,” I
said, finally mustering the courage to look at him. “I wasn’t going
to let them hurt you.”

Larric shook his head and slumped against
the nearby tree. “I’m not worth it, believe me,” he muttered. “You
should have left me behind.”

“Maybe. But that was my choice to make.”

He stared at me for a long moment, his face
unreadable. His emotional walls were still too difficult for me to
penetrate without physically touching him, but his eyes were as
soft as I’d ever seen them.

Silence fell over us again, and I glanced
away and focused on my breathing. My pulse gradually settled, and
after another few minutes I finally allowed myself to reflect on
everything that had just happened. I saw Astanya’s lifeless face
looking up at me, but her eyes were filled with hope rather than
fear. She didn’t regret what she’d done for an instant. She had
believed in me—a woman she hardly knew—right to the bitter end.

The thought made me nauseous with guilt.

“We’re supposed to rendezvous at the base of
the Amareskan Fjord near the border of the Wreath,” I said several
minutes later. “There’s a vaeyn battalion camped in the hills.
They’ll escort us northwest to a Faedari base in Sorthaal. After
that…I don’t know.”

“I didn’t know they had a base in Sorthaal,”
Larric murmured. “Maybe they’re ready for another offensive.”

I swallowed again when my memories flashed
back to the battle in the villa. The energy I’d summoned, the
people I’d killed…it almost felt like I’d been inside someone
else’s body watching everything unfold. I knew I still had a great
deal to learn about my powers, but I’d never imagined I could
unleash anything so destructive.

“I bet the general was quite happy to learn
about Kristoff’s death,” Larric commented. “I overheard some vague
comments while they were torturing me, but I was too distracted to
understand the context. When Torelius finally showed up, he said he
planned to have me executed in front of his friends. I wasn’t sure
why—I just assumed he was being a sadistic bastard like usual.”

“There’s more you need to know,” I said
softly. “A great deal has happened, far more than seems possible
for just a few days.”

“All right,” he murmured, craning his neck
and glancing behind us. “I suppose now’s the best time.”

I nodded and braced myself. There was no
elegant way to explain everything, so I decided that I might as
well just give him the basics. “The last time I saw you, Kristoff
was about to send me off to meet with Emperor Lucian.”

“He had me arrested that night. I spent a
lot of hours inside my cell wondering what had happened to you. I
was afraid that Lucian had turned you over to the Covenant. I kept
expecting them to drag you in front of me and…” Larric’s lip
twitched. “I feared the worst.”

“Lucian didn’t harm me,” I said. “Quite the
opposite, really. He wasn’t what I expected. He’s…well, he’s
Unbound.”

Larric blinked. “What?

I sighed. I’d had almost exactly the same
conversation with Astanya just a few days ago, and she’d reacted
the same way. “He’s been working with the vaeyn to sabotage the
Empire from within,” I explained. It sounded more ludicrous every
time I spoke the words aloud. “He wants them to destroy the
Covenant and the Grand Dukes so that he’ll have total control. Once
they’re gone, he plans to rebuild a new Empire…one where the
Unbound rule everything and everyone.”

“That’s…” Larric shook his head. “That’s
completely insane.”

“There’s more,” I murmured. “He’s also
discovered a way to empower his closest servants. He doesn’t need
the Covenant to channel the Aether. He can create his own army of
channelers, and there’s nothing they can do to stop him.”

Larric’s mouth opened then abruptly closed.
I understood his confusion—my face had probably looked exactly the
same when the Emperor had described his plans to me. The Godstone
had been the foundation of the Covenant’s power since the founding
of the Empire. With it, they controlled access to magic; no one
could channel the Aether without their consent and oversight.
Except the Unbound, of course, which was precisely why they hunted
down and destroyed us at every opportunity.

“I wouldn’t believe it if I hadn’t seen it
first-hand,” I said. “But I did. It’s all true.”

“And Karethys is just going along with
this?” Larric asked.

“I don’t know. I barely had a chance to
speak with her or any of the other vaeyn. I just know what Lucian
told me.” I shrugged. “But you said that the vaeyn see the Covenant
as the real power in the Empire. Perhaps it’s an alliance of
convenience. Lucian didn’t seem bothered that I was an elf. In
fact, he almost seemed happy about it for whatever reason. He told
me that he doesn’t care about race—he just cares about the Unbound
uniting together.”

“What are you up to, abbil?” Larric
whispered, running a hand back through his hair.

I cocked an eyebrow at him. “What does that
mean?”

“Karethys. She’s up to something. She’s
always up to something.” Larric sighed. “Back in Skyfall,
she warned me that there was more going on here than I realized.
She also said she’d find a way to tell me everything sooner or
later.”

“So why didn’t she? You two are obviously
close.”

“Our relationship
is…complicated.”

He didn’t elaborate. I wanted to press, but
I knew that now wasn’t the time. Perhaps later, when we weren’t
still running for our lives…

“None of this really changes anything, at
least not right now,” Larric added eventually. “We still need to
reach the rendezvous as quickly as possible.”

I nodded. I still felt tired and drained,
but I knew that sitting here beneath this tree for a few more
minutes wasn’t going to change that. We’d have to stop again
eventually, but the more distance we put between us as the
Imperials, the better.

“Astanya had me study the escape route
before we left,” I said. “I think I recognize this area. The forest
line is only a few more miles north, and we could find a copse or
stream or something to rest at for a while.”

“Good idea,” Larric replied, standing. I saw
him grimace in at the movement despite his best efforts to hide his
pain. “Once we’re deeper inside the forest, the hounds will have
more trouble tracking us.”

I followed closely behind him. Every time my
legs or feet ached, I made a promise to myself: I was not going to
squander this opportunity. Astanya and Ryleen had bought me freedom
with their lives, and I was going to find a way to honor their
memories.

I had to.

 



Chapter Eight: Revelations

 


Dawn had long since passed by the time we
reached the edge of the Telvalien Forest. The mental image of
Astanya’s map was still fresh in my mind, and I knew we could have
reached the rendezvous a half a day earlier if we merged with the
only road in this part of the countryside. But Larric agreed that
cover was more valuable than speed—even if the Empire weren’t
searching for us, a pair of mostly-naked people traipsing about the
wild would draw attention—and so we wound our way through the
underbrush and pushed ahead for several more hours.

I would have gladly continued even longer,
but when we reached a wide, clear water stream Larric decided it
was probably the best and safest place for us to rest for several
miles. Before I could agree, he approached the water’s edge and
collapsed into the dirt.

I rushed forward and dove down next to him.
“Jukatta!”

“It’s all right,” he said. His face had
completely drained of color, and when I touched his arm I could
feel his pain coursing through the Aether like an electric
current.

“No, it’s not,” I told him. “Stay
still…maybe there’s something I can do for your wounds.”

His teeth grit so hard I was surprised they
didn’t break. “I’ll be fine, I just need to—”

I cupped my hand over his mouth and helped
him lean up against a tree stump. “You should have told me what was
going on! We could have stopped hours ago.”

Larric started to protest, but apparently he
couldn’t muster the energy. “Maybe you’re right.”

I shook my head and placed my palms on his
bare chest. Aside from the bruises on his stomach and the lash
marks on his back, I couldn’t find any visible wounds. Taking a
deep breath, I gently probed around with my fingertips in search of
a sore spot…

“The damage is internal,” Larric breathed.
“Something’s broken and probably bleeding. The weapons the
Inquisitors use for torture…” He swallowed and shook his head.
“There’s nothing you can do, not all the way out here.”

“You don’t know that for certain,” I
protested. I cringed every time my fingertips crossed over one of
his bruises. I couldn’t even begin to imagine how many times they
had struck him. And I didn’t want to imagine what other
torments he’d endured…

“I’m weaker than I thought,” he said
gravely. “You should go on ahead. You can’t afford to slow down
with—”

“Shut up,” I told him, settling one palm on
either side of his stomach. “Let me concentrate and see what I can
do.”

Larric sighed. “Elara…”

“I told you to be quiet,” I repeated. “Stop
whining and let me help you.”

Drawing in a deep breath, I reached out to
the Aether and allowed its energies to flow between us. I only knew
a few restorative channeling techniques—Master Kristoff had just
taught me the very basics—but considering how rapidly my other
powers had been growing I saw no reason why my healing skills
couldn’t also. Besides, it wasn’t as if there was anything else I
could do. We didn’t have any poultices or salves, and I couldn’t
exactly drag him to another Legion camp.

For lack of any other ideas, I focused on
his pain and tried to follow the sensations to their source. The
path was long and winding, but I could feel something beyond
his flesh and bone. It was almost like a hard knot in a long piece
of rope, and I was reasonably confident I could unravel it if I was
careful enough.

“Argh,” he grunted. “What are you
doing?”

“Trying to help,” I murmured. “It might be
uncomfortable, but…well, you’ll just have to trust me.”

“I do.”

My eyes flicked up to his. His face was
still creased, and his discomfort and fatigue were obvious. But I
didn’t see or sense even the smallest twinge of anxiety. He really
did trust me.

Flashing him a tight smile, I glanced back
down to his chest and started unwinding the knot as gently as I
could. Every once in a while he would since in pain, but he never
pulled away or tried to make me stop. I knew it was dangerous to
attempt something like this without the proper knowledge, but I
also knew I didn’t have a choice. Either the Aether would guide me,
or all of this would have been for nothing.

I don’t know how long I sat there
channeling, but once I finished a wave of relief wash over Larric
like I’d dumped a bucket of cold water on his head. His breathing
steadied, his pain faded, and he touched the outside of my arms in
appreciation.

“Better?” I asked.

He nodded slowly. “Yes. I didn’t know you
could…”

“Neither did I,” I admitted, flashing him a
faint smile. “Everyone has always underestimated me. Myself most of
all.”

Larric smiled and touched my cheek. His
hands were so warm it sent a shiver of delight through my skin. My
tattered dress was so thin and flimsy it didn’t trap much heat, and
now that we’d stopped moving I belatedly realized just how chilly
it was out here. Larric should have been in even worse shape; he
was still buck naked, after all.

“Kristoff used to say that it can sometimes
take a few hours for healing techniques to have their full effect,”
I said. “You should lie here for a while and maybe try to
sleep.”

“Never argue with your healer.” Larric’s
eyes stayed on mine for another moment before he abruptly cleared
his throat and glanced away. “You’re probably exhausted now
too.”

“Not really,” I teased. “I’m not as helpless
as I appear, you know.”

He smiled, though he didn’t look at me
again, at least not directly. Every few seconds his gaze would
return to my hands on his chest. I had completely forgotten they
were there, but now that I remembered I still didn’t want to move
them. I enjoyed the warmth of his skin and the tautness of the
muscles. I especially enjoyed the fact it was making him so
uncomfortable.

On impulse, I began kneading my way down
from his sternum. He winced when I reached his belly.

“Another sore spot?” I asked.

“No, it…” Larric grimaced and shook his
head. “It just tickled. I think I’ll, uh…I think I’ll be all right
now.”

This time, his gaze shifted past my hands.
At first I thought he’d spotted something on the ground, but then I
realized his eyes were fixated on his lower body.

Specifically, on his rapidly stiffening
cock.

We had been so focused on putting distance
between us and Sanctum that I’d never really stopped to appreciate
the absurdity of our situation. We had no clothes, no horse, no
supplies…this had to be one of the saddest excuses for an escape in
history.

Still, it wasn’t all bad. As long as I was
physically touching Larric, I could read his surface emotions quite
easily. His endless gratitude for what I’d done, his latent anxiety
about the road ahead…and behind them both, locked away behind a
thick wall of conflicting emotions, his quietly smoldering
lust.

Smiling, I continued kneading my fingers
down his stomach until they reached his waist. I could feel him
struggling to control himself, but no matter how hard he tried he
couldn’t prevent his cock from swelling to its full length.

“Elara…” he warned.

“I just want to be certain I didn’t miss a
spot,” I whispered.

One by one, my fingers crawled up onto his
throbbing shaft while my thumb slowly curled around the base. I had
always appreciated his toned body even back when I’d been terrified
of him, and his cock was every bit as impressive as his taught
abdomen and thick biceps. I had watched it slip into the folds of
other women like Karethys and Duchess Cassandra of Korvale, and I’d
felt a twinge of jealousy each time he’d brought them to climax
with his skillful thrusts.

“Elara, this….this isn’t right.” Larric
placed a hand on my forearm and tugged gently, but I refused to
budge. “We need to stay focused.”

“I know what you want,” I cooed. “You can’t
hide it from me—I can feel it.”

“What I want is to get back on the road,” he
said, finally yanking hard enough to pull my fingers away.
“Please…let’s just move on.”

“You still need to rest,” I said. “And I’m
going to help.”

I wriggled out of his grip and crawled
forward until my lips were less than an inch from his. I could feel
the heat of his breath; I could feel the beat of his heart. His
hands clutched either side of my trim waist, and I wondered if he
might actually push me away.

When he didn’t, I leaned forward and kissed
him. My arms locked around his neck until my elbows nearly touched,
and his fingers crawled up my sides until they reached the thin
halter covering my breasts. For the first time since we’d met, his
true thoughts and emotions poured over me.

“When Kristoff first brought me home to the
mansion, I thought you despised me,” I whispered when I finally
pulled away. “You looked at me like I was dirt, but it was all act.
It’s always been an act. You thought I was—”

“Beautiful,” Larric murmured. “You’ve always
been beautiful.”

With the Aether coursing between us, I could
see the truth in his memories. Behind every glare, every
contemptuous snort, had been a deep, intractable sorrow. Sorrow
that he couldn’t protect me—sorrow that he’d been forced to play
the role of Kristoff’s goon.

“I would have taken you away if I could,” he
told me, his voice so soft it almost shattered in the breeze. “I
would have taken all of you away. But I was just one man, and I
told myself that in the long term, I could save a lot more lives by
playing along.” He grimaced. “Then I’d watch him parade you around
the estate like a pet. I’d hear him drag you into his quarters
and…”

I kissed him before he could finish. This
time, however, I unlocked my arms and slowly crawled my way back
down his chest with my left hand. His cock was already trembling by
the time my fingers curled back around the shaft.

He gulped so hard his neck bulged. “Elara,
we can’t—”

I placed my right hand over his lips. “Like
you said, never argue with your healer.”

After flashing him a coy smile, I crawled
the rest of the way down his body and slipped the tip of his cock
between my lips. I closed my eyes, half expecting him to flood my
throat with his seed, but I should have known better. His
fingernails scratched my back as he groaned in pleasure, and I felt
the last strands of his resistance evaporate like water on
smoldering steel. He wanted me. He craved me. And it was
finally time to show him just how much I craved him, too.

I gorged myself on his cock. Slowly at
first, like I was worshipping an idol with my tongue and lips, but
then quickly when the taste and passion overwhelmed me. I had no
trouble taking him deep into my throat despite his impressive
length, and he pawed at my hair and back, hesitant to take control
and guide me. Not that he needed to—the Aether whispered his
desires to me more clearly than words.

He wanted to restrain me. He wanted to
dominate me. But a lifetime of guilt and self-imposed penance made
him hold back. He was the only man I’d ever met who wanted to treat
me like an equal rather than a slave, and the thought nearly
brought me to tears.

Still, the bizarre truth of the matter was
that, deep down, I wanted to be dominated. I wanted him to
restrain me; I wanted him to fill my throat and bowels and quim
with his seed whenever and however he wanted. I didn’t want to be
anyone’s elf cunt—I wanted to be his elf cunt.

One day, I hoped, I would be able to explain
all of that to him. But right now I just wanted him inside me.

I gasped when his cock burst free from my
lips, the shaft glistening with saliva, and I quickly twisted my
hips and flung my left leg over his chest to straddle him. Larric
didn’t balk or hesitate; he grabbed my waist with both hands, and
he looked deep into my eyes as I steered his cock inside my burning
quim.

I shuddered so violently I was surprised I
didn’t reopen his wounds. My mind drifted, lost in bliss, and he
finally seized control. He ripped open the back of my halter and
freed my breasts, then yanked me forward and took them into his
mouth. My yelp of delight echoed through the forest, but I didn’t
care if every soldier in Sanctum heard us. All that mattered was
the feeling of his cock buried deep inside me.

My thighs strangled his waist, and my hips
milked his member as his fingernails dug into my waist. When my
breath caught in my throat as another climax shuddered through me,
I instinctively reached out to the Aether and pushed into his mind,
sharing my pleasure with him just as I’d done with Astanya.

It instantly pushed him over the edge. He
cried out as his cock erupted inside me, and every muscle in his
body spasmed like I’d just blasted him with a bolt of lightning. By
the time I finally came down my skin was glistening with sweat, and
I slumped forward and devoured his lips as hungrily as I’d devoured
his cock.

When I finally pulled back and met his eyes
again, I was simultaneously exhausted and renewed. I could have
fallen asleep right there in his arms, or I could have marched
halfway across Calhara.

“All right,” I whispered, cupping his chin
in my hands. “Maybe now you should get some rest.”

Larric smiled and ran his hand through my
hair. “That’s an interesting healing technique.”

“I guess I should have tried it back in
Lakewatch and saved us all some trouble.”

He chuckled softly. It might have been the
first time I’d ever heard him laugh.

“Maybe you should have,” he murmured, his
eyes glimmering. He pulled my lips back to his, and as we kissed I
kept my thighs clamped tightly around his waist. His cock had
mostly wilted inside me, but I didn’t care. I’d seen his stamina
first-hand; I knew he’d recover quickly with the proper
motivation.

“I know we can’t stay here much longer,” I
said when our lips finally parted again. “They’ll catch up to us
eventually.”

Larric nodded in agreement. “The faster we
reach the rendezvous, the better.”

“Yes. The only question is whether you feel
strong enough to walk.”

He smiled impishly, his fingers working
their way down my back to my waist. “Soon,” he said. “I might need
just a bit more encouragement.”

“I see,” I cooed, slowly bucking my hips
against him once more. I could feel his cock stirring back to life
inside me. “Then I suppose I should get started immediately.”

 


 



Chapter Nine: The Rendezvous

 


The midday sun had reached its peak by the
time we finally started walking again. My legs ached even more than
before we’d stopped, but the rest of my body had so much energy I
probably could have sprinted all the way to Sorthaal. We washed
ourselves off in the nearby stream before we set out, and I cast
aside the last remnants of my tattered dress. The fabric wasn’t
offering me any protection anyway.

We made excellent progress over the rest of
the afternoon despite our frequent “breaks.” An hour after we set
out, I pushed Larric against a tall oak, sank down to my knees, and
inhaled his cock until he spent deep in my throat. A few hours
after that we discovered another crystal-clear stream, and he bent
me over a stump and took me from behind while we stared at our
reflections in the water.

Intellectually, I knew we were being
ridiculous—the Empire was undoubtedly chasing us, and every minute
we weren’t moving was a minute they were gaining ground. But for
whatever reason, I couldn’t bring myself to care. Every time I
thought about the massacre in the villa my eyes watered and my
heart sank, and the only way I could think of anything else was to
look back at Larric and smile.

When night finally did fall, however, we
both focused our efforts on making as much progress as possible. I
knew from the scattered landmarks that we were close to the
Amareskan Fjord, which meant we were also close to the rendezvous.
We probably could have waited until morning to finish the trek, and
a part of me wanted nothing more than to spend an entire night
beneath the stars with my legs clamped around Larric’s waist. But
if Karethys and the others had escaped, they probably weren’t far
behind us. It was even conceivable that they’d taken a slightly
different route and already passed us.

“I’ve been here before,” Larric whispered as
we passed into a large, lush copse of trees. I could hear the water
rushing through the nearby inlet even though we couldn’t see it
yet. “It was probably five or six years ago. The Covenant had sent
us to pursue some rebels who were trying to catch a ship and escape
to sea.” He grunted softly. “I suppose that’s a little ironic.”

I nodded idly, resisting the impulse to ask
him what had happened to the rebels. One day, I hoped to learn more
about his time as an Inquisitor, even the parts that would be
difficult to hear. But that would have to wait.

“The camp should be less than a mile away,”
I said.

“And yet I haven’t spotted any scouts,” he
murmured, his eyes flicking back and forth across the trees. The
half-moon wasn’t providing much illumination, and his human eyes
were probably struggling to see much of anything.

“Is that unusual?”

Larric shrugged. “Yes and no. Any vaeyn
squad will definitely have lookouts, but the odds of seeing them
are…”

He trailed off, his brow creasing, before he
abruptly reached out and grabbed my wrist. I tried to follow his
gaze but didn’t notice anything.

“What’s wrong?”

“Boot prints,” he said, crouching and
pointing at a patch of ground less than ten yards ahead of us. “The
vaeyn would never be sloppy enough to leave such an obvious
trail.”

The hairs on the back of my neck started to
tingle. “Karethys could have brought others with her from the
villa. They could have passed through here a while ago.”

Larric shook his head. “She was trying to
rescue slaves. They wouldn’t leave prints like this.” He pursed his
lips in thought. “We can’t stay here. We might as well keep moving,
but stay as low to the ground as possible.”

“All right,” I whispered. For the first time
since our escape I wished we had clothes. “I’ll follow right behind
you.”

We crept ahead another for another minute or
so before I spotted a small camp just over hill. I pointed without
saying anything, hoping his human eyes could see the tents, and he
immediately put his hand on my back and pushed me down into the
grass. His eyes narrowed and his ears perked up. In the span of a
heartbeat, he had transformed back into the hardened warrior that
had terrified me for so long. He studied our surroundings with the
feral intensity of a beast that had just sensed an approaching
predator.

I held my breath and reached out to the
Aether. I didn’t sense anyone nearby, but there
was…something. It wasn’t a conscious mind, exactly, but
there was a residual turbulence, almost like the wake of a large
fish that had just passed through the water. The camp itself had
been abandoned; the fire was nearly spent, and the tents were
empty. I didn’t see any abandoned weapons or equipment, either.

“The vaeyn were here, but they must have
left a while ago,” I said. “Maybe they went ahead without us. Maybe
the others got here first and they—”

Larric shook his head. “That’s not a vaeyn
camp.”

I paused. “How do you know?”

“Because they wouldn’t bother with a
campfire. They can see perfectly fine in the darkness.”

“Right,” I whispered, my cheeks flushing
with embarrassment. I should have figured that out for myself.
“What about bandits?”

“There aren’t any roads, and without roads
there’s no merchant traffic.” Larric sighed softly and shook his
head. “That’s a Legion camp, probably for a small scouting
squad.”

The anxious knot in my stomach twisted. I
refused to believe that the Imperials would catch up to us now. We
were out of Sanctum; we were almost out of Veshar altogether. We
had come too far and sacrificed too much to get caught now.

“The Tel Bator channelers probably sent word
ahead to all the border garrisons,” Larric reasoned. “Still, they
have a lot of ground to cover. The odds that we’d run right into
them…”

“Do you think they captured the others?” I
asked. “They could have learned about the rendezvous from Karethys
or her men.”

“Maybe,” Larric murmured. His body was
tensed like a coiled snake, and his hand kept twitching around his
belt in search of a sword that wasn’t there.

“What should we do? I don’t know how to
reach the Faedari base without help.”

“We can’t stay here,” he said gravely.
“We’ll backtrack a bit and maybe run into the others if they’re
still behind us.”

I nodded reflexively. The odds of us running
into Karethys and the others seemed even worse than the odds of us
randomly stumbling into a Legion patrol, but I kept that thought to
myself. Larric was probably just trying to make me feel better. As
strange and surreal and wonderful as the last twenty four hours had
been, we wouldn’t be able to survive without supplies much longer.
And the longer we were forced to wait, the more likely we’d be
discovered.

“This way,” Larric said, grabbing my
hand.

We hopped up into a crouch and scurried
through the grass, staying as low as we could while still keeping
our balance. The cool night air blew through my hair, and the
scattered branches and rocks pricked at my bare feet. I tried to
keep my mind focused on the present, and I reached out through the
Aether again to see if I could sense anyone nearby—

The sudden flash of light in front of us was
so intense I screamed and covered my eyes. I tumbled to my knees,
completely blinded by the afterimage, but I heard the unmistakable
sound of soldiers readying their weapons nearby.

“Move and die, traitor!” a deep male voice
growled.

I almost ignored him. My panic transformed
into rage, and my rage transformed into hate. Despite my blindness,
I was tempted to unleash every spark of power I could muster in
their general direction. I knew I wouldn’t be able to destroy all
of them, but anything seemed better than just allowing them to
capture us…

“Go ahead and try it, elf cunt. Just give me
an excuse to put you down.”

As my blindness faded, I could make out the
shadowy silhouettes of at least ten Imperials fanned out around us
with swords or crossbows in hand. The speaker, a Tel Bator
channeler, had his hand thrust outward as he projected a shimmering
Aetheric barrier to protect himself. They knew exactly who I was
and what I was capable of. The only thing I didn’t understand was
why they hadn’t killed us already.

“Tie her up and gag her,” the officer
ordered. “The Emperor wants her alive and unbroken.” His eyes
flicked over to Larric. “He doesn’t care about the male. Shoot
him.”

“No!” I shrieked, thrusting out my hands and
conjured flames to my fingertips. The Imperials took aim with their
crossbows, and I knew there was no way I’d be able to breach their
barrier before they shot me—

And then, without any warning whatsoever,
the channeler screamed and collapsed forward. Before I could
move—before I could even blink—I heard the unmistakable
whoosh of something streaking past my head. A barrage of
crossbow bolts arced out from the darkness and struck the Imperial
soldiers. Half of them were cut down in the first volley, and
several more were taken out before they could dive for cover. The
survivors managed to roll clear of the barrage, but an instant
later I felt a surge in the Aether as a pair of armored vaeyn
shadow-walked next to us and charged at the Imperials with swords
drawn.

Ten seconds later, it was all over.

“It took you long enough,” a familiar female
voice said from behind me. I turned to see Karethys emerge from the
shadows, her purple-black armor glinting in the moonlight. “We
expected you hours ago.”

“It was a long trip,” Larric replied as he
stood. Despite what had just happened, he looked as calm and stoic
as ever. “You could have had your people pick us up right outside
of Sanctum.”

“Too dangerous,” she offered a hand and
helped me up. “Besides, I knew you and Elara could manage. We gave
you a head start.”

Larric grunted. “I doubt you would have
moved as quickly if you’d just been tortured by the Covenant for a
few days.”

“That almost sounds like an excuse. The
tough Inquisitor I met years ago never whined so much.”

He rolled his eyes but flashed her a thin
smile. “Yeah, well, I must be getting old.”

Back in Skyfall, I’d felt a twinge of
jealousy when I had seen the way the two of them looked at each
other, and considering how many times we had made love over the
past few hours I probably should have felt that same way again. But
I didn’t.

“You could have told us you were here,” he
said. “Why’d you wait so long?”

“We had to get into position,” Karethys told
him. “The Imperials showed up about an hour after I arrived, but I
wanted to wait until after nightfall to engage them.”

Larric frowned. “He said they were sent here
by Emperor Lucian. I thought you were working with him?”

“Not exactly.”

When she didn’t elaborate, he crossed his
arms. “Then perhaps it’s finally time you came clean and told me
what’s really going on here.”

“I will, but we need to get moving.”
Karethys said, turning back to me and cocking an eyebrow at my
nakedness. “We have some clothes in our carriage. We’re still quite
a ways from Sorthaal, but at this point the patrols won’t be able
to catch us.”

I swallowed and glanced back over my
shoulder to the dead soldiers. The rage inside me had faded, and
for once it wasn’t replaced with shock and horror at the carnage. I
was starting to get used to death. The thought was so disturbing I
actually shivered.

“Your people are waiting for you, Elara,”
Karethys said, snapping me out of the reverie. “You’re one of the
only Unbound faeyn that has ever escaped.”

Escaped.

For the first time in my life, the word had
real meaning. I had really done it—I had actually escaped Kristoff
and the Covenant and the Empire. My collar was gone, my shackles
were broken…and I was finally going to rejoin my people.

I should have felt relieved. I should have
felt elated. But even now, all I could see were the faces of the
people who had died so that I could live. And I made yet another
promise to myself that I would not squander their gift.

“There have to be more like me,” I
whispered. “But even if there aren’t, there are thousands of others
who need our help.”

“They’ll get it eventually,” Larric assured
me.

“Yes,” I said. “I’ll make sure of it.”

 



Thanks to everyone for reading! If you are
interested in seeing this storyline continue in another series,
please consider supporting me on Patreon (https://www.patreon.com/hawkenovels).
You can offer suggests and give feedback directly!

 


If you are interested in more hardcore
fantasy erotica, you may enjoy my Dark Elf Fantasies series
starting with Web of the Spider Queen.

 


For updates about new releases, subscribe to
the Sarah Hawke Fan Newsletter by sending her an email at
hawkenovels@gmail.com with the subject line “Subscribe.”
Don’t worry, she doesn’t spam—she’ll only send announcements when
new books are released.

 


 



Appendix

 


~Dramatis
Personae~

 


The House of Kristoff

Elara: Faeyn female, avenari slave

Gabriel Kristoff: human male, Grand Duke of
Glorinfel

Larric Aresi: human male, Kristoff’s
bodyguard

Astanya: Faeyn female, avenari
slave

 


The Imperial Court

Lucian Patravian III: human male, Emperor of
the Veshari Empire

Antoine Torelius: human male, High General of
the First Army

Legate Maxos: human male, adjutant to
Torelius

Inquisitor Jodai: human male, Covenant
Inquisitor

Luriel Arland: human (Talishite) female, wife
of Duke Arland.

Bolvir Farrow: human male, son of Duchess
Farrow

 


The Imperial Grand Dukes

Kathryn Farrow: human female, Grand Duchess
of Abenwreath

Darian Arland: human male, Grand Duke of
Sorthaal

Aemond Darkstone: human male, Grand Duke of
Korvale

Jora Zarene: human female, Grand Duchess of
Rivani

 


Imperial Citizens

Muriel Ryleen: human female, Imperial
noble

Tacitus Verne: human male, First Artificer of
the Infintium

 


Vaeyn Soldiers

Karethys: vaeyn female, Shadow Knight of the
Matriarch Queen

Ralyne: vaeyn female, scout

 


 


~The Imperial
Provinces~

 


Abenwreath: Also known as “the
Wreath,” Abenwreath curls around the central province of Veshar and
is known for its vast fields and farms.

Glorinfel: Once the ancestral home of
the near-extinct dwarves, Glorinfel is a snowy, mountainous region
in northeast Calhara.

Korvale: Also known as “the Vale,”
Korvale is a fiercely independent province almost completely
isolated from the rest of the Empire by vast mountain ranges.

Rivani: A warm, tropical province,
Rivani is the center of power for the Covenant and the most
important trade center in the Empire.

Sorthaal: Once the ancestral home of
the Faeyn, Sorthaal is a sprawling mass of forests and hills known
for its natural beauty.

Veshar: The central province of
Calhara is home to Sanctum, the imperial capital and the home of
the Emperor and the Imperial Legion.

 


~Terms~

 


Aeynshok: slang for “elf-lover,”
considered a grave insult

 


Artificers: the lowest caste of Bound
channelers who create enchanted armor and weapons for the
Legion.

 


Bound: The vast majority of channelers
in the Empire are granted their powers in a Covenant ritual that
binds them to the “Godstone,” a crystal said to house the souls of
the Triad. Through the stone, these “Bound” channelers are able to
touch and manipulate the Aether, but the Covenant is capable of
severing this connection at any time.

 


Calhara: The second largest continent
in the world of Obsidian, Calhara is under near total control of
the Veshari Empire.

 


Channeler: The all-purpose name for
someone who has the ability to manipulate the Aether.

 


Covenant: The central religious
organization in the Empire. They control and regulate the use of
the Aether.

 


Faeyn: the name for the fair-skinned
elves who once ruled most of Calhara. The seat of their empire was
Sorthaal, now an imperial province.

 


Hierophant: The highest-ranking priest
in the Covenant. Her power rivals that of the Emperor.

 


Inquisitors: The chief enforcers of
the Covenant. The Inquisitors’ primary purpose is to root out and
destroy Unbound.

 


Levinthian: The holy text of the
Covenant.

 


Numen: A large country within Torsia
known for its fine silks and berries. The Numense reject the rule
of the Triad and instead worship their immortal leader known only
as the “Shadow King” to outsiders.

 


Sanctus Veshar: The founder of the
Empire and conqueror of Calhara. The Covenant preaches that Veshar
ascended to godhood along with his wife and his top lieutenant.
Together they make up the Triad.

 


Sorthaal Highlands: The ancient home
of the Faeyn, now an imperial province under the rule of Duke
Darian Arland.

 


Sulinor: The home of the Vaeyn located
in the far northeastern corner of Calhara.

 


Talisham: A country located in the
scorching desert region of Torsia and ruled by a powerful theocracy
under the leadership of the Pah.

 


Tel Bator: Legion soldiers trained to
channel the Aether.

 


Unbound: A few rare individuals are
born with the ability to channel Aether without being bonded to the
Godstone. They are known as Unbound, and they are hunted and
executed by the Covenant whenever they are found. Elves of all
ethnicities are slightly more likely than humans to possess this
ability, and it is incredibly rare in the other sentient races.

 


Vaeyn: the name for the gray-skinned
elves of Sulinor. They are among the last free elves in the entire
world, and the Covenant has long branded them demon-worshippers and
heretics.
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