
        
            
                
            
        

    
The Amazon’s Pledge: Legacy of Winter

 


An erotic fantasy novella

 


Published by Jade Fantasy

 


Copyright © 2017 Sarah Hawke

 


Cover Art by Reinbach

 


Map created with Inkarnate software

 


This is a work of fiction. All the characters
and events portrayed in this novel are either fictitious or used
fictitiously.

 


All rights reserved.

 


Smashwords Edition, License Notes

This ebook is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to
other people. If you would like to share this book with another
person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If
you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not
purchased for your use only, then please return to Smashwords.com
and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work
of this author.

 


 



Dedication

 


I want to offer a special thanks to all my
wonderful supporters on Patreon, especially David, Justin, Lamar,
Kevin, Charles, Michael, Kallnar, Sam, and Robert. Without your
help, most of my projects never would have seen the light of day.
And none of them would have such awesome covers!

 


 



Content Warning

 


This erotic novella contains explicit sexual
content. If you are offended by adult language, rough sex, and/or
the idea of a powerful amazon warrior pledging herself as a
bodyguard/sex toy to a man she barely knows, then you probably
shouldn’t be reading this! Consider yourself warned!

 


And perhaps intrigued…

 



The Northern Reaches

 


[image: tmp_cc2391ae89111448e57b58585b2c9287_THdyau_html_64664915.jpg]

 


 



1

 


Nearly every man I’d ever met, from the
wealthiest noble scion to the most downtrodden orphan, had spent at
least part of his youth dreaming about one day becoming a soldier.
As boys, we all imagined wearing polished armor and brandishing
enormous swords; as adolescents, we imagined fucking all the women
who would inevitably swoon over our glorious conquests. And then
finally as men, we realized that war was actually hell, and no
sword or armor or cunt in the world was worth having your guts
ripped out.

“How the hell do you even organize that many
men?” I whispered as I stared out at the undulating horde of
Roskarim warriors. They were marching across the snowy foothills of
the White Ridge towards the gatekeeper fortress of Icewatch.

“You promise them gold and spoils,” Valuri
muttered from next to me. “And a whole lot of rape.”

My lip twitched in disgust. The sun was
rapidly sinking into the horizon, bathing the distant army in a
soft crimson glow. The Roskarim were still several dozen miles
away, far enough that they wouldn’t reach the fortress for at least
another day or two depending on how many catapults they were
dragging along with them. The barbarians may have been “primitive”
by the standards of Highwind, but that didn’t make them any less
threatening. Like the orcs of the Shattered Peaks, the Roskarim
understood war…and they never grew out of their child-like wonder
for death and pillage.

“We should keep moving,” Kaseya beckoned from
further down the hill. “Sir Derec will want to know everything we
learned about my sister.”

I nodded and reluctantly turned back towards
the path. We had been trudging through the mountains for a solid
twelve hours now without a single stop to eat, piss, or rest. For
the first several hours Kaseya had held out hope that we would be
able to catch up with the Roskarim wolf riders who had captured
Zalheer, but at this point even she realized the chase was over.
The old moshalim sorcerer would soon be at the mercy of the
Inquisitrix and her Senosi, and there wasn’t a damn thing we could
do about it.

Kaseya’s newfound powers were the only good
news we’d gotten on this trip. Not only had she discovered that she
could sense the presence of Senosi, she could also identify the
weak points in their Aetheric resistance. Through our shared bond,
I had been able to channel far more power than ever before, and I
had actually wounded her sister, Ayrael. In time, I might even be
able to kill a Senosi…assuming a crumbling, undermanned fortress
could repel the largest army the Northern Reaches had seen in the
better part of two decades. I wasn’t holding my breath.

We arrived at the fortress about an hour
later, and it was depressingly obvious that the situation might
have been even worse than we’d feared.

“I guess this is what happens when a
forgotten garrison finally faces a real threat,” Valuri commented
as we maneuvered through the chaos engulfing the main bailey. “You
would think they’d be better prepared. Some of these people are old
enough to have fought in the Winter War.”

I nodded in silent agreement. It wasn’t as
bad as it could have been, certainly—the battlements were manned,
the catapults were loaded, and the defenders were reasonably
well-equipped. The problem mostly came down to numbers…or the
distinct lack thereof. Five hundred soldiers couldn’t hold this
castle against ten thousand no matter how well trained or
provisioned.

Still, the leadership structure here was also
clearly stretched well beyond capacity. I hadn’t a clue how armies
were organized beyond the very basics, but it seemed to me like
they didn’t have nearly enough officers to go around. The squires
and servants running back and forth across the courtyard looked
more like decapitated chickens than professional warriors. I could
only hope they would settle down in time.

“We need to find Sir Derec,” I said,
squinting as I swept my eyes back and forth across the castle. “If
he’s still lounging about the whorehouse, I’m going to punch him in
the face.”

“He’s not,” Kaseya said, gesturing off to our
left with her chin. The man in question was busy speaking with
several other Silver Fist knights near the southern watchtower. “He
seems occupied. Perhaps we should wait?”

“We really don’t have the time,” I lamented.
“Come on.”

Thankfully, we didn’t have to interrupt him
and make the situation even more awkward. He spotted us approaching
and dismissed his men before we moved within earshot.

“Thank Escar you’re all right,” Sir Derec
breathed, nodding and smiling at each of us in turn. “When our
scouts spotted the Roskarim prowling through the mountains, I
feared the worst.”

“We made it out…mostly,” I muttered. “You’re
the one with the real problem.”

He nodded gravely, and his eyes drifted over
to the main gate. “Reinforcements are already on the way. Highlord
Kastrius is planning to lead a thousand knights and a dozen guild
wizards himself.”

“Only a thousand?” Kaseya asked. “You’ll
still be badly outnumbered.”

“The Highlord couldn’t convince the Council
to spare any more men, at least not yet.” Derec pursed his lips.
“They have far more confidence in Icewatch’s walls than I
do…probably because I’ve actually seen them with my own eyes.”

I glanced back over my shoulder to the
crumbling stone. On our way here, Valuri had commented that if war
with Vorsalos ever came, the Inquisitrix wouldn’t hold back in
attacking such a transparently vulnerable position. Her words had
been more prophetic than any of us realized.

“Have the Roskarim sent any messages or made
any demands?” I asked.

“No, and I don’t expect them to,” Derec said.
“They’re savages—conversation isn’t really their style. I just
don’t understand how in the bloody abyss they managed to organize
the tribes again.”

“Ayrael,” Kaseya said. “They are here because
of Ayrael.”

The knight turned to face her, a shadow
falling over his annoyingly handsome face. “But that’s…” he trailed
off and shook his head. “That’s not possible. Why would barbarians
follow an amazon?”

“I doubt they’re ‘following’ her—they
probably just struck a deal with the Inquisitrix,” I said. “We
don’t know all the details, but apparently she forged an alliance
with them several months ago. They’ve probably been amassing their
forces and preparing for an attack ever since.”

Derec hissed softly, his brow creased in
thought. “Solemi needs to know about this. So does the Council, for
all the good it will do.” He paused and swore under his breath. “I
wish we knew more. Something about this still doesn’t feel
right.”

“A lot of things about this don’t seem
right,” I muttered. “Anyway, long story short: the Roskarim
captured Zalheer, and we’re trying to catch up with them. I don’t
suppose you happened to see them ride by?”

“I’m afraid not,” the knight lamented. “Damn.
Did you even have a chance to speak with him?”

“We did, and he told us a few things about
Ayrael,” I said, avoiding specifics for the time being. “You were
right that he’s on our side, and we could use his help. I don’t
even want to think about what the Inquisitrix has planned for
him.”

Derec bit down on his lip. “I wish I could
help, but there’s nothing I can do with an army on our doorstep.
This may sound harsh, but he is probably on his own. You should get
back to Highwind and tell Solemi everything you learned.”

“I agree,” Valuri said. “The sooner we get
out of here, the better.”

Kaseya turned and glowered at her. “You would
abandon a comrade so easily?”

“First, Zalheer isn’t a ‘comrade’—he’s an old
kook who you wanted to skewer less than a day ago. Second, Pretty
Boy here is right—there isn’t a bloody thing we can do for the old
man right now.”

“Is that how you felt when Jorem didn’t
attempt to rescue you from the Inquisitrix?”

A cold, awkward silence settled between the
two women. It might have been the first time in my life I had ever
seen Val rendered speechless, even for a moment.

“This isn’t quite the same thing,” I managed,
not sure whether I believed it or not. “And regardless, the point
is that the Inquisitrix will use this chaos to her advantage. I
guarantee she’ll have something planned for Highwind while the
Roskarim throw themselves against the wall here. All things
considered, I would rather be back in the city where we can make a
real difference.”

Derec glanced between us, sensing the obvious
tension. “It won’t be easy, but I can probably wrangle up some
fresh horses for you,” he said. “If you ride hard, you could—”

“We can’t just leave,” Kaseya repeated.
“Zalheer is still out there, Jorem. I can feel him.”

I met her eyes and studied her face. I
couldn’t sense anything, but I had no doubt that she could. My
current assumption was that the Roskarim were planning on dragging
the moshalim back to Vorsalos so the Inquisitrix could
torture the secrets of Nol Krovos out of him, but maybe defeating
Ayrael had fucked up their plans somehow.

“We’ll think about it,” I said after a
moment, turning back to Derec. “I’m sure you need to get back to
your men anyway.”

The knight nodded. In addition to his
irritatingly good looks, he was also cunning enough to recognize a
polite request for privacy when he heard one. “I’ll be around if
you need me,” he said. “I doubt anyone’s going to be getting much
sleep around here for a while.”

After offering us a short bow and an abridged
salute, Derec disappeared into the chaos of the courtyard. I let
out a heavy sigh and rubbed my fingers across the three-day stubble
peppering my chin.

“Staying here is a terrible idea,” Valuri
said, her voice oddly tense. “And both of you are smart enough to
know it.”

“We’ll stay the night and see if we have an
epiphany,” I said before an argument could break out. The girls had
grown rather fond of one another over these past few weeks, but
that didn’t mean that their personalities were suddenly compatible.
Valuri’s cool pragmatism and Kaseya’s sense of duty went about as
well together as peppercorn on a pastry.

“Fine,” Val said, flicking her wrist
dismissively. “I’ll meet you back at the inn later. I’m going to
lurk around here for a bit.”

I cocked an eyebrow. “What do you think
you’re going to find?”

“I don’t know. That’s the point.”

She strode away before I could press her for
details. I watched her vanish into the crowd of soldiers and slowly
shook my head.

“I really wish you hadn’t reopened that old
wound,” I whispered.

“Was I wrong?” Kaseya asked.

“That’s not really the point,” I said,
swallowing the lump in my throat. “Come on, let’s buy a room and
get something to eat. I’d rather not stare down the apocalypse on
an empty stomach.”

 


***



Icewatch only had one inn, and right now it
was probably the calmest place in the whole fortress. The travelers
and merchants who normally filled the beds had already bolted back
to Highwind, and that was unlikely to change as long the Roskarim
remained a threat. I was honestly a little surprised that the
innkeeper and her husband hadn’t boarded the place up and left
themselves. They probably didn’t have anywhere else to go.

I paid them double the normal rate, half out
of pity and half to make sure we got the best room available. It
didn’t hold a candle to the suite at the Knight’s Lantern,
of course, but that was hardly a fair comparison. After a full day
on the road without with a break, comfy beds and a hot meal were
more than enough.

Kaseya didn’t even bother eating before she
sat down in front of the fire and started probing the Aether for
any trace of Zalheer. I considered joining her and trying to help,
but I knew there wasn’t a whole lot I could do. I couldn’t bolster
her in the same way she could bolster me…at least not yet. Though
even if I could, I was so bloody tired I probably wouldn’t have
bothered anyway.

I passed out halfway through my glass of
wine, though I awoke not long afterwards to the sight of Valuri
unbuckling my belt. Kaseya, strangely, was nowhere to be seen.

“What…” I groaned, sitting up and blinking
the fog from my vision. “Did you learn anything?”

“Only that this place is probably even more
fucked than we thought,” she grumbled. “Icewatch isn’t just short
on men. Apparently the Highwind Council has been using it as their
personal doghouse for a while now.”

“What?” I asked as she almost violently
ripped my trousers from my legs.

“Almost everyone up on the walls is being
disciplined for one reason or another,” Val explained.
“Incompetence, insubordination, desertion…you name it. Instead of
throwing them in the dungeon, they get sent here for a few months.
And now they’re the only thing standing between Highwind and a
horde of angry barbarians.”

“That’s…not good,” I murmured. “The Highlord
and his army better get here soon.”

“I seriously doubt it will make a difference.
The Inquisitrix is right about one thing—peace has made Highwind
soft.”

With my clothes out of the way, she hopped up
on the bed and began furiously stroking my flaccid member to life.
I noticed that she hadn’t eaten the food we had set out for her,
but that wasn’t exactly surprising. My cock was holding the only
meal she cared about.

“Come on, you’ve had all day to recuperate,”
Valuri said, licking at her lips. “Don’t tell me you’re finally
tapped.”

“No, but I would appreciate a little wining
and dining first,” I grunted. “I’m not your personal spigot.”

“Red was busy chatting with the innkeeper
downstairs, so you’re all I’ve got. Come on…”

Grinning impishly, I grabbed onto her
shoulders and threw her down onto the bed. Normally, her Senosi
strength would have been more than enough to overpower me, but she
was obviously drained from the day’s journey. I had no trouble
straddling her waist or pinning her arms behind her head.

“You could at least try asking politely,” I
scolded her. “Something like ‘hey, Jorem, I’m hungry. Would you
mind helping me out?’ Or maybe try: ‘hey, Jorem, I’m hungry. Will
you please cum on my pretty little face?’”

“Fuck off,” Val growled, struggling pitifully
against my grip. “This isn’t funny.”

“Actually, it’s hilarious.” I leaned down far
enough to kiss the tip of her nose, snickering the whole time. I
knew her well enough that I had mentally catalogued the various
stages of her hunger. Despite her weakness and mildly bloodshot
eyes, she was still a long way off from being truly desperate.
There was no better time to torment her.

“I really hate you sometimes,” she
protested.

“You know what they say: hate is the truest
form of love.”

“Literally no one has ever said that.”

I shrugged and kissed her. Her body might
have been drained and listless, but her tongue was not. Within
seconds she was practically attacking me, and it wasn’t until I
felt a sudden spike of pain that I belatedly realized what she was
doing.

“Ow!” I hissed, pulling away and licking at
my lower lip. I could taste blood from where she’d bitten me, and
when I glanced down I watched her roll the red liquid across her
tongue like she really was a vampire. Her tattoos didn’t start
glowing, but the bloodshot streaks in her eyes did fade away.

“Much better,” Valuri breathed. “Now give me
what I really want.”

She was still too weak to escape, but the
impish glimmer in her eyes told me she didn’t want to. I mock
glared at her for a moment before I finally released her arms and
grabbed the strings of her corset. I had struggled to properly
remove it for a long time after we’d met. My clumsiness had earned
plenty of derisive chortles over the years, but at this point I
could tear it off as easily as my own shirt. Once her pale tits
were free, I slouched forward and sucked her nipples into my mouth
one after the other.

“This still isn’t what I want,” she protested
even as she moaned in delight.

“I’m a sorcerer, not a psychic.”

She smacked me gently with her free hand.
“Jorem…”

“I want to hear it,” I said, leaning up and
grinning down at her. “Tell me what you want. Tell me what you
need.”

Valuri clutched my head in both hands and
grabbed hold of my short hair. Her green eyes glimmered with lust.
“Give me your cum, Jorem. Give it to me now!”

“See? Was that really so hard?”

Shuffling forward, I straddled her stomach
and speared my cock between her tits. She helpfully pushed them
together for me when I started thrusting, and she opened her mouth
and stretched out with her tongue so she could lick the swollen
head whenever it drew close. I hadn’t fucked her like this in a
long time, and I’d forgotten just how much I’d missed it. While I
usually preferred the smoldering embrace of her throat or cunt,
there was something uniquely satisfying about fucking a woman’s
tits. Maybe it was just the foreknowledge that I was about to treat
her pretty face like my own personal handkerchief.

“Come on,” she begged, her eyes glimmering.
“Cover me. Drench me!”

I leaned forward and braced my hands on the
headboard for leverage. I could already feel a climax approaching,
but I made sure to pace myself and drag this out as long as
possible. I had always been enamored by the way Val’s eyes in
particular looked at my cock. When I fucked Kaseya’s tits—or mouth
or cunt or ass—her face warmed with genuine affection. She happily
played the role of the attentive lover; half her joy came from
knowing how much pleasure her lips and body were giving me.

But with Val, everything was different. She
always looked at me desperately, hungrily, even if I had just fed
her a few minutes ago. She didn’t just want my cock; she
needed my cock. It was quite literally the only thing
sustaining her on a regular basis.

“Please,” she begged, her lips open and
parched. “Please, cum all over me, Jorem!”

I exploded mid-thrust, blasting her nose and
forehead with a searing hot jet of seed. The second and third
volleys barely lost any strength; I painted her cheeks, nose, and
lips before the last few spurts splattered across her chin and
neck. I doubt she actually felt any of it—her entire body seized up
and entered a feeding trance the instant the first blast struck her
skin.

A few final dribbles oozed from the head of
my cock, which I promptly smeared all over her tits. “Gods, you
look like such a whore right now,” I said, watching as her glowing
eyes rolled back into her head. “A really terrifying, demonic
whore…”

If Valuri heard me, she didn’t react. She
just laid there twitching spastically, and I slowly traced my
fingers along her tattoos. I sometimes wished they were visible
more often—the ones on her stomach in particularly were incredibly
sexy. I kissed her belly while I gradually slipped off her boots
and trousers.

“Fuck,” she said eventually, lifting her
fingers to the mess on her face. “I guess that fight this morning
took more out of me than I thought…”

“Well, you did get kicked through a house,” I
reminded her. “Then you walked twelve hours through the mountains
on heels.”

Val grunted and shoveled several globs of
seed into her mouth before it cooled. “I don’t think I’ll ever be
able to forgive the gods for making you taste so good.”

“According to some people they’re not even
real. Maybe I’m just naturally delicious.”

“That’s even worse.”

“Then maybe you just have bizarre
tastes.”

“Just shut up and fuck me already, would
you?”

Grinning, I pushed apart her knees and
lowered my lips to her already sodden quim. I lashed her clit with
my tongue while I eased my left ring finger inside her. Her soft
moans and euphoric convulsions stirred my cock back to life in less
than a minute. I didn’t scoot up and fuck her right away, though—I
wanted to get her off at least once with my tongue just to remind
her exactly what she was missing.

“Escar’s….fuck!” she cried out, grabbing my
hair with her hand. Her slender thighs squeezed my head so hard it
actually hurt, and I belatedly remembered how easily she could
crush me with her Senosi strength. I was fortunate she had enough
control to hold back.

When she finally came down and relaxed her
grip, I licked my way up her taut belly and crawled between her
legs. Thanks to her superhuman agility, I was able to grab her
calves and push them all the way down to the bed until her feet
were flanking her head. I took a moment to appreciate her
glistening, gaping cunt before I slammed the head of my cock inside
her.

Valuri screamed so loudly that half the
fortress probably would have heard her if not for the chaos
outside, and her nails clawed into my back hard enough to draw
blood. I might have been annoyed if it wasn’t so damn hot. Instead
I pounded her so relentlessly, so ruthlessly, that any
normal woman—even Kaseya—would have begged me to stop.

Senosi durability had its advantages.

“Give it to me,” she begged, her eyes glowing
like hot green coals. “Give me everything you have left!”

“It’s going inside you where it belongs,” I
taunted.

“What?” she gasped. Her eyes widened in
horror like a teenager who was afraid of getting pregnant. “You
better not!”

“I’ve seen you feed from it before,” I said,
slamming into her so hard the bedframe creaked. “I bet you’ve been
lying to me this whole time, haven’t you? You’re just a slut who
likes wearing my cum on her tits.”

I was just teasing her to try and get a rise
out of her—the only thing better than fucking a hot, hungry Senosi
was fucking a hot, hungry, angry Senosi—but then her
expression abruptly shifted, and I realized I had unintentionally
struck a nerve.

“Holy shit, I’m right, aren’t I?” I gasped.
“You don’t actually need me to cum on you!”

Her lip twitched. “It makes it easier for me
to feed.”

“No, it doesn’t,” I said, snickering so wide
I stopped pumping her altogether. “It’s never made a damn bit of
sense, but I just went along with it anyway.”

“Because you like it,” Valuri said, digging
her nails into my again. “So what the hell are you complaining
about?”

She made an excellent point. I slammed into
her again, even harder than before. The bed squeaked and shuddered
in rhythm with the slapping of our flesh. I almost couldn’t believe
she had been lying to me for years just so I would pull out and cum
all over her. And yet for some reason I couldn’t explain, I loved
her even more because of it.

“Fuck!”

I barely had a chance to grab my cock before
it started firing. This load might have been even bigger than the
last one, as hard as that was to believe, and by the time I
finished spurting Val looked like a whore who had just been
gangbanged by three different men. My seed was everywhere—her lips,
her chin, her tits, even her eyelids. And I’m not sure I had ever
seen her happier.

“Shalassa’s sweet tits, you are a mess,” I
breathed, falling over next to her. “And you fucking love it, don’t
you?”

“Shut up,” Valuri said, licking a stray glob
from her lip. “Why don’t you make yourself useful and tell the
innkeeper to draw me a hot bath.”

“You just had one.”

She sighed. “Fine, I’ll do it.”

“As funny as that would be, it’s probably not
a good idea.”

“Why? Worried I’ll give the old maid a heart
attack?”

“Yeah, but not because of the mess,” I said.
“You look like a bloody demon right now.”

“Oh, right,” Valluri muttered. “Well then get
your ass down there and start the water. And make sure you heat it
up.” She paused and shrugged. “You should probably find out what
the hell is taking Red so long, too. I bet she’s gushing all over
the floor.”

I stood and nodded. Now that I thought about
it, Kaseya really had been gone a long time. A sudden surge
of panic rippled through me, and I activated my ring and stretched
out through the Aether. I felt her presence downstairs in the
common room. She wasn’t hurt or scared…on the contrary, she was
preternaturally calm.

“She’s still downstairs,” I said, standing
and collecting my trousers. “I’ll be back.”

I found her sitting cross-legged and alone in
front of the fire, her eyes closed and her body strangely rigid.
The innkeeper gave me a strange look, probably because my hair was
a mess and she’d heard Valuri screaming.

“Your other girl has been sitting like that
for an hour,” the old woman said.

“She’s…pensive,” I muttered, trying to ignore
the sudden rush of heat in my cheeks. Loud sex was amazing in the
heat of the moment, but afterwards it was always embarrassing as
hell. “Can you, uh…can you draw a bath?”

“Already started,” she said, gesturing down
the hall before she disappeared back into the kitchen. If I hadn’t
paid her double, I had a feeling she would have thrown us out.

Shaking away the thought, I swept up behind
Kaseya and touched her shoulder. As far as I knew, she had shared
in almost every climax I’d had ever since I’d fastened the
tan’ratha collar around her neck. She should have been busy
trying to catch her breath and put out the fire in her quim…

“Hey, you home?”

She didn’t move. Frowning in concern, I
crouched down next to her and reached out to the Aether. I could
feel a strange swirl of energy encircling her almost like she was
sitting at the center of localized storm. I had never encountered
anything like it.

“When you said you wanted to meditate, I
didn’t realize you meant turning into a statue,” I said, pinching
her skin. When she still didn’t move, I swallowed nervously and ran
a hand through her hair. “If this is some kind of magic, maybe Val
can disjoin it. I’ll go and—”

I never finished the sentence. In one moment
I was touching Kaseya, and in the next I was standing inside a
strange bluish cavern I had never seen before. I had to blink
several times to make certain I wasn’t hallucinating, and it took
me almost a minute to realize I was trapped in another
dreamscape.

“What the hell?” I muttered, my head whipping
back and forth. The cave surrounding me was enormous—a pair of
fully-grown dragons could have rolled around in here without
bumping into one another. The stone looked blue thanks to the
ominous, glowing crystal formations lining the walls.

“We’re beneath Nol Krovos. This is the Fount
of Velhari.”

My head whipped around so quickly I probably
would have broken my neck if any of this were real. Kaseya was
standing about twenty yards away from me across the cavern, her
eyes locked onto something in an adjacent cubby.

“What the…?” I swallowed and forced myself to
breathe. “How the hell are you doing this?”

“I’m not,” she said. “I was pulled into this
place when I tried to stretch my senses out across the White Ridge.
I didn’t know why first, but then I realized it was because of
Zalheer. He was reaching out to me…”

I paused and shuffled closer to her,
struggling to let all of this sink in. “So he’s alive, then.”

“For the moment,” Kaseya said. “He is badly
injured, and he doesn’t believe we can help him. He’s surrounded by
a thousand Roskarim warriors.”

I swore under my breath. “Does he know what
they’re planning?”

“Not precisely. I’m not even convinced that
he’s conscious.” She sighed. “I suspect they are waiting for Ayrael
to return before they try and move him.”

“So basically, it’s just as bad as we
thought,” I grumbled. “Fantastic.”

“He wanted to make certain we saw this just
in case,” Kaseya said.

Once I drew closer to her, I could finally
peer into the adjacent cavern. It was filled with a huge,
shimmering pool of liquid that may have been the most beautiful
thing I had ever seen. At the center was another glowing
crystalline structure that almost looked like a tree. I could sense
the Aether pouring off of it; the emanations shuddered through the
cavern like a tremor.

“It almost feels…alive,” I rasped.

“I think it is,” Kaseya said. “When I reach
out, I can hear it speaking to me.”

I braced myself against the stone and
stretched out with my senses. I had heard stories of Aetheric
“wells” before—in the distant past, some ancient empire or another
had created nexuses of power where they could bolster their
channeling abilities to unfathomable levels. I didn’t understand
the why or the how, but this seemed like it confirmed their
existence, at the very least.

“If the Inquisitrix performs her vatari
ritual here, she will collapse the Three Corridors,” Kaseya said.
“We cannot allow her to succeed.”

I nodded slowly. I had absolutely no bloody
clue how the three of us were going to stop her, of course, but it
wasn’t as if we had ever allowed a total lack of plan to stop us
before.

“Do you know how to get out of here?” I
asked.

“Yes. Take my hand.”

I did as she asked, and a moment later the
two of us were lying in front of the fire at the Icewatch inn. I
blinked and coughed, and when I leaned up I saw Valuri staring down
at us, her black eyebrows cocked. Her hair was set from a bath, and
she was wrapped up in a towel.

“What in the bloody abyss was that about?”
she asked. “Did you smoke some lotus while I wasn’t looking?”

“I wish,” I muttered, helping Kaseya to her
feet. “We had another adventure in a dreamscape.”

Val’s expression darkened. “Zalheer?”

“I don’t know how, but he showed us the Fount
of Velhari. I think he wanted us to see that it was real before the
Inquisitrix got her hands on him.”

“Do you know where he is?”

“Exactly where we thought,” I said. “Right in
the middle of a few thousand angry barbarian warriors.”

“There must be another way to free him,”
Kaseya said. “Vorsalos is still a long way away. We could wait
until they leave the barbarian camp then intercept them on the road
somewhere.”

“Assuming we can keep tracking him. And
there’s the little problem of running into your sister yet
again.”

“We know her weakness. We can defeat
her.”

“Maybe, but I’m more worried about the fact
she could have a hundred Roskarim with her this time.” I sighed and
shook my head. “We can’t storm into their camp, and we can’t really
afford to wait around, either. We need to let your people know
about the Inquisitrix’s intentions before it’s too late, and the
Black Mistress is the only one we know of who’s capable of sending
messages to the island. She might even be able to get us a ship,
too, given enough time.”

“I know, but we cannot simply leave Zalheer
behind,” Kaseya said, more firmly this time. “We have to find a way
to free him.”

I sighed. I should have known that delaying
this argument a few hours wouldn’t actually solve anything.
“Kaseya…”

“If Zalheer is right about the Fount, we’re
going to need his help,” she pressed. “And not just because there’s
so much more he can still teach us about sorcery.”

“You feel guilty about what your people did
to him.”

“No, I’m enraged about what my people
did to him,” Kaseya said. “I feel guilty about how readily I
believed their lies.”

I gently cupped her cheek. “It’s not your
fault. How could you have possibly known any better?”

“I could have listened more closely to my
sister. I could have asked more questions.”

“Well, it doesn’t really matter now,” I told
her. “We can’t be certain that Zalheer’s story is any more accurate
than the one you were told.”

“It is, and you know it,” Kaseya said. “We
can still use his help, Jorem.”

She wasn’t wrong, obviously. Whatever else
the old sorcerer might have been, he was powerful. He could push
himself far beyond what I’d ever thought possible without suffering
an Aetheric backlash, and he had mastered channeling techniques
from across the world. Leaving him to the wolves—literal and
proverbial—would be wasting an opportunity that might never come
again.

But none of that made the prospect of
rescuing him from a horde of angry barbarians any more appealing. I
glanced over to Valuri for help, expecting that she would leap to
my defense. But apparently the amazon’s taunts had really gotten to
her earlier—the Huntress glanced away and avoided eye contact
altogether.

“We could head out tomorrow and try to scout
his position,” she said. “The Roskarim are only about a day away
according to the scouts here. Tomorrow night they’ll probably
establish a final camp a few miles north of the wall.”

My jaw dropped open. “You want to try and
sneak around an entire army and pray we don’t get caught?”

“Red and I have trained for this type of
thing, and you have your magic. As long as we’re not stupid, we can
probably stay out of sight.”

Kaseya smiled. She had probably been
expecting to fight both of us over this. “If we are caught, we can
retreat back to the fortress. They won’t be able to pursue without
exposing themselves to the archers on the wall.”

“And what if he’s being held in a tent right
smack in the middle of their camp?” I asked.

“Then my claws are going to get especially
bloody,” Valuri said. “Either way, we need to know for certain. It
seems wrong to go to all this trouble and then walk away.”

I sighed and smacked my hand into my
forehead. “This is just revenge for leaving you behind in Vorsalos,
isn’t it?”

“Pretty much.”

“Great,” I grumbled under my breath. “Just
great.”
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We eventually stumbled back to our room and
went to sleep, and the next day at the fortress passed mostly
without incident. Just before dusk, we joined the soldiers on the
wall to watch as the barbarian army finally marched into view
around the edge of the mountain. The sound of their war drums
echoing off the mountains was even more unsettling than I
imagined.

“I hope your reinforcements get here soon,”
Valuri whispered.

“They should arrive first thing tomorrow
morning,” Derec said. “I doubt the Roskarim will attack in the dark
after a full day’s march.”

“We’d better hope not.”

I sighed and leaned against the battered
crenellations. As a boy, I had envisioned standing atop a castle
and facing down a giant army just like this. Nothing was more
glorious to ten year-old than winning a battle against impossible
odds, especially when his imagination conveniently made him
invulnerable. The reality, I reminded myself yet again, wasn’t
nearly as glamorous.

“If we’re really going to do this, now is the
time,” I said. “Assuming you still sense Zalheer.”

“He is alive but unconscious,” Kaseya
confirmed. “I suspect they are wary of his magic. Without my sister
to contain his power, they have resorted to beating him into
submission.”

“I guess they’re called barbarians for a
reason,” Valuri muttered. “Come on, let’s go. We’ll keep our
distance until nightfall.”

Leaving Icewatch was easy with Derec’s help,
though all the soldiers on the battlements stared down at us like
we were insane for voluntarily leaving the protection of the walls.
They weren’t wrong, of course, and I spent most of the trip
imagining all the horrible ways this “plan” of ours would
inevitably go wrong. The majority of them involved being swarmed by
more barbarians than I could count, but I left room from the
possibility that we’d get eaten by frost wolves or ice trolls or
any of the other monsters native to the Ridge.

But thankfully the Roskarim were still far
enough away that we could easily snake along the edge of the
Shattered Peaks and avoid skirmishing with their forward scouts.
The weather mostly cooperated, too—it was still cold as fuck, but
at least we didn’t stumble into a blizzard.

I couldn’t sense Zalheer’s presence until we
were almost on top of him, but Kaseya continuously assured us that
she knew where she was going. We reached the fringes of the
barbarian encampment about an hour after nightfall, at which point
we tied up our mounts, tucked ourselves deeper into the hills for
cover, and pulled out the spyglass.

“I really hope you don’t expect to spot him
with that thing,” Valuri grumbled. “He could be inside any one of
those tents.”

“He’s over there,” Kaseya said, pointing
north even though her eyes were closed.

I swiveled the spyglass. The tent in question
was a little larger than most of the others, but there was no
obvious indication that the barbarians were using it as a makeshift
prison. Not that I doubted Kaseya in the slightest—I could feel her
certainty through our bond.

“Well, it’s not the worst place they could
have picked,” I said.

“It’s bad enough,” Valuri said. “The wolves
will sniff us out if we get anywhere close, and I guarantee they
have a spotter somewhere up on that hill. One puff into his warhorn
and we’ll have half the army swarming over us.”

I pursed my lips in thought. The tent was
fairly close to the edge of the encampment, but Val was right to be
concerned. A dozen frost wolves were tied to an enormous dead tree
trunk not far away, and their handlers were keeping a close watch
on the whole area. The Roskarim were also smart enough to dig
drenches and erect a quick palisade just in case the Icewatch
defenders attempted a surprise cavalry charge.

Still, the situation definitely could have
been worse. We wouldn’t have to sneak past a thousand sleeping
barbarians or fight our way through a horde of sentries. I only
counted about eight barbarians in close proximity to Zalheer, and
only one was wearing the creepy, ceremonial bone mask marking him
as a shaman.

“I can eliminate the spotter and sneak up to
the tent,” Kaseya said. “The two of you can cover my escape.”

“Don’t be stupid,” Valuri scoffed. “They’ll
spot you before you get halfway there.”

“One person can move much more quietly than
three.”

“Yeah, no kidding.” Valuri sighed and visibly
braced herself. “That’s why I’m going to take care of it.”

We both turned and looked at her, mouths
agape. “What?” I asked.

“I’ve been training as an assassin since I
was eight years old,” Valuri said. “I can handle a few
barbarians.”

I started to protest but stopped myself
before I said anything stupid. Objectively, she was correct—Kaseya
was a warrior, not an assassin. But I was still surprised by Val’s
willingness to go along with this plan in the first place, let
alone take all the risks herself. Kaseya must have wounded her
pride even more than I’d realized.

“You don’t have to do this,” I said. “There
must be another way to—”

“There’s no other way,” Valuri interrupted.
“This old fool had better be worth it.”

She glanced between us for a moment, then
silently drew one of her crossbows and slithered off down the hill.
I knew where she was going and I still had trouble tracking her
movements in the darkness. The odds that any of the barbarians
would see her were low…at least until she started shooting
them.

“Her behavior is confusing,” Kaseya whispered
after a moment. “Has she always been this unpredictable?”

“Pretty much,” I said, smiling.

Shaking her head in confusion, Kaseya
surreptitiously drew her bow and nocked an arrow. I knew from
experience that she was almost as skilled of an archer as she was a
duelist. Back when we’d taken that Mage’s Guild bounty last month,
she had picked off several bandits with deadly precision. Just
remembering it was disturbing...and strangely arousing.

“She did not properly articulate her plan,”
Kaseya said. “How are we supposed to support her if—?”

I cupped my hand over her mouth. “Just watch
and wait.”

We stayed as low and quiet as we could, our
frozen breath billowing out in front of us. I wished I knew more
about illusion magic; I could have cloaked us in a thick shroud of
shadows or perhaps even made us invisible altogether. I was
surprisingly bad at the “subtler” side of channeling, when it came
right down to it. If only the Roskarim would clump together in a
nice little pack for me to fireball them…

“I do not understand the purpose of those
devices,” Kaseya said, pointing beyond the prisoner tent to a row
of strange, reinforced wooden crates that almost looked like
battering rams. I had never seen anything like them before.

“I don’t know what they’re supposed to be,” I
admitted. “I suppose you could fill them with people and drag them
along like sleds?”

“To what end?”

I shrugged. “Shielding them against arrows,
maybe?”

She didn’t reply, but I could tell she wasn’t
convinced. We could both sense a faint Aetheric aura clinging to
the wood; whatever the crates’ purpose, they had apparently been
enchanted.

I shook away the thought and glanced back to
the sentry on our left. Val was taking so long I started to wonder
whether or not she would even bother with him, but just before I
turned away again the man crumpled and vanished from sight. I
didn’t hear or see anything—in one moment he was standing there,
idly pacing back and forth across the snow, and in the next instant
he was simply gone.

I blinked in confusion, wondering if I had
missed something, before I spotted Val sneaking through the trench
towards the prison tent. She kept impossibly low, crossbow in one
hand and tiger claws in the other. My hands clutched the rocks
nervously in anticipation of the barbarians spotting her, but they
never did. She waited patiently for one of them to loop around
behind the tent by himself before she struck.

I had never seen anyone move so quickly. The
instant the warrior was out of sight of his companions, she vaulted
out of the trench, fired a crossbow bolt into his throat, and then
silently rolled forward to catch his corpse before it hit the
ground. When another of the Roskarim wandered near her a few
seconds later, she gave him a fraction of a second to see the
bloody corpse and freeze in place before she speared her claws
through his heart and clutched her hand over his mouth to muffle
his dying scream.

“Zor kalah,” Kaseya whispered, her jaw
hanging open.

I nodded in silent agreement, boggling at the
bizarre juxtapositions in my daily life. In one moment I would have
Kaseya bent over her rock, bound and helpless while I fucked her
ass, and then ten minutes later I would watch her scythe her way
through men twice her size. It was the same with Valuri—it was hard
to imagine that this lethal assassin was the same woman who had
spent all of last night begging me to glaze her head to toe in my
seed.

After piling the bodies atop each other
behind a bush, Valuri scrambled up to the side of the tent and
waited. There were still six more of the barbarians in close
proximity to the tent, and I doubted that even she could eliminate
all of them without raising an alarm. I started glancing about the
encampment for inspiration, wondering what Kaseya and I could
realistically do to help out. But apparently the amazon already had
an idea.

I turned just in time to watch her draw back
her bowstring and fire. The arrow arced through the darkness, its
whistling flight completely drowned out by the crackling campfires
and chortling soldiers right up until it struck a pile of barrels
about twenty yards away from the tent. All the Roskarim turned at
the loud thump, and four of them rushed over to investigate
when the barrels fell over and started spilling ale across the
snow.

Valuri only waited for them to take a few
steps before she struck. She spun around the tent and pounced atop
the only shaman, ripping open his throat just like she had done
with the other guards. The last Roskarim sitting next to him still
heard the commotion, however, and when he turned and gasped I
feared the whole plan was about to collapse in front of us. But
somehow Valuri managed to throw something at him, striking him in
the forehead and stunning him just long enough for her to draw and
fire her crossbow right into his gaping mouth.

I couldn’t believe that none of the other
barbarians noticed, but apparently the threat of losing a cask of
ale was enough to completely occupy their attention, at least for
the moment. Valuri didn’t bother hiding the second batch of bodies;
she immediately dashed into the prison tent and disappeared.

“Zalheer is barely conscious,” Kaseya
whispered. “She might have to carry him.”

I bit down on my lip, my fingers twitching in
anticipation. Valuri’s Senosi strength was more than sufficient to
lift a man twice her size, but the noise would be a real
problem…

She emerged a moment later, the
moshalim slung over her shoulder. I couldn’t make out any
details from here, but he seemed like he was in pretty bad shape.
Without access to a vatari collar to suppress his power, they had
apparently decided to just beat him to a pulp instead. My breath
caught in my throat as they stumbled away from the tent and towards
the trench at the edge of the camp.

“I can’t believe it,” I breathed. “She’s
actually going to make it.”

It was, almost without question, the stupid
thing I had ever said. The instant the words left my mouth we heard
a sharp cry in the distance followed by the inevitable blast of a
Roskarim warhorn. We were officially out of time.

“Help Val get him onto the horse and start
riding,” I said, gulping down a steadying breath and reaching out
to the Aether. “I’ll create a distraction.”

“I will not leave your side,
Mask—”

“Go!” I shouted, leaping out from behind our
cover. “I know what I’m doing.”

I didn’t, of course, but that wasn’t really
the point. The time for subtlety was over.

Before the Roskarim could organize, I hurled
a trio of fireballs just past the prisoner tent. The explosions
churned up a cloud of dirt and flaming debris, but I knew that this
time a wall of smoke and fire wouldn't be enough to shroud our
escape. We needed a much bigger distraction.

Pivoting to my right, I extended my arm and
unleashed a bolt of lightning at one of the trees where the
barbarians had tied up their wolves. The trunk splintered with a
deafening crack, and the strained groan of the tree falling
echoed for hundreds of yards across the snowy fields. The giant
wolves might have been trained for war, but they were still
animals—the fire and explosions sent them racing in all directions
across the camp.

I had exactly two seconds to stand around
basking in my own cleverness before an arrow whistled past my face.
I dropped into a crouch and turned just in time to see a dozen
Roskarim with bows dashing through the clouds of smoke in an effort
to get a clear shot at me. These people might have been rapacious
savages, but they definitely weren’t cowards. I had to give them
that.

Sheathing myself in a mantle of spell armor,
I hurled another fireball towards the archers. Two of them vanished
in the flaming cloud, their bodies completely incinerated by my
magic, while the others scattered and attempted to regroup. My arms
were already twinging with exertion, and I knew I ran a serious
risk of overchanneling if I continued pushing myself. But I also
knew that any Roskarim I killed here wouldn’t be able to attack
Icewatch later, so I conjured another fireball and another…

“Jorem, get out of there!”

Valuri’s voice snapped me out my rampage just
in time. Several more arrows whistled past me, and one struck my
spell armor. The force of the impact knocked me off my feet and
flattened me against the snow. A rock jabbed into my back, knocking
the wind from my lungs, and as I struggled back to my feet I could
feel more and more barbarians rushing towards me. My luck, it
seemed, had finally run out.

Grimacing, I vaulted back to my feet and
tried to run, but thanks to the darkness, the snow, and the
continual barrage of arrows, the barbarians were still gaining
ground. I risked a quick glance back over my shoulder, gaped in
horror when I saw how close the savages were encroaching—

And then yelped in surprise when Kaseya
grabbed me by the arm and hoisted me up onto her mount. I landed
stiffly in the saddle behind her, still struggling for breath, as
she kicked the horse’s flank and sent him bolting forward. I did
everything I could to shield us from attack, echoing my defensive
barrier on Kaseya. Arrows still whipped past us one after another,
and I waited for the inevitable shriek of our horse followed by us
being thrown from the saddle…

But it never came. The rain of arrows
eventually stopped, and the shouts and screams of the Roskarim
gradually faded into the distance. We didn’t pause until I could
actually see the torches atop the walls of Icewatch.

“What the hell were you thinking?” Valuri
snapped. “How many times are we going to have to pull your ass out
of the fire?”

“I had everything under control,” I assured
her, hopping down out of the saddle and rushing over to Zalheer.
The old sorcerer’s face was badly bruised, but he was smiling
nonetheless.

“The Vaer Tal’Shira and her
Maskari,” he croaked. “I knew I was right about you…”

“What about the Senosi who actually saved
your ass?” Valuri grumbled. “This is the thanks I get?”

“We need to get him inside the walls,” I
said. “Let’s wave Derec’s flag and hope no one else tries to kill
us tonight.”
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My fears that the Roskarim might retaliate by
attacking the fortress outright proved unfounded, and Sir Derec and
many of the other defending soldiers were flabbergasted by our
success. So was I, of course, but I didn’t want to ruin the
mystique by admitting how narrowly we’d avoided capture…or
death.

Derec offered us access to the Silver Fist
healers in the fortress infirmary, but I assured him that my own
restorative magic would be up to the task. I wasn’t an outright
lie—I had always been a competent healer—but the truth was that I
didn’t want an audience. Whatever Zalheer had to say, I wanted us
to be the ones who heard it first.

Unfortunately, his wounds were worse than I
had anticipated. The barbarians had fitted him with a vatari
crystal collar after all, but apparently they hadn’t completely
trusted its magic suppressing power without Ayrael around. His
skull was cracked and badly bruised, and it took all the power I
could muster to reduce the swelling and accelerate the healing
process. When my arms started to tingle again, I backed off and
took a break. He wasn’t in bad enough shape that I wanted to risk
overchanneling.

“This would not have been possible without
your help,” Kaseya murmured to Valuri, breaking their long silence
while they watched me work. “Thank you.”

Valuri grunted softly and leaned against the
wall. “I wasn’t sure if you’d approve. Stabbing people in the back
isn’t particularly honorable.”

The amazon’s face twitched uncomfortably.
“No, it is not. But perhaps it was necessary.”

I glanced over at Valuri and silently begged
her not to push the issue any further right now. Amazingly, she got
the message…and even more amazingly, she went along with it.

Zalheer coughed a moment later, and I leaned
forward to help steady him when his eyes fluttered back open.
“Easy,” I soothed. “Try not to move your head.”

The moshalim’s eyes flicked between us
but eventually settled on Kaseya. “The Vaer Tal’Shira…” he
breathed. “The Aether told me you would come.”

“I am not the one you should be thanking,”
Kaseya said. “She is the one who rescued you.”

“You can take the credit,” Valuri replied.
“I’m still not convinced this was a good idea.”

Zalheer turned to face her. “You are brave to
have turned against the Corruptor and her minions. Thank you.”

Val grunted. “Yeah, well, you had better be
worth the trouble. The Roskarim are about to burn this place to the
ground, and who the hell knows what the Inquisitrix has planned for
Highwind.”

“Nothing good,” the moshalim said.
“But your focus must remain on Nol Krovos. Our people need to know
what’s coming for them.”

“Unfortunately, it’s not quite as easy as
hiring a random ship,” I said. “Not many people sail that way
normally, and your people aren’t the most hospitable hosts.”

“You must find a way. They will listen to
warnings from the Vaer Tal’Shira.”

“I wish I shared your confidence,” Kaseya
murmured.

I nodded gravely. “Regardless, the Black
Mistress is still our best chance. With luck she’ll have the
resources and connection to get us a ship, or at the very least a
messenger.”

“Then you should return to Highwind,” Zalheer
said, leaning back on his pillow. “Time is short, and the Fount of
Velhari must be protected.”

“We’ll do what we can,” I said, though I
genuinely had no idea what that would entail. Even though I had
seen the Fount in a dreamscape, I still wasn’t completely convinced
that the old man knew what he was talking about.

That’s because you don’t want to
believe it. If you do, then you have to take responsibility for
preventing it, and responsibility has never really been your
thing.

I grimaced at the thought, suddenly wishing I
had taken Valuri up on her offer and run away from this nonsense. A
little jaunt to the south was sounding better and better by the
day—it would be a lot warmer, for one, and we would almost
certainly live longer, too. We could sit around fucking and
drinking all day…what could possibly be better?

“For now, you should rest,” I said, standing.
“I’ll come and check on you in the morning.”

The old man seemed like he wanted to insist
we travel on to Highwind without him, but he couldn’t quite muster
the strength. He closed his eyes and slumped back onto the bed, at
which point I nodded for the girls to follow me out into the
hall.

“How soon do you think he will be well enough
to travel?” Kaseya asked.

“Not for a few days at least,” I said.
“Without a healer, I doubt he would have survived the trip to
Vorsalos. He’s lucky we showed up when he did.”

“Then we have a problem,” Valuri said. “The
Roskarim could attack tomorrow morning, and we don’t want to be
here when that happens.”

Kaseya grit her teeth and glanced out the
nearby window to the flickering torches in the courtyard behind us.
“Then perhaps we should help them fight.”

Valuri blinked. “You can’t be serious.”

“Why not? All three of us are skilled
combatants in our own way. We could make a tremendous
difference.”

“These fools are outnumbered ten to one!”
Valuri reminded us. “Even if the reinforcements show up, they’ll
still be outnumbered at least five to one!”

“Leaving Zalheer to wolves seems pointless
considering the risk we just took to rescue him,” I said, scarcely
believing the words coming out of my own mouth. “Besides, Ayrael
probably hasn’t returned yet. The barbarians might wait for her to
attack.”

Valuri scowled at me. “And what if they
don’t?”

I let out a long, deep breath. Kaseya’s
idiotic sense of honor must have been rubbing off on me more than
I’d realized. That, or I was slowly going insane. The latter seemed
more and more likely by the day.

“If they don’t then Kaseya is still right,” I
whispered. “I guarantee the two of you are a better shot than any
of the dregs here, and if I’m being honest, sorcery is perfectly
suited for this kind of thing.”

Valuri slowly shook her head. “Who are you,
and what the hell did you do with Jorem Farr?”

“Look, we don’t have a lot of options,” I
said. “I say we stick for another day, maybe two. If Zalheer’s in
better shape and the barbarians haven’t attacked yet, we turn tail
and head straight to Highwind.”

“And if the Roskarim attack and kill us
all?”

“Well, then you’ll have yet another thing to
hold against me when we meet in hell.”

She was still shaking her head, too
flabbergasted to even speak, when Kaseya abruptly rushed forward
and kissed me. Her lips were so warm and her skin was so soft it
was easy to forget we had been fighting for our lives just a few
hours ago.

“If we’re going to stay and fight, then you
need to be properly drained before battle,” the amazon said into my
ear. “Otherwise you can’t be expected to concentrate on your
magic.”

“That’s a really good point,” I breathed,
kissing her again.

Valuri groaned and rolled her eyes. “Oh, for
the love of…”

She didn’t finish, but even if she had I
wasn’t listening. Kaseya dragged me away from the room we’d set up
as infirmary towards the one we claimed for ourselves, and she
kicked open the door without even bothering to glance behind her.
Back in Vorsalos, I had known an old warrior who’d once told me to
fuck every woman I could find after a big battle, lest I forget
what I was fighting for in the first place. He had also told me to
fuck them before a big battle, just in case I didn’t survive
long enough to do so afterwards. I had always considered it good
advice…and tonight, it applied double.

Kaseya’s armor was on the floor long before
we reached the bed, and my cock was stuffed deep into her sopping
cunt barely a second after her head hit the pillow. Thanks to her
collar, she didn’t ruin the moment by trying anything fancy—she
knew that all I really wanted this instant was to pound her into
the bed and fill her quim with the day’s pent-up seed.

And that’s exactly what I did. I pumped my
load as deep into her as I could, clutching at her throat with one
hand and holding one of her calves up on my shoulder with the
other. She climaxed right along with me thanks to our bond, and as
always I enjoyed her soft, out-of-character moans and whimpers.

Or I did, right up until Valuri’s boot
smacked me in the side of the head.

“Ow!” I yelped, turning and glaring at her in
the doorway. “What the hell?”

“If you’re going to drag me into more of this
hero nonsense, the least you could do is save me a few drops,” she
grumbled, untying the straps of her corset.

“There’s plenty more where that came from,
believe me,” I said, rolling into my side and catching my breath.
“You should know that by now.”

“I was talking to Red,” Valuri replied
tartly. She tossed her corset across the room and dove onto the
bed. Kaseya hadn’t even come down yet before Val’s tongue slithered
into her quim. When my seed started trickling from the amazon’s
slick folds, the Huntress was right there to lap it up.

I will never, ever, get tired of this.

Grinning, I shuffled around behind Valuri and
pulled off her other boot. Her trousers took a bit more work thanks
to her belt and crossbow holsters, and I once against lamented her
distaste for skirts. Still, the sight of her sleek legs and ass was
worth the trouble, and my smile widened when I ran my fingers along
her delicate slit. She was so wet my hand was soaked after a single
pass.

I leaned forward and replaced my fingertips
with my tongue. Of all the lessons she had taught me over the
years, proper cunt-licking technique was almost certainly the most
valuable. I flicked my tongue across her clit, slowly at first but
more intensely with each thrusting of her hips. I slipped one
finger inside her followed by another, and between my efforts and
her natural feeding euphoria, her entire body locked up as if my
tongue were electrocuting her.

“Fuck!” she screamed so loudly I couldn’t
help but wince. I smacked her ass hard enough to leave a mark, but
I doubted she could even feel it. Her mind had effectively left her
body for the foreseeable future.

After another few lashes from my tongue, I
leaned back far enough to appreciate the glowing tattoos beneath
her skin. I wasn’t sure I’d ever understand why I found them so
arousing, but my cock was already hard and ready to conjure up
desert. I eased the tip into her dripping quim, and I thrust a half
a dozen times to get the shaft slick and ready before I pulled out
and adjusted my aim.

“Do it,” Kaseya said, grabbing the other
woman’s arms to hold her in place. “Take her ass, Jorem!”

Gripping Valuri’s slender waist with one hand
and my cock in the other, I gently pushed the tip into her nether
entrance. Her bowels cradled my shaft as tightly as an elven cunt,
and if not for the slickness of her juices I doubted I could have
pushed more than an inch or two inside. Val’s feeding trance was so
intense she didn’t even seem to notice at first, but once I was
halfway in her mind finally returned to her body.

“What the hell?” she gasped. “I never
said—”

Kaseya grabbed the back of Valuri’s head and
pulled it back to her quim, then promptly locked her thighs to hold
the other woman in place. The amazon nodded at me to proceed, her
blue eyes glimmering devilishly.

Gods, I love her.

I slammed the rest of my cock inside with a
single thrust, delighting at Valuri’s muffled cry of shock. Once I
had a firm grip on her waist with both hands, I began thrusting in
earnest. She cursed and bucked against me, but Kaseya happily held
the Huntress in place even I slapped her ass cheeks hard enough to
leave a mark.

Val loved every second of it, of course. Hers
was the first ass I had ever fucked, and I distinctly remembered
her climaxing three times before I finally spilled deep in her
bowels. We repeated our efforts every single night that week at her
request; she had enjoyed it so much I had genuinely started to
wonder if she would ever let me fuck her cunt again.

“Harder, Jorem!” Kaseya shouted. “Fuck her
harder!”

I began hammering away in earnest, and Val’s
increasingly desperate groans only spurred me on. With any other
woman I would have been genuinely concerned about hurting her, but
not with a Senosi—the magic in my seed would cauterize her wounds
the instant I spilled. Superhuman durability had its benefits.

“Take it!” I yelled, grabbing a handful of
her black hair. “Take it all!”

My cock fired mid-thrust, and I could tell
from the body-shuddering power of each spurt that I unloaded at
least as much into Valuri as I had with Kaseya, possibly even more.
My theory was confirmed a second later when I slumped back on the
floor and watched a white, viscous stream trickle down her
thighs.

“Fuck…” I breathed, wiping a sheen of sweat
from my brow.

Valuri remained frozen in place for a moment,
her body wracked with convulsions, before Kaseya pulled her up far
enough that they could kiss. I leaned back on my elbows and
appreciated the view of their bodies mingling together while my
seed hemorrhaged down their legs.

Sure, staying here in Icewatch might have
been a mistake, and sure, there was a good chance that one or all
of us were going to end up dead tomorrow. But right this moment,
there was nowhere in the multiverse I would rather be.
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I awoke in a pile of sticky bodies and
smacking lips, which was more or less the norm these days whenever
we were fortunate enough to sleep under a roof. The girls took
turns swallowing my cock right up until Valuri vigorously stroked
me to climax all over Kaseya’s waiting tongue. They shared a wet,
seed-swapping kiss before we drew a bath and cleaned ourselves
up.

Zalheer was conscious and stable this
morning, though even after another healing session I was still
worried about him braving the open road. At this point, were just
going to have to wait and see what happened with the Roskarim.

“I half expected their catapults to start
firing before sunrise,” Valuri commented once we were out in the
courtyard. The battlements were all covered in a thin, wet layer of
snow.

“It’s nice of them to wait for help to
arrive,” I said. “Who ever said barbarian hordes couldn’t be
considerate?”

Sir Derec, the Icewatch officers, and about
half the castle’s soldiers were currently gathered by the southern
gate. Highlord Kastrius and his army were expected at any time, and
the entire fortress seemed to hold its collective breath when the
sentries finally blew their horns and cranked open the gate.
Everyone here, from the lowliest servant to the proudest paladin,
knew that their fate depended upon the reinforcements on the other
side.

Thankfully, the Highlord didn’t disappoint.
His Silver Fist knights remained in perfect formation as they
marched inside, their blue banners fluttering in the wind and their
silver armor glistening in the sunlight. Even the barding on their
horses looked like it had been freshly polished. Behind them, clad
in far less visually stunning grey-green cloaks, was a squad of
Duskwatch Rangers.

“A couple of days ago, a force this size
would have looked pretty intimidating,” Val commented, her arms
crossed like usual. “But after you’ve seen an army of ten thousand
barbarians, a few hundred knights don’t seem nearly as
impressive.”

I nodded solemnly. Soldier for soldier, the
paladins and rangers were obviously far superior to the average
Roskarim warrior; even without the Aether, they could probably
overcome two to one odds. But superior training and equipment still
had its limits.

“Sir Derec said that the Silver Fist was
sending a thousand men,” Kaseya commented. “I count less than five
hundred.”

I bit down on my lip. She was right—this army
was less than half the size Icewatch was expecting. “That’s…not
good.”

“Twenty coins says the Senosi attacked a
higher-up back in the city and the Council panicked,” Valuri said
gravely.

“I’m definitely not taking that bet,” I
whispered. “At least Highlord Kastrius is still with them. That has
to count for something.”

The leader of the Silver Fist was surrounded
by a wall of men and horses, though the armor on his steed was so
bright and ostentatious I could have spotted him from miles away. I
didn’t know much about him personally aside from the fact he was
one of the great heroes of the Winter War. He had allegedly
defeated the last Roskarim warlord in a duel, though I remained
skeptical. Growing up in Vorsalos had poisoned my ability to take
the alleged exploits of powerful people seriously.

“I’ll be damned,” Valuri said. “General
Serrane came along, too.”

I followed her gaze to a trio of rangers on
the far right side of the formation. At a glance they didn’t look
any different than the rest, but then one of them pulled back her
hood and revealed a thick, wild shock of blonde hair and a
delicate, pointed pair of ears. Her blue eyes were so bright I
could see them glimmering from here.

“She is the leader of the Duskwatch?” Kaseya
asked. “Why isn’t she wearing insignia or a baldric like the
Highlord?”

“Because she’s not an idiot,” Valuri said.
“Why make yourself a target for no reason?”

I smiled thinly. I knew even less about
Ranger-General Serrane Starwind than I did about the Highlord. She
had taken over the position a few years ago, and she seemed like
the “black sheep” of the Council—not just because she was an elf in
a city of humans, but because she was apparently a lot more hawkish
than her compatriots. It probably shouldn’t have been so surprising
to see her on the front lines.

“Derec wanted to introduce us,” I said. “I
suppose now is as good a time as any.”

Valuri turned and smirked at me. “Will you be
able to keep your cock in your trousers?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Oh, I don’t know, maybe that she’s a
beautiful blonde elf and you are…you.”

“I can contain myself for one conversation,”
I said, rolling my eyes. “Probably.”

It wasn’t until we maneuvered our way down
into the courtyard that I realized how badly I had been mistaken.
Regrettably (but not that regrettably), the Ranger-General
was far more attractive than I had realized. Her high cheekbones
and sharp features were truly stunning up close, and her
tightly-fit leather armor snuggled her sinewy elven body like a
glove. Her breastplate was cropped a half inch above her belly,
leaving just enough of her taut stomach exposed to make my cock
stir uncomfortably.

Once again, Val knows you better than you
know yourself.

“General Serrane,” I said when we drew close.
“It’s an honor to meet you.”

She turned to face us, one of her blonde
eyebrows arching. “And you are…?”

My lips parted but nothing came out. I
suddenly realized that I had nothing to say, and a warm rush of
embarrassment flooded into my cheeks.

“Mercenaries hired by Sir Derec,” Valuri
said. “He thought you might have a use for us on the wall.”

“Ah,” Serrane said, sizing us up in a single
glance. Her eyes settled on Kaseya. “You must be the amazon I’ve
heard rumors about.”

“Very likely,” the other woman confirmed. “I
pledge my blade and bow in Icewatch’s defense.”

The elf arched one of her thin eyebrows.
“Good. I’ve heard stories about the skill of your people. I look
forward to seeing them in action.” She turned back to Valuri.
“Those crossbows won’t have enough range to hit anything that isn’t
already up on the wall.”

“I’ll manage just fine,” Valuri said coolly.
“This idiot is the one you have to worry about.”

I almost melted beneath Serrane’s gaze. She
looked the same age as Kaseya in human terms, but her eyes had the
wizened, judgmental glint of someone who had probably seen more
battles than everyone in this castle put together.

“You’re a sorcerer,” she said.

“I am,” I croaked, wondering how in the
bloody hell I could be intimidated and aroused at the same
time.

“The Highlord won’t approve, but that’s his
problem,” Serrane said. “We’re going to need magic to survive this.
Just make sure you don’t lose control. If a single one of my people
ends up scorched because you can’t aim…”

“I understand,” I told her. “You don’t have
anything to worry about.”

“Good.”

She eyed me for another moment before I
spotted Sir Derec rushing over to us. “Ah, there you are,” he
called out. “General Serrane…it’s an honor to finally meet you.
Thank Escar the Council decided to send you, especially since this
is only half the number of men we were expecting.”

“The Council didn’t send me,” Serrane
corrected. “I’m here against their express wishes. I knew they
would underestimate this threat…and honestly, I’d rather fight a
thousand barbarians than a listen to Archmage Beloran and Constable
Mannick bicker for the thousandth time.”

“A woman after my own heart,” Highlord
Kastrius said from behind us. He was at least half a head taller
than me with steely gray hair and a meticulously trimmed beard. The
sword slung crossways over his back was probably larger than
Valuri.

“My lord, these are the mercenaries I was
telling you about,” Derec said.

“I have eyes, son,” Kastrius replied dryly.
“Just because I despise politics doesn’t mean I ignore them. I’ve
heard plenty of rumors about Mister Farr and his…unique
companions. Amazon warriors and Senosi turncoats aren’t common
sights on the streets of Highwind.”

I forced a smile, unsure of how I was
supposed to take any of that. He didn’t look upset, but I wondered
if Archmage Beloran had mentioned our earlier business arrangement.
Probably not, actually—Telanya hadn’t wanted anyone else to know
about her secret vatari crystal stash, even an ostensible ally like
Kastrius.

“They can hold a bow and they’re willing to
fight,” Serrane said. “Right now that’s all that matters.”

The Highlord’s lip twitched. “I may as well
be blunt, Mister Farr. My men aren’t fond of outsiders, and neither
am I. If the situation here were less desperate, the Silver Fist
would never place our trust in a rogue sorcerer, let alone an
assassin trained by one of our enemies.” He grunted. “But the
situation is desperate, and Icewatch needs all the help it
can get.”

“We will defend this fortress with our lives
if need be,” Kaseya said. “The farmers in the plains must be
protected. You have my word.”

Everyone turned and looked at the amazon like
she was from another plane of existence. But one glance at her face
was all it took to confirm she meant what she said, no matter how
melodramatic it sounded. In many ways, Kaseya was probably a better
paladin than most of the knights here. She was as honorable and
true to her word as anyone I’d ever met, even when it was
annoyingly inconvenient…

“I’m glad to hear it,” Kastrius said with a
crisp nod. “The Council has ignored the Roskarim threat for far too
long, and it’s our job to prevent the people of the Reaches from
paying the price. I’ll make certain you have a place along the wall
with the Duskwatch. They’ll need every bow they have, and magical
support will be welcome.”

“If I may be so bold, my lord,” I asked, “did
the Council explain why they didn’t send more knights?”

Serrane snorted contemptuously. “There’s
nothing to explain. The Mage’s Guild, the Duskwatch, the Silver
Fist—we are pledged to defend the Northern Reaches, not just
Highwind. But Constable Mannick and Councilor Vaneros don’t seem to
understand that.”

I nodded in understanding. I had never met
either of the other men, but it wasn’t difficult to understand
their sympathies. As constable, Mannick was in charge of the
Highwind Guard—his concerns were inherently more local than either
of the others. Vaneros was the “people’s voice” on the Council,
which was a fancy way of saying that he probably didn’t give a damn
about Icewatch or the north, either.”

“They’re afraid,” Kastrius went on, his dark
eyes settling on Valuri. “About a week ago, Senosi assassins
murdered three Guild wizards in their homes. A few days later, they
did the same with two of my knights. We have no idea how many
Huntresses are in Highwind, but it almost doesn’t matter. The
nobles are terrified, and the councilors who represent them are
more than willing to transform that terror into action. They want
Highwind secured, and they don’t care about barbarians or a
fortress filled with criminals.”

“But you do,” Valuri said.

“Of course I do,” Kastrius growled. “I was
here when these monsters broke through the last time. Thousands of
men died to hold them at Bleak Hollow and turn the tide. I will not
allow their sacrifices to be in vain.”

In general, I had precious little respect for
men of authority, largely thanks to my Vorsalosian-bred cynicism.
But strangely enough, I didn’t doubt this man’s sincerity for a
second. Like Serrane, I had a feeling that he would have come here
whether the rest of the Council wanted him to or not.

“We still have a lot of work to do,
Highlord,” the Ranger-General prompted. “The barbarians could
attack at any moment.”

Kastrius nodded. “And we will be ready for
them.”

After offering us a final curt nod, the two
of them began barking out orders to their soldiers. Derec flashed
us a smile before he followed them away.

“Well, this is unfortunate,” Valuri
muttered.

I eyed her curiously. “Why is that?”

“General Serrane…now that I’ve met her, I
kind of want to fuck her too.”

I snorted when Val playfully elbowed me in
the ribs. Not that I doubted her sincerity—she wasn’t quite as
enamored with elves as I was, but we both shared a weakness for
sleek, athletic women. There was a reason she liked Kaseya so
much.

“We should join the others on the wall,” the
amazon said. “We need to familiarize ourselves with the skills of
our allies.”

I sighed and rubbed at my face, still amazed
that we had volunteered to join in this insanity. I had fled to
Highwind in search of freedom and opportunity, but never in a
million years had I thought I would join the city’s army, even for
a single battle. Fate was fickle mistress, the old saying went. I
guess we were about to find out whether or not she was petty and
vengeful, too.
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“So far, everything about being a soldier is
just as bad as I imagined,” I murmured as I crouched down beneath
the snow-dappled crenulations and sighed. “The blind obedience, the
oppressive boredom, the terrible smell…oh, and I could also do
without the nagging suspicion that I’m going to die at any
moment.”

The girls shared a knowing glance and rolled
their eyes in near unison. “You wouldn’t have survived a day in the
Senosi Academy,” Valuri chided.

“Or the amazon training grounds,” Kaseya
added.

“I choose to take that as a compliment,” I
said. “But seriously though, why in the hell did we ever agree to
do this?”

“Because we’re idiots,” Valuri said,
slouching down next to me. “There’s no other explanation.”

I smiled and gently bumped against her
shoulder. We hadn’t even done that much today—General Serrane had
stuck us up here on the western wall, and other than the occasional
drill we had mostly been standing around waiting for something to
happen. At one point I had been so bored that I had almost
volunteered to help build fortifications in the courtyard, but I
knew we had been quarantined up here for a reason. The Guild
wizards remained leery of fighting alongside a sorcerer, and most
of the other soldiers were so starved and randy that they couldn’t
keep their eyes off my companions. I didn’t completely blame them—I
would have rather been back in the inn fucking the girls, too.

“There’s still a good chance the Roskarim
won’t attack tonight,” I said, as much as myself as to anyone.
“They could lay siege for days or weeks.”

“I doubt they are that patient,” Kaseya
said.

“They may not be, but the Inquisitrix is,”
Valuri pointed out. “The barbarians might not even need to attack
to get what she wants.”

I cocked an eyebrow. “Meaning what?”

“Meaning that just by rallying the Roskarim,
she’s drawn five hundred knights away from Highwind, not to mention
two of the city’s most important leaders.” Valuri sighed.
“Something terrible is about to happen, Jorem. I can feel it.”

“Yeah,” I murmured. “I think you’re
right.”

We huddled together against the wall,
silently imagining all the horrible things that could happen to us
at any moment. It had been one of my favorite mutual pastimes while
living under the shadow of the Inquisitrix.

“The drums have changed,” Kaseya said after a
moment, her eyes narrowing as she squinted north. “Perhaps they are
finally preparing to advance.”

Taking a deep breath, I leaned back up and
peered over the crenellations. The Roskarim army remained almost a
mile away, well out of range of our archers. The distant sea of
torches and shadowy silhouettes were still disturbing, however, and
the intermittent echoing of their war drums off the nearby
mountains wasn’t doing my sanity any favors.

“I don’t see movement,” I said. “I bet
they’re going to sit out there for a few nights just to try and
intimidate us.”

“It’s working,” Valuri muttered. “Half the
soldiers look like they’re about to shit their trousers at any
moment.”

I followed her gaze along the wall. General
Serrane and her Duskwatch Rangers were spread out across the
various archer groups, and they all looked calm and professional.
Everyone else, on the other hand…

“They will steel themselves when battle
finally comes,” Kaseya said.

“You really believe that?” I asked.

“If they don’t, they will die. And so will
we.”

I snorted, assuming she was trying to be
funny…but then I realized she was deathly serious. Ever since we’d
climbed up on the wall she had fully readopted her no-nonsense,
“hardened amazon warrior” persona just like she always did when
battle was imminent. I wished I could make that transition half as
easily. I was so anxious I felt like I had accidentally detonated a
fireball inside my own stomach.

“They’re moving their siege weapons into
position!” General Serrane called out across the battlements.
“Wizards: at the ready!”

I braced myself against the wall and squinted
out across the snowy plains. My human eyes still couldn’t make out
much of anything, but I trusted her elven ones. The Mage’s Guild
wizards has been preparing for this eventually all day.

The minutes ticked by in silence while a few
hundred of the distant torches crept closer to the wall. The
catapults slowly became visible as the half-moon rose in the night
sky, and the barbarians loaded the weapons with spongy, oily
boulders. I braced myself, my heart pounding in my ears, as their
shaman conjured wisps of fire and ignited the oil.

“Oh, shit,” I muttered.

The catapults fired a moment later, and we
all watched helplessly as the flaming boulders streaked towards us.
Most crashed down short of the wall, but a few were perfectly on
target. Just before impact, the Guild wizards conjured a protective
bubble of Aetheric energy across the entire length of the wall,
shielding us beneath a sparkling blue dome. The boulder smashed
into the barrier and exploded, showering everyone below in tiny,
smoldering bits of debris.

“Zor kalah!” Kaseya gasped as the
barrier faded. “We cannot retaliate from this distance!”

“That’s the point, Red,” Valuri said,
scowling and lifting her head back above the battlements. “This is
when we hope they run out of ammunition before they open a
breach.”

I forced myself to take a deep breath as the
catapults reloaded. From the bits and pieces of conversation I’d
heard earlier, General Serrane had planned to send a small sortie
against the attackers in an attempt to sabotage their catapults,
but the Highlord had warned her against it. Without more men, he
wasn’t comfortable risking even a small number of his elite
soldiers.

I understood his logic, but the thought of
sitting here doing nothing while their catapults bombarded us over
and over again was about as appealing as bashing my skull against
the battlements. I had always secretly assumed that I wasn’t cut
out for war. This confirmed it.

“Incoming!”

The General’s voice reached my ears a split
second before the Roskarim fired another volley. The result was
roughly the same as the first. Most of the flaming boulders
shattered upon the barrier, though a few more crashed into the wall
beneath us. The stone rumbled as if we had been struck by an
earthquake, and I genuinely wondered how long these old stones
could hold out…

“These wizards aren’t going to last long,”
Valuri warned, peeking her head back up. “Look at them—they’re
already tired.”

We were still segregated from most of the
other soldiers, which meant they were far enough away that I
trouble reading their features through the smoke and fog. But their
body language more than made up for it—I recognized channeling
fatigue when I saw it. If the Guild had sent twice as many wizards
this wouldn’t be a problem…

“We can’t just sit here and wait to get
pulverized,” Valuri said. “We need to—”

“Quiet,” Kaseya hissed, holding up her hand.
Her brow furrowed, and I could feel her reaching out through the
Aether. “Something is wrong…can you feel it?”

I pursed my lips and stretched out my senses.
I didn’t detect any strange Aetheric echoes, but I did hear a
distant thumping that sounded oddly familiar, almost like banners
flapping in a stiff wind.

“Escar’s mercy,” Valuri breathed. “What the
hell is that?”

I reopened my eyes and focused on the
horizon. Thanks to the moonlight, I could make out several blurry,
black blots rising over the edge of the mountain. At first I
thought the shadows were just playing tricks on me, but then a
monstrous, high-pitched shriek rang out across the battlements.

“Wyverns,” I gasped. “No one said they had
wyverns!”

I watched in silent horror as four of the
huge, dragon-like creatures slowly took form. Every one of them had
a rider on its back—probably a Roskarim shaman—which would have
been bad enough on its own. But then I spotted the large,
rectangular crates from the barbarian camp clutched in their
talons, and I belatedly understood.

“They’re filled with Roskarim warriors,” I
breathed. “The wyverns are going to drop them over the wall!”

I swore under my breath and turned, planning
to sprint over to General Serrane and tell her what was happening.
But she had already figured it out for herself, and she was
frantically reorganizing her rangers to target and fire at the
wyverns before they got any closer. The wizards tried to adjust as
well, but they didn’t have time—another volley of flaming boulders
was already on its way.

“Get down!” I screamed, grabbing onto the
girls and tackling them to the stone. The wizards, distracted by
the new threat, couldn’t erect their barrier in time. The fortress
trembled as the boulders smashed into the walls and battlements,
and the closest group of archers to our right screamed in panic a
second before they were pulverized. As smoke and ash flooded my
nostrils, I reached out to the Aether and conjured my own
protective mantle in the hopes it would protect us…

“Jorem, the wyverns!” Valuri’s voice cut
through the cacophony. “You have to stop them!”

Gritting my teeth, I rolled back into a
crouch and squinted against the stinging smoke. All four
wyvern-riders were swooping hard towards the fortress in order to
take advantage of the chaos. A few arrows arced through the air to
meet them, but most deflected harmlessly off the beasts’ thick
brown scales. Even the ones that struck true wouldn’t be enough to
actually slow the creatures down.

Which mean that this battle—and probably the
entire fate of Icewatch—was now officially up to me.

The Aether surged through my arms, and I felt
Kaseya open our bond like she had done back in the mountains,
transforming her body into a reservoir of additional power I could
tap into without running the risk of overchanneling. I hurled
fireball after fireball as if I were a hill giant tossing stones.
The first detonation struck the lead wyvern dead-on, vaporizing its
head and neck and sending its rider and crate spiraling into the
wall. The other wyverns instantly scattered, though the barrage of
explosions still seared their wings and scales. One rider
completely lost control and actually fell out of his saddle, an
another was unexpectedly struck in the neck by an arrow. I turned
just in time to see General Serrane leaping through the flames on
the wall, nocking and firing more quickly than seemed elvenly
possible…

And then it was too late. One of the
riderless beasts still lurched over the walls and released its
payload. The enchanted crate slammed down onto the battlements and
skidded into one of the towers before it shattered open, freeing
the swarm of Roskarim warriors inside. They charged out into the
fortress in search of prey. A moment later, another crate followed
the first, though this one landed in the courtyard and crushed
several hapless knights beneath it. Highlord Kastrius barked out
orders in an attempt to organize the defenders, but I couldn’t
afford to split my attention and see if they would hold the
line.

Swearing again, I whipped my head around and
glared at the last wyvern rider as it streaked over the wall. I
hurled another pair of fireballs, one from each hand, and struck
the beast squarely in its flank. The explosion was so bright I
could barely make out anything aside from the now-flaming crate
landing deeper in the fortress. More barbarians poured out, though
the immolated wyvern and rider crashed into a tower and vanished in
a disgusting cloud of gore.

“They’ll head for the gate to try and open it
from the inside,” Valuri said, drawing her crossbows. “I need a
boost!”

I opened my palm and blasted her with a quick
spark of energy. The instant her eyes began glowing, she vaulted up
onto the stone railing along the stars and slid down towards the
courtyard, firing the entire time. She caught a few of the
barbarians by surprise before they clashed with the Silver Fist
knights, but there were plenty more targets to choose from.

“She will need help,” Kaseya said, sliding
her bow onto her back and drawing her sword. “Come on!”

I didn’t have a chance to argue before she
dashed down the steps and joined in the fray. I reached back out to
the Aether and bolstered her strength and speed, keenly aware of
the warning tingles in my muscles. Every spark of power I mustered
from this point on ran the risk of overchanneling, but it wasn’t
like I had much of a choice. Val was right—if we couldn’t hold the
gate, Icewatch and everyone inside its walls was doomed.

While the girls joined in the frantic melee
below, I focused my efforts on the stragglers. Balls of flame and
strokes of lightning erupted from my palms, blasting any Roskarim
caught out in the open without cover. Overall, we still had an
overwhelming advantage in numbers; the barbarians had only been
able to pack about a hundred warriors across the various crates.
But the sheer shock of their landing combined with the ferocity of
their attacks had tipped the scales, and the two surviving wyverns
plucking our archers from the walls wasn’t helping. Biting down on
my lip, I summoned two more spheres of flame into my hands and
waited for the wyverns to loop back and present themselves—

At which point yet another volley of flaming
boulders rained down upon the fortress.

I didn’t even have a chance to panic before I
saw the meteor appear above the wall and streak towards me. I dove
out of the way and reinforced my magical defenses, praying to any
god who happened to be listing that it would be enough.

It wasn’t. My vision blurred as the explosion
hurled me through the air, and if not for my spell armor I had no
doubt that I would have ended up a bloody smear on the wall. I
wasn’t sure exactly what happened—in one second I was flying end
over end, flames and smoke enshrouding my face, and in the next I
was lying face-first in the dirt with my head pounding like I had
just had my skull bashed in by a shovel. When I finally mustered
the strength to lift my head, I saw a Roskarim warrior charging
straight for me, his mighty greataxe clutched in both hands. I
tried to conjure a fireball, but I couldn’t concentrate through the
pain. I opened my mouth and screamed instead, waiting for the
darkness of oblivion to claim me…

Just before the man chopped me in half, an
arrow burst through his chest. Wincing at the spray of blood, I
rolled out of the way an instant before sheer inertia propelled his
corpse into the wall behind me. I frantically wiped the back of my
hand across my brow to clear my eyes, fully expecting to see Kaseya
standing in front of me. But to my surprise, there was a blonde elf
woman there instead.

“If you can’t get that wyvern out of the sky,
we’re all dead,” General Serrane growled, offering me a hand. “Now
get up!”

She yanked me back to my feet with surprising
force. Wiping the blood from my eyes, I searched for any signs of
Valuri and Kaseya. The former was still crouched up on the stairs
firing her crossbows at any barbarian who exposed himself, while
the later was charging towards me from across the courtyard. Her
armor was smeared in blood, though thankfully very little of it was
hers.

“Here it comes,” Serrane warned. “Take it
down!”

The last of the Roskarim wyverns whipped past
overhead as it dove towards the few surviving defenders on the
battlements. The rangers fired to no avail—their arrows still
couldn’t penetrate the beast’s flesh. Serrane fired a shot at the
rider instead, piercing his leg and effectively pinning him to his
mount. But it still wasn’t enough.

Sucking in a deep breath, I reached out to
the Aether and channeled every spark of power I had left into a
single bolt of lightning. The crackling blast burned straight
through the wyvern’s chest, disintegrating half its internal organs
and killing it instantly. The creature’s momentum carried it
straight into the eastern watchtower, and the rider’s eyes gaped in
terror as Serrane’s arrow held him fast to his saddle.

Unfortunately, I didn’t have the strength
left to watch and wait for the dust to settle. My muscles seized
and my lungs burned as the Aetheric backlash finally overwhelmed
me, and the last thing I remembered before losing consciousness was
Kaseya’s warm hands cradling my face.

 


***

 


I had no idea how long I was unconscious, but
when my eyes fluttered back open I could still hear war drums
pounding in the distance. But since I didn’t hear the clattering of
swords or the cries of the wounded, I could only assume we had
repelled the first wave of attackers.

“We really need to work on your endurance,”
Valuri’s voice said from somewhere behind me. “That’s not something
I ever thought I’d say about you.”

I groaned and leaned up as my vision cleared.
I was pressed up against the wall not far from where I had
collapsed, and Val was crouched down next to me. The flames in the
courtyard had been extinguished, mercifully, though the sheer
number of corpses littering the area made my stomach turn. The
scent of blood and ash burned my nose, and I had to clamp a hand
over my face just to breathe.

“Red is up on the wall coordinating the
survivors with General Serrane,” Val said, squeezing my arm and
pointing back to the battlements. “We haven’t spotted any more
wyverns, and the catapults stopped firing a while ago. Hopefully
they’re done for the night.”

I grit my teeth and forced myself to turn
away from the carnage. “Why would they let up now?”

“I’m not sure. They might not have enough
ammunition to actually punch through the wall, or they may have
more crates and wyverns on the way.” She shrugged. “Serrane thinks
this was just an opening volley to see how much damage they could
inflict. Since they couldn’t open the gate, they’ll just pound the
drums and try to terrify the survivors for a while.”

“Like you said, it’s working,” I
muttered.

“Yeah, and it’s only going to get worse.” Val
sighed and gestured to the bodies. “At first count, there are at
least a hundred dead and twice that many too wounded to fight,
including many of the Guild wizards. Without more reinforcements,
this place is doomed.”

I swore under my breath. “What are the odds
that Highlord Kastrius will call for a retreat?”

“Low,” Valuri said gravely. “He’s dead.”

My breath caught in my throat, and I studied
her face to make sure she wasn’t cracking one of her ill-timed dark
jokes. But the solemn look in her eyes confirmed she was telling
the truth.

“Escar’s mercy,” I breathed

“A few of the Roskarim broke through the
rearguard and charged into the barracks,” Valuri said. “Kastrius
and Sir Derec followed them to try and defend the servants and
wounded who were hiding inside. Stupid paladins…”

I swore again. “Derec didn’t make it
either?”

“He did, actually. He said the Highlord saved
his life.” Val shook her head and sighed again. “Morale is going to
crumble whether Serrane wants to admit it or not. She strikes me as
the type of woman who would rather die than surrender, especially
now.”

“She knows that if the fortress falls, every
village from here to Highwind is as good as dead,” I said. “You
can’t blame her for that.”

“I wasn’t,” Valuri whispered. “But you and I
both know we can’t afford to stick around here much longer. If Red
wants to warn her people about Ayrael’s plans, we have to get back
to Highwind. It’s the only way.”

I knew she was right. I had known she was
right from the very beginning, actually, but that didn’t make this
any easier. As bad as things were right now, they would have been
even worse if we hadn’t been here. Icewatch probably would have
fallen, and Highwind might have lost their Highlord and their
Ranger-General in a single attack.

Perhaps we had just delayed the inevitable.
Perhaps ten thousand barbarians would throw themselves at the wall
in a few hours, and everything we had done would have been
pointless. There was no way to know.

“For now, we should get back up on the wall,”
I said, stretching out my arms and grimacing at the strange
juxtaposition of numbness and pain. “Tomorrow isn’t here just
yet.”
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“Forget learning ancient moshalim
channeling techniques,” I grumbled. “If we survive this, Zalheer is
going to teach us how to channel a silence spell.”

When the Roskarim drums continued pounding
for the second consecutive hour following the wyvern attack, I
genuinely started to question the limits of my own sanity. Every
echoing beat felt like a miniature earthquake in my skull, and I
was half tempted to take the girls and charge straight into their
lines just to get this over with. Hell couldn’t possibly be this
annoying.

“She’s here,” Kaseya whispered. She was
crouched down next to the battlements again, her forehead creased
in concentration.

“What?” I asked. “Who?”

“Ayrael. I can sense her presence amongst the
army.”

“Well, that’s just wonderful,” Valuri
muttered. “You two better have enough energy left to fight her when
she personally leads their next charge.”

The words had barely escaped her lips when
the war drums abruptly changed their rhythm. On cue, the distant
wall of torches began crawling forward like a giant, undulating
mass of flame and flesh. The Roskarim gradually picked up speed as
they drew closer, the moonlight glinting off their sharp axes.

“Archers: to the wall!” General Serrane’s
voice rang out across the fortress. The Icewatch defenders and her
surviving rangers lined up along the battlements, and Kaseya and
Valuri followed suit.

“It’s been a while since I used one of
these,” Val said as she lifted the bow she’d been given.

“If you fire in their general direction I’m
sure you’ll hit something,” I replied, grimacing. I had mostly
recovered from overchanneling earlier, but my arms and fingers were
still tingling. I honestly wasn’t sure how long I would be able to
keep this up…

“Archers: nock!” Serrane shouted. “Draw!”

I held my breath and watched as the
barbarians charged closer and closer. They weren’t riding wolves or
hiding behind a wall of shields; they were just running forward and
screaming like a horde of bloodthirsty orcs. I wondered distantly
if Ayrael had tried to teach them better tactics or if she simply
didn’t care how many of them died.

“Fire!”

A volley of arrows streaked through the night
sky and rained down upon the charging Roskarim, maiming or outright
killing dozens of their warriors. But the dead were swiftly
trampled into the dirt by the living, and the screams of the
wounded were completely drowned out by a new wave of battle
cries.

“Nock! Draw! Fire!”

The defenders unleashed another salvo, but no
matter how many barbarians died it didn’t seem to thin their
numbers in the slightest. Still, the more we killed here the fewer
we would have to deal with when—

“Get down!”

I glanced up just in time to watch the
distant catapults fire another salvo of flaming boulders. The
surviving wizards conjured a barrier, but there weren’t enough of
them to cover all the gaps. I reached out to the Aether to try and
help…

But it was already too late. The boulders
crashed into the fortress, showering the battlements in even more
oily, flaming debris. Most of the archers in the group next to us
were crushed outright, and I completely lost sight of the
Ranger-General amidst the smoke and chaos.

“Watch the ladders!” Kaseya cried out,
dropping her bow and drawing her sword. “Hold the line!”

I brushed enough soot from the eyes to watch
as the barbarians began erecting siege ladders to climb the walls.
Apparently they hadn’t needed shields after all—they had simply
allowed their catapults to cover for them.

“Fuck this,” Valuri snarled, casting aside
her bow and drawing her crossbows instead. She leaned over the
crenellations and began shooting the barbarians while they tried to
climb. “Do something, Jorem!”

I dashed next to her and peered down the
wall. The barbarians were swarming over the ladders, and I doubted
I would ever have a better opportunity to inflict this much damage.
Taking a deep breath, I reached out to the Aether and conjured a
flaming sphere in my palm, then leaned forward and hurled it at the
base of the ladder. In theory, the explosion would kill dozens of
Roskarim and destroy their only means of ascending the walls.

In practice, the fireball was snuffed out
before it ever came close to its target.

“What the hell…?” I breathed.

I leaned back as an arrow whistled past my
head, and I belatedly sensed the presence of several Roskarim
channelers amidst the throng of warriors. Now I understood why
their shaman hadn’t been blasting our archers—they had seen me kill
their wyverns, and now they were holding back their power to
counterspell me before I could inflict any more damage.

“You’ve never been impotent before,” Valuri
hissed, leaning back over and firing two more shots after her
crossbows reloaded. “What the hell is going on?”

“Their shamans are countering me,” I said. “I
can’t—”

I didn’t have time to finish the sentence
before the first wave of brutes vaulted over the wall. Kaseya met
them head on, decapitating one with her sword and bashing another
with her shield. But as the smoke from the boulders slowly cleared,
I realized there were far more ladders than I’d feared. The Silver
Fist knights rushed up to defend the archers and wizards, but I
knew they wouldn’t be able to hold out for long.

Gritting my teeth, I dove away from the wall
to give me some space, then reached out through the Aether and
focused on empowering the girls instead. Kaseya was already holding
her own, but with my help she became a whirling dervish of
destruction, scything down barbarian warriors twice her size one
after another. I gave Valuri a quick boost as well—a single spark
of energy from my fingertips gave her all the power she needed to
rampage across the battlements like a tiny, green-eyed
demoness.

The deadly grace and skill of my companions
was as horrifying (and weirdly arousing) as normal, but even as the
corpses piled up on the wall I knew we were still losing ground. A
quick glance to my right confirmed that the defenders on the
eastern wall had already been overwhelmed, and General Serrane was
struggling to hold back the tide in the center. Her enchanted bow
conjured shimmering arrow after shimmering arrow at the slightest
touch of her fingers to the string, but even unlimited ammunition
couldn’t overwhelm unlimited targets.

It was at that exact moment, when I truly
felt the cold fingers of death clasping at my throat, that the
fortress’s main gate exploded inwards.

A roar of triumph shuddered up from below,
and I turned just in time to watch the barbarians ooze around the
edges of their battering ram and pour into the courtyard. The
Silver Fist knights roared back and charged, and the two forces
collided in a blur of steel, blood, and screams.

“Damn it,” I hissed, glancing back over my
shoulder to the girls. They were still battling atop the ladder and
more or less holding their own, but if the men in the courtyard
were overwhelmed this would all be for nothing. Still, I did have
an opening I didn’t have before. As long as the shaman couldn’t see
me, they couldn’t counterspell me. This might have been my last
chance to make a difference.

Reaching back out to the Aether, I conjured
another fireball in my hand and chucked it at the battering ram.
The wooden frame exploded in a shower of flaming splinters,
crushing the barbarians as they tried to squeeze through and
effectively blocking off their reinforcements—at least for a few
moments. I shifted my attention back to the ongoing melee and tried
to pick any clear targets I could. It wasn’t as difficult as it
could have been—the knights were already staring down three-to-one
odds, and despite their skill and magic they were slowing falling
back. I detonated a fireball in one cluster of Roskarim, then
unleashed a bolt of lightning at another…

Jorem!

I felt Kaseya’s pained cry through the
Aether, and I turned just in time to watch a pair of barbarians
tackle her to the ground. I blasted one off and then another, but
even when she wriggled free of their seared bodies even more took
their place. It was like we were trying to hold off a swarm of
locusts.

The amazon eventually recovered and leapt
back to her feet, but I knew it was already too late. The dam had
broken and the tide had turned. Serrane had lost control of the
wall’s center, and the barbarians were pushing through the flaming
wreckage to storm the courtyard in overwhelming numbers. Barring a
miracle, we were mere moments from death.

This is all your fault. You could have
left days ago. You could have argued harder for Kaseya to leave
Zalheer behind. You are her Maskari; she would have obeyed
you even if she disagreed. Her disappointment would be a small
price to pay compared to getting her killed out here in this frozen
shithole a thousand miles from home…

She cried out again when a spear pierced her
leg, and I looked up just in time to watch a Roskarim swing his axe
for her neck—

And then the entire fortress rumbled as a
dozen strokes of lightning crashed down from the sky and burned the
Roskarim to cinders.

The initial flash was so bright the
afterimage nearly blinded me, but I wasn’t alone. Every barbarian
on the battlements cried out and clutched at their faces—the ones
that were still alive, anyway. A storm of death and lightning
scoured the walls clean and flooded my nostrils with the horrid
scent of burned flesh. I craned me neck over my shoulder, fully
expecting to see the god of storms himself floating above the
courtyard.

Instead, I saw Zalheer. The old
moshalim was indeed floating above the ground, and his hands
and eyes crackled with all the might and fury of a thunderstorm. I
thought I had seen the full scope of his power back in the
mountains. I had obviously been mistaken.

For the Vael Tal’Shira! he called out,
his voice bellowing through the Aether itself. For Nol
Krovos!

Another blast scorched down from the heavens,
even stronger than the last. By the time I finally blinked the
afterimage from my vision the walls were little more than a
smoldering graveyard. The Roskarim ladders had been charred to
cinders, and I didn’t see any more men pouring in through the main
gate. The knights were still locked in tight with the stragglers,
but they fought with renewed vigor. Man for man—woman for
woman—they hacked down the attackers with the fury of Escar
himself. I risked a quick glance over the wall while I crawled
towards Kaseya, and I was rewarded with the most beautiful sight I
could imagine.

The barbarians were retreating.

“I’ll be damned,” Valuri rasped, slumping
down against the wall next to me and panting for breath. “The old
man did it.”

I nodded absently. At least two thirds of the
Roskarim were still alive, but their spirit was broken. I didn’t
blame them—if I had just watched the sky rain death upon my
friends, I would have turned the hell around too.

“Where’s Ayrael?” I asked, belatedly
realizing that we hadn’t actually seen her.

“Already gone,” Kaseya whispered. “She rides
south for Vorsalos.”

“Either she’s scared to face us again or she
doesn’t care whether or not the Roskarim win,” Valuri said. “I’ll
guess the latter. The Highlord is dead, and this place is a
disaster. The Inquisitrix already got the chaos she wanted.”

I pursed my lips as I channeled healing magic
into Kaseya’s leg to close the wound. I didn’t even want to think
about the long-term implications of what had just happened. We were
alive, and for now that was the only thing that mattered. I just
didn’t understand how it was possible for one man to cause so much
devastation, especially with the enemy channelers actively
countering his spells…

“He is dying, Jorem,” Kaseya said.

I blinked and shook my head. “What?”

“Zalheer,” she murmured, pointing across the
courtyard. The moshalim was no longer levitating through the
air. He was slumped against a broken barricade in the courtyard,
his old body struggling for breath.

I raced down off the wall to reach him,
leaping over the countless corpses and pushing through the noxious
clouds of smoke. I feared that his wounds from earlier had
reopened, but when I drew close I realized the problem was much,
much worse.

“Find the Fount of Velhari,” Zalheer rasped.
“Stop the Corruptor.”

I opened my mouth to reply but realized I had
nothing to say. He already looked like a corpse. His thick veins
were visibly pulsating beneath his pale flesh, and his eyes were
bloodshot and distant. He hadn’t been struck down by a Roskarim
spear or axe—he had been struck down by the Aether itself.

I swore under my breath. I had never actually
seen a sorcerer overchannel himself to death before. The price of
power was pain and death, the old saying went. Mortal bodies were
never meant to serve as a direct conduit for the Aether, and every
spell took its toll on us in one way or another.

Yet Zalheer had somehow lived a long and full
life anyway for reasons I still didn’t understand. It was only now,
at the end, that the Aether finally claimed its prize.

“Serve and protect the Vaer
Tal’Shira,” the old man told me. “Respect her pledge. Honor her
sacrifice. Love her from now until the end.”

His hand touched mine, and I felt him slip
something into my palm. I glanced down to see a slender, faintly
glowing stone brimming with Aetheric energy.

“Marcella…” he breathed.

And then he was gone.

 


***

 


Every story I’d ever heard about glorious
battles as a child, whether over a campfire or in the pages of an
old book, described the victory celebrations as much or more than
the actual carnage. The drinking, the laughing, the fucking—the
stories all made it sound like the revelry started the instant the
last body hit the ground. And naturally, they never spent more than
a few sentences talking about the dead aside from how their
companions would honor them with food and song.

The reality, unsurprisingly, was a hell of a
lot more depressing.

The girls spent the next few hours helping
with the cleanup while I joined the fortress’s healers in the
triage tents. We saved as many lives as we could, and by mid-day I
had finally recovered from the shock of everything that had
happened. Unfortunately, I suspected that the nightmares would last
for many years to come.

“They’ll be rifling through the bodies for
days,” I said from our perch on the battlements overlooking the
courtyard. “The knights will want a ceremony to honor their
dead.”

“As well they should,” Kaseya said.

I nodded in silent agreement. Dawn had
finally cracked over the horizon a few minutes ago, and the
surviving defenders had already started the grim work of separating
dead friends and foes. A corpse pyre was already burning on the
eastern side of the bailey.

“I wish we could bring his body back to Nol
Krovos,” Kaseya added into the silence. “We’ll have to settle for
bringing his ashes instead.”

I glanced down to where Zalheer’s body had
been laid out alongside many of the other fallen defenders in
preparation for cremation. By any objective standard, we had barely
known the man. We had met him less than a week ago! But for some I
still felt sick every sick every time I looked at his corpse.
Whatever else he may have been—whatever else he may have done—he
had saved our lives. If there was any justice in the multiverse,
the amazons would at least have the decency to bury his remains on
Nol Krovos. Sadly, I didn’t expect things would be that easy.

“He left me this,” I said, pulling the
slender crystal from my pocket. “I’m not certain, but I think it’s
a Dal’Rethi training stone.”

Valuri frowned and shook her head. “A
what?”

“A teaching device created by the Avetharri
thousands of years ago. This might predate the Dragon War.”

I sighed when both girls looked at me like I
was speaking gibberish. “The Avethian Empire stretched across this
whole region back before humanity had founded a single kingdom. The
Avetharri fought a long, bloody war against the dark elves that…” I
paused and pinched the bridge of my nose. “Never mind. The point is
that the Dal’Rethi Blade Dancers were elite soldier-sorcerers who
served and protected their emperor. Almost every modern channeling
tradition is based off of their teachings. None have ever achieved
similar mastery, not even the moshalim.”

“The old man did say he spent decades
traveling the world searching for different channeling traditions,”
Valuri said. “Do you know how that thing works?”

“Not a clue,” I admitted. “Most Avethian
relics have been lost to history, even among the Highborne of
Nelu’Thalas. But there is one person who might know something about
it.”

“If you say ‘Telanya,’ I swear to every god
in the multiverse I’ll choke you right now.”

I grunted and slipped the stone back into my
pocket. I knew I probably should have been more fascinated by
Zalheer’s gift, but at the moment we far bigger problems to deal
with. According to Kaseya her sister was on the move back to
Vorsalos, and the Inquisitrix’s fleet would probably be setting
sail for Nol Krovos soon…

I blinked out of my reverie just in time to
watch General Serrane and Sir Derec approach us from across the
battlements. They both looked as haggard as I felt, though Serrane
still moved with a supernatural grace and poise I found genuinely
comforting. Hopefully the rest of the soldiers did too.

“I wanted to thank you personally for
everything you’ve done,” she said. “All of you. Without your help,
we would have been overrun hours ago during the first wave.”

“Gratitude is nice, but coin would be even
better,” Valuri said. “Who am I kidding? We don’t get paid for
anything anymore…”

Serrane eyed her curiously. “The Council will
reward you generously. I will make certain of it.”

“If they don’t, I’m sure there are plenty of
other concerned citizens in Highwind who will,” Derec said with a
coy wink. “Not all the nobles were eager to abandon this
place.”

“Faint praise indeed,” Serrane muttered. She
glanced around the carnage, as solemn look on her face. “This blood
is on their hands. And we’ve no guarantee the Roskarim won’t
regroup and try again.”

“If history is any indicator, they break when
their leader falls,” I said. “During the battle, we saw the
Inquisitrix’s Hand flee west around the Shattered Peaks. Sooner or
later I suspect the barbarians will figure out they were just lambs
led to the slaughter.”

“Perhaps,” Serrane said. “In the meantime, I
will stay here and continue organizing a defense and conducting
repairs. I don’t expect you to stay. Sir Derec mentioned you have
other business back in Highwind.”

“We do,” I confirmed. As much as I wanted to
tell her everything—preferably during a quiet, private dinner—I
knew better than to overshare. No one here needed to know that we
were agents of the Black Mistress or that the Inquisitrix planned
to attack Nol Krovos. Not that they would believe us…or care. The
amazons were barely even real to most of these people.

“As much as we could still use your healing
magic, you might as well leave now before it grows dark,” Serrane
suggested. “I will contact the Council and make sure they
understand the importance of your contribution.”

“I’ll tell them again myself in a few days,”
Derec said. “I’ll be escorting the dead back home. The Highlord
deserves a proper burial...and so do all the others.”

“Yes, they do,” Kaseya said flatly. She
eventually pulled her eyes away from the bodies and touched General
Serrane on the shoulder. “Without your leadership, none of these
soldiers would still be alive. I am proud to have fought alongside
you.”

The elven woman smiled and clutched Kaseya’s
forearm. She said something in Elven, and Kaseya replied in her own
language. They shared another glance, then offered each other a
parting bow.

Once Serrane was out of earshot, Valuri
chuckled and crouched down behind me where she could whisper. “At
this rate, Red is going to fuck her before you do.”

I sighed and turned back to Derec. “We’ll get
back to Solemi as soon as possible. I really hope she can arrange
for a ship to take us to Nol Krovos.”

“So do I,” the knight replied gravely.
“Though to be honest, I’m more worried about what’s going to happen
with the Council. Kastrius was the glue holding them together.”

I studied his profile as he glanced back over
his shoulder to the Highlord’s coffin. Something in his voice was
odd, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on what…

“The Highlord died defending the innocent,”
Kaseya said. “There is no greater glory.”

“True enough,” Derec replied. Something
flickered across his face, but I wasn’t able to pin it down before
he turned. “I’ve tried to convince General Serrane to return, but
that’s not going to happen for a while. She won’t leave until she’s
certain the Roskarim are routed.” He sighed and shook his head. “In
any event, I wish you luck on your journey. I would offer you
horses, but I don’t think we have any left to spare.”

“We’ll be all right,” I said, forcing a tight
smile. The longer I sat here surrounded by death and destruction,
the more I wanted to run through the gate and out into the open
plains. The freezing winter wind would still feel less
oppressive.

“Then I’m sure I’ll see you soon,” Derec
said, shaking my hand. “Give Solemi my best.”

 


***

 


We didn’t actually leave Icewatch for several
more hours. Kaseya had to gather Zalheer’s ashes from the pyre, and
I decided to do a final round of triage in the healing tents to
make ensure that no one else would die from their wounds. Once I
was certain that everything was stable, we grabbed as many supplies
as we could carry and set out. Even though we only had a few hours
of daylight left, I was overjoyed to be out on the open road.

I expected camp that night to be a somber
combination of quiet reflection and barely-restrained tears. We had
only narrowly escaped oblivion, after all, and I swore the cold
touch of death was still lurking in my shadow. But once the tents
were propped and the campfire was lit, we all realized that
survival was pointless if we refused to feel alive. And so the
celebration finally began in earnest.

Within minutes of igniting the campfire, I
had a bottle of whiskey in my hand and Kaseya’s tits in my mouth.
She bounced up and down on my lap, her quim cradling my cock and
her thighs straddling my waist, while she and Val shared a wet,
heated kiss fueled as much out of desperation as lust. I fucked
both of them as long and hard as I ever had before, in every hole
and in every position, as if each thrust were a giant middle finger
to the gods of darkness and death. I was mostly sober when I
injected my first load deep into Kaseya’s cunt, but I was entirely
drunk when I fired the next one all over Valuri’s face.

I was vaguely aware of the girls entertaining
each other afterwards, but I slept like a brick until well after
sunrise the next day. I doubt I would have noticed if the entire
remainder of the Roskarim army trampled over me. Every muscle in my
body ached, and my head was still pounding.

Amazingly, the girls were in even worse
shape. Kaseya was still lying face down on her pillow, her untied
red hair spilled out across half the tent, while Valuri was curled
up beneath me for warmth. I snorted softly and slid my arms around
the Huntress’s waist, then pressed my face into her black hair and
finally let myself cry.

I wasn’t entirely certain whether the tears
were born more out of relief or shock or outright sadness, but they
flowed more easily than they had in as long as I could remember. At
the very least, I knew they were a response to the shockwaves of
death I still felt shuddering through the Aether. I had killed men
before, of course, but I had never watched so many perish around me
at the same time. The echoes of their death clung to me somehow,
and no matter how hard I tried I couldn’t push them away. It made
me want to pour more whiskey down my throat and never channel
again.

“I see you’re handling your liquor about as
well as Red here,” Valuri said after a moment. “What the hell are
you whimpering about?”

I sighed and rubbed the tears from my face.
“I don’t know, maybe I’m experiencing genuine human emotion for
once. You should try it sometime.”

“Sounds exhausting,” she muttered, squirming
around to face me. She stared at me for a long moment, her green
eyes brimming with more sympathy than she would ever dare put into
words. “We’re alive, we’re safe…things could be a hell of a lot
worse.”

“I know, it’s just…” I sighed and shook my
head. “We’ve scraped by plenty of times before, but this feels
different somehow. Maybe it was just seeing the power Zalheer could
unleash…and seeing the power the Aether could unleash back upon
him.”

Valuri slowly ran her fingers through my
short hair. “That or you’re just upset you never had the chance to
fuck Serrane.”

I groaned and rolled my eyes. “You could at
least try to be serious once in a while.”

“I have tried before. I’m just not very good
at it.”

She grabbed the sides of my head and forced
me to look her in the eyes before she kissed me again. Her tongue
wrapped around mine, and I shared in her breath for several minutes
before she finally pulled away.

“You’re worried that the next time you
overchannel, you’ll suffer Zalheer’s fate,” she reasoned.

“It’s always a risk,” I said. “I’ve been
lucky so far.”

“Then maybe I need to start keeping you in
check. Every third fireball I’ll jab my claws into your ribs and
the suck the Aether out of you.”

I snorted but smiled despite myself. I knew
she wasn’t actually trying to be difficult; this was her awkward
way of trying to make me feel better. She had never been the
lovey-dovey type and never would be. But she was definitely the
“let’s fuck until you feel better type,” and she deftly wriggled
her legs out from beneath me and clamped the around my waist. My
cock swelled to life against her, and she gently nudged the tip
into her quim.

“That’s better,” Valuri breathed as her hips
began slowly bucking against me. “If you’re going to overchannel
yourself to death soon, we better start having you feed me two or
three times a day while you still can.”

I dragged my fingers along the silky smooth
skin of her outer thighs. “At that rate, there won’t be much left
for Kaseya.”

“Red will make due, I’m sure. Besides, once
you’re gone I plan to transfer ownership of that collar. I’ll be
her Maskari if it means I get to feed off her sweet little
cunt whenever I want. I doubt we’ll even miss you.”

I slammed into her hard enough that she
actually squealed in surprise, which only encouraged me to fuck her
even harder. Half of me wanted to kiss the cute, impish smirk on
her lips; the other half wanted to slap it off her face in
frustration. It was basically the perfect distillation of our
relationship.

“For the record, I never doubted that we’d
win,” she said between gasps for breath. “Not even for a
moment.”

“You’re so full of shit,” I sneered.

“I’d rather be full of cum.”

“Did…did you really just say that?”

“My secret’s out—you know I can feed wherever
you put it.” Her grin turned downright devilish. “So you might as
well spill inside me.”

I snorted and pinned her arms beside her head
as I pounded her in earnest. Her fingernails dug into my flesh, and
I pumped everything I had as deep inside her as I could.

“Good boy,” she cooed into my ear just like
she used to back when we had first met. She had been a much more
ruthless mistress back then, all things considered.

I remained on top of her and watched in idle
fascination as her eyes rolled back into her head and her tattoos
began to glow beneath her pale skin. I traced my fingers along the
ones on her belly, and I softly kissed her breasts until she
finally came down.

Kaseya didn’t stir until I had slumped over
on my side, and when she leaned up she looked like she had just
fought an ogre in the gladiator pits. “Matriarch’s mercy,” she
breathed. “I overslept. I’m sorry.”

“I took care of him, don’t worry,” Val said.
“Someone doesn’t know how to hold her liquor.”

“I know how to…it was something in the…”
Kaseya swallowed and licked at her lips. “Zor kalah, I think
you’re right.”

We shared a chuckle before Valuri started
shivering and dug through our supplies for her clothes. “I’m pretty
sure there’s a stream around here, but it is way too fucking cold
for a bath,” she said. “We should probably get moving as soon as
possible.”

“Yeah,” I agreed, rubbing at my face. The
echoes in the Aether seemed to have fallen silent for a few moments
at least, and I hoped they would continue to fade the farther away
from Icewatch we traveled. “We still have a long way left to
go.”
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Two days and a hundred or so miles later, the
shining spires of Highwind finally appeared on the horizon. The
roads this close were even busier than when we had left; word of
the Roskarim attack had undoubtedly spread all across the
Lastharvest Plains, and anyone with the means was still seeking
solace inside the city walls. I started to worry that we might be
denied entry—the line of caravans and refugees was almost half a
mile long at this point—but then one of the guards spotted us and
waved us forward.

“The Mistress said you’d be back soon,” the
young man said. “Come on; let’s get you inside where it’s
warm.”

I nodded and followed, clamping my hand over
Kaseya’s mouth before she could say anything that got us in
trouble. I felt as bad as she did leaving all these people out here
in the cold, especially when we were only being allowed inside
thanks to grift, but we did need to speak with Solemi as soon as
possible. Besides, favors like this were half the reason we had
been seeking a powerful ally here in the first place…

Once we were actually inside the gates, the
abrupt shift in the city’s collective mood became even more
obvious. There were at least twice as many guardsmen on the streets
but half the number of regular people. The weather probably
accounted for part of it—winter had descended even more swiftly
than normal this year—but news of the barbarian invasion had
obviously reached the common folk as well.

“I wonder if they know about Kastrius,”
Valuri whispered as we led our horses through the streets. “Or that
the Roskarim retreated.”

“Probably ‘yes’ on both counts,” I said.
“Serrane will have told the rest of the Duskwatch everything with
her calling crystal, and I’m sure they’re received plenty of
messenger hawks, too.”

“Mm,” Valuri murmured, her eyes darting back
and forth around the streets. “Why do I get the feeling a bunch of
other horrible things have happened since we left?”

“Because you have basic reasoning and
observational skills,” I replied dryly. “Let’s just focus on
getting to Darkwind. Solemi can fill us in and hopefully get us
that ship.”

“I still think there’s a decent chance we’ll
have to walk to Greygale and bribe someone to take us. And by bribe
I mean threaten, because it’s not like we’re burdened with a bunch
of extra gold.”

“The Ranger-General did say that the Council
would pay us,” Kaseya pointed out.

“Yeah, I wouldn’t hold my breath on that,” I
said. “Come on.”

We left our horse when Solemi’s people at the
nearby stable then attempted to maneuver our way towards Moonshadow
Plaza and the hidden entrance to Darkwind inside the Skittering
Spider. The heavy patrols forced us into several detours,
however, and we eventually ended up on the edge of the plaza where
an austere, middle-aged man clad in the armor of a city guardsmen
was addressing a crowd of several hundred people.

“…cannot afford to take any more risks,” he
was saying, his deep voice echoing down the street. “Every day the
gates remain open is another opportunity for more Senosi assassins
to slip into our city. Until the Vorsalosian threat has been dealt
with, Highwind will remain closed.”

Valuri pulled the cowl of her cloak more
tightly around her shoulder. “Who the hell is that supposed to
be?”

“Constable Mannick, I think,” I said. “I
don’t really know anything about him other than the fact he’s in
charge of the Highwind Guard. Well, that and Serrane seems to
dislike him.”

“As of tonight, I will also officially be
enacting a curfew for all citizens,” Mannick went on. “No one is
allowed on the streets after sundown unless they are accompanied by
one of my Guardsmen.”

The crowd erupted in a bizarre combination of
cheers, jeers, and outright screams of protest, mostly from
merchants upset about their places of business. I didn’t blame
them, but I also didn’t want to be here if the crowd got out of
hand…

“The death of Highlord Kastrius, a true hero
of Highwind, should be a clarion call to action,” Mannick shouted
over the protests. “For too long the feckless nobles of the city
have counted their riches while the people in the streets suffer.
For too long they have refused to spend a single coin bolstering
the Guard or building a real army to protect us. Icewatch stands
today thanks to the selfless bravery and sacrifice of good men and
women, and Highwind will only stand tomorrow if even more of those
brave men and women answer the call.”

“I can’t tell if he’s trying to conscript an
army or start a revolution,” Valuri muttered.

“Both.”

We all turned to face a hooded, elderly woman
standing behind us. A single lock of silver hair spilled out from
the shadowy cowl of her hood.

“The good constable has lived in the shadow
of better men ever since he was offered a seat on the Council,” she
went on. “But with the death of Highlord Kastrius, the
assassination of Councilor Vaneros, and the prolonged absence of
Ranger-General Serrane…well, his voice has grown much louder. And
for better or worse, the people of Highwind are desperate to listen
to someone—anyone—who promises to keep them safe.”

I was just about to ask her who she was when
the truth belatedly struck me. The Aether swirling around her, and
I felt like an idiot for not realizing the truth immediately.

“Glad to see you’re still finding the time to
catch some fresh air once in a while,” Valuri said.

“A woman in my position can’t afford to hide
in the shadows forever.” Solemi—aka “The Black Mistress,” aka
“Silhouette”—lifted her chin and flashed us all a warm smile.
“Thank the gods you made it back to the city in one piece. With all
the rumors floating around about what happened in Icewatch…well, I
feared the worst.”

“We’re alive, and the north lives to fight
another day,” I said, smiling back. “Unfortunately, we lost a
potential ally along the way.”

“Derec mentioned that Zalheer gave his life
to protect Icewatch,” Solemi replied solemnly. “Such an incredible
act of bravery for a man who had been forced to live in exile for
so many years…”

“He sacrificed himself so that I might return
to Nol Krovos and save my people from the Inquisitrix,” Kaseya
said. “You must help us return to the island as soon as
possible.”

Solemi arched both her silver eyebrows. “Sail
to Nol Krovos? That…” She shook her head. “That may not be easy as
you think.”

“I’m sure we’ll figure something out, but we
probably shouldn’t do it here,” I said, tossing a furtive glance
around the plaza. “Things seem a lot less stable than when
we left.”

“The Senosi have struck at the very heart of
the city. The old order is collapsing in on itself more quickly
every day.” Solemi paused and glanced about the plaza. “Come—we
have much to discuss.”

 


***

 


A half an hour later, we had successfully
navigated Darkwind’s labyrinthine illusions and arrived in the
Black Mistress’s underground palace. I gave her the shortest
possible explanation of everything we had learned along the way,
from Ayrael’s relationship with the Roskarim to the Inquisitrix’s
alleged plan to poison the Aether and collapse the Three Corridors.
It all sounded even more preposterous aloud than it did in my head,
which was no small feat. Nevertheless, Solemi took everything in
stride. I expected nothing less from a powerful sorceress who had
built her own shadow empire.

“It’s almost unbelievable,” Solemi whispered
as we strolled past the hot pools and steaming geysers festooned
around the edges of the structure. “You are certain that this Fount
of Velhari exists?”

“Zalheer was,” Kaseya said. “He showed it to
me in a vision, and he claims that it is one many such nexus points
of energy built by the Avetharri elves in the distant past.”

“You’ll forgive my skepticism, but there are
many powerful channelers in the Northern Reaches. Why haven’t they
sensed it?”

“Maybe some of them have and they don’t know
it,” I said. “If the Fount has always been there, they may not
realize how different the Aether will feel without it. How would
any of us know what darkness looked like if we lived in a place
where the sun never set?”

“An interesting point,” Solemi said. “Still,
you must admit that it all seems a little…strange.”

“It does, yes,” I admitted, choosing my words
carefully. “But I saw the Fount in the Kaseya’s vision, and I have
felt its power for myself. Its presence would also go a long way
towards explaining why the amazons have such a strong connection to
the Aether.”

“Even if it’s not real, Ayrael and the
Inquisitrix believe it is,” Valuri added. “They’ll attack Nol
Krovos one way or another.”

“She has already inflicted tremendous damage
here with just a handful of her agents,” Solemi said. “Knights,
rangers, priests, and now a councilor…the Senosi have thrown
Highwind’s entire political order into chaos in a matter of weeks.
They’ve been so effective that I’ve honestly wondered why the
Inquisitrix bothered waiting so long.”

“I assume she wanted to divert as many of the
city’s forces north as possible,” Valuri suggested. “She had to
know that a resurgent barbarian threat would draw Kastrius north
and probably Serrane, too.”

“And assuming her real target is Nol Krovos,
it means she’s effectively bogged down all her potential enemies in
a single stoke,” I added. “No one’s going to lift a finger to stop
the Vorsalosian fleet with the Roskarim threatening the north and
the Senosi running rampant across Highwind.”

“Would anyone have offered to help my people
regardless?” Kaseya asked pointedly.

“No offense, Red, but your people haven’t
exactly been open to alliances before,” Valuri said. “The amazons
never lifted a finger during the War of the Three Cities or Winter
War or any other conflict in the last…I don’t know,
forever.”

“I was not defending my people’s mistakes,”
Kaseya said. “My only point is that Inquisitrix didn’t need to
bother separating those who are already divided.”

“Maybe not, but if she does poison the Fount
and collapse the Three Corridors, the chaos outside right now will
only be the beginning,” I said gravely. “Every city in the Northern
Reaches will be ripe for conquest. And even if their governments
don’t collapse outright, their people will be looking for a strong
leader.”

Valuri nodded. “The Inquisitrix is just
repeating the same tactics that won her control of Vorsalos years
ago. Beating back the Roskarim was a huge victory, but it’s not
enough.”

Solemi sighed softly when we entered her
quasi throne room at the center of the spire. “Unfortunately, I’m
not sure there’s anything we can do about that right now,” she
said, sitting down and crossing her legs. “Hiring a ship to sail to
Nol Krovos is a difficult prospect at the best of times. I’m afraid
your people are not overly hospitable towards outsiders.”

“I am not an outsider,” Kaseya said.

“No, but whoever owns the ship you hire will
be.” Solemi pursed her lips in thought. “I do have an old friend in
Greygale who owes me a favor, but it will take time to contact him
and make arrangements.”

“How much time?” I asked.

“Several days at best. A few weeks is more
likely.”

“We cannot afford to wait that long,” Kaseya
said. “Perhaps we should travel to Seawatch ourselves and try to
convince one of the local captains to help.”

“We don’t have the coin for that, and even if
we did there’s no guarantee we’d find anyone,” I said soberly.
“What about a message? Considering you’re the one who told the
amazons about Ayrael in the first place, you must have a way to
speak with them.”

“I don’t have a calling crystal linked to Nol
Krovos, if that’s what you’re asking,” Solemi said. “But I do know
a merchant who can send a messenger hawk. If you write a short
letter, I should be able to get it delivered by the end of the
week.”

“I suppose that’s better than nothing,” I
murmured. “Though I doubt you’ll be able to convince the Matriarch
to take any drastic actions without meeting her in person.”

Kaseya shook her head. “There must be another
way. If my sister reaches the island before us…”

“We’ll figure something out,” I promised. “We
always do.”

“I apologize that I can’t do more,” Solemi
said. She sounded sincere, but that didn’t mean much considering
she always sounded sincere.

“Who knows, maybe we’ll get lucky,” Valuri
put in. “The Inquisitrix could always dispatch her fleet to
Highwind instead.”

“I know you’re being sarcastic, but a naval
attack through the river would be costly and pointless,” I said.
“The ships would be bottlenecked. The Guild wizards could torch
them before they ever got close. A water conquest of Highwind has
never really been feasible.”

“Yeah, well, before a few days ago a land
invasion of the north during winter didn’t seem particularly
feasible either,” she countered. “The Roskarim thought
otherwise.”

I grunted softly. I could hear the subtext
behind her words: Val, like me, desperately wanted to believe that
Zalheer had just been a crazy old man spouting nonsense. Sooner or
later we were going to have to come to terms with the truth.

“I’ll reach out to my contacts now and see
what I can do,” Solemi said, “but in the meantime, Highwind could
still use your help.”

Valuri snorted and crossed her arms.
“Highwind…or you?”

“Of late, they are one and the same,” the
half-elf replied with a wry grin. “The Senosi threaten everything,
and you know them better than anyone.”

“Knowing about them and stopping them are two
very different things,” Valuri countered.

“She’s right, though,” Kaseya said. “Jorem
and I have discovered a way to exploit their weaknesses. We may be
the only ones capable of defeating them before it’s too late.”

“Uh, let’s not get ourselves,” I said,
raising my hands defensively. The last thing I wanted to do right
now was volunteer to wage another war on behalf of a city I still
didn’t really consider home.

“The knights and wizards are powerless,
Jorem,” Kaseya said gravely. “We need to do something.”

“Like what? Wander around the city and hope
the Senosi are stupid enough to attack us?”

“I can track them through the Aether.
Together we might be able to find and stop them before they can do
any more harm.”

I opened and closed my mouth several times
before anything came out. She wasn’t wrong about her
capabilities—it was entirely conceivable that the three of us
could, in fact, hunt down and expose any Senosi hiding in the city.
The problem was that doing so was about the last thing in the
universe I wanted right now. After all the shit we went through at
Icewatch, I really, really didn’t want her to start volunteering us
for more mercenary work.

“Red does make a good point,” Valuri conceded
after a moment. “Even if we can’t root them all out, at the very
least we could put them on the defensive. I know they think—we’re
used to being huntresses, not prey.”

Kaseya eyed me for a long moment, and I was
painfully aware of her ability to sense my mood. “You don’t
agree.”

“Let’s just say I’m not thrilled about the
idea of wandering about the city like vigilantes,” I murmured.
“Besides, leaving Darkwind is dangerous. The Archmage and his wife
still hate us, you know. If their people spot us—”

“There may be a way to solve both problems at
once, actually,” Solemi interjected. “Archmage Beloran’s position
on the Council is increasingly tenuous. Unlike his wife, he has
never been a particularly shrewd politician, and the death of his
closest ally has left him isolated and vulnerable. Until the nobles
can agree on replacements for Highlord Kastrius and Councilor
Vaneros, Beloran and Constable Mannick effectively rule the
city.”

“And I’m guessing they hate each other,”
Valuri reasoned.

“You guess correctly. The city is divided,
but Beloran’s status as a hero of the Winter War has shielded him
from his own missteps…so far, at least. But if something scandalous
were to come to light—say, a secret plot by the Archmage and his
wife to acquire and hoard all the vatari crystals in the
region—then much of Beloran’s support would evaporate.”

I grimaced. “Leaving that demagoguing idiot
in charge of the city.”

“Precisely,” Solemi said. “I have my problems
with Beloran, but despite his many faults he is obviously
preferable to Mannick. If the Constable has his way, the city will
remain in total lockdown. The farmers in the plains will be left to
fend for themselves, and his guardsmen will become little more than
thugs.”

“Until the other guilds inevitably fight
back. I doubt the knights or rangers will just go along with a man
they don’t like.”

“Precisely. If we want to keep Highwind from
descending into civil war, we need the Archmage’s reputation to
remain intact.”

“How can we possibly help him?” Valuri
asked.

“While you were gone, one of my people
discovered the location of his vatari crystal stash,” Solemi said.
“He and Telanya weren’t able to recover the stolen cargo from the
caravan you escorted, but they still have a surprisingly large
cache here in the city. With the Senosi growing bolder by the day,
I fear that they may attempt to steal it. If my people were able to
find it….”

“Then the Senosi will eventually, too,”
Valuri reasoned. She swore under her breath. “I don’t particularly
care about that old letch’s reputation, but we need to prevent the
Inquisitrix from getting her hands on any more crystals.”

“Surely the Headmistress and the Archmage are
aware of this vulnerability,” Kaseya said.

“They’re not stupid, obviously, but their
options are limited,” Solemi said. “The Highwind Guard is on full
alert these days, and moving the crystals runs the risk of being
discovered by the Council. If that happens, who knows how Constable
Mannick will respond? He’s always been an ambitious man, and fate
has culled most of his rivals for him.”

“Even if he found the crystals, do you really
think the people would turn against Beloran?” Valuri asked. “He’s
the Archmage—he’s a hero of the Winter War!”

“Anything is possible when people are this
afraid. And like I said, Beloran has never been a particularly
competent politician. Even many of his own wizards dislike him. His
power base could collapse at a moment’s notice.”

“What about Telanya?” I asked.

“She’s smarter than her husband, obviously,
but she’s also a foreigner who married into political power,”
Solemi said. “Many of the nobles already distrust her. She will
share her husband’s fate.”

Valuri groaned and rubbed at her temples.
“What a bloody mess…”

“My thoughts exactly.”

I sighed and paced back and forth in thought
for a moment. “You have connections all over the city, and I know
for a fact you have smugglers who can move illegal magical items in
and out of the city. Maybe this is an opportunity to forge a little
alliance. If we can help sweep Beloran and Telanya’s problem under
the rug, maybe they won’t hate us quite as much for betraying
them.”

Solemi smiled. “Your cleverness never fails
to impress me, Jorem.”

Val rolled her eyes and scoffed in disgust.
“He just wants to impress that blonde bitch so he can fuck her
again. There’s nothing clever about it.”

“One of these days you could at least
consider giving me credit for something,” I grumbled.

“Unlikely.”

I sighed and glanced back to Kaseya. I could
see the concern in her eyes—not about the nuances of Highwind
politics, but about her imperiled homeland. If we had a ship I
would have gladly hopped aboard and left all this nonsense behind,
but that simply wasn’t an option. Not yet, and possibly not
ever.

“I suppose we might as well see what we can
do,” I murmured. “Do you have any ideas?”

“As you said, I do have people who are
capable of moving the crystals more or less discreetly,” Solemi
said. “It will time to assemble a team, though. For now, perhaps we
should just keep watch on the warehouse. If the Senosi attempt to
steal the crystals, you can intervene. If not…well, if not
hopefully I’ll be able to fetch a ship for you before too
long.”

“I’ve heard worse ideas,” Valuri said. “By
our usual standards, at least. Which isn’t really saying
much…”

I snorted “Well, we still have a few hours
before nightfall. We might as well make the most of it.”

 


***

 


“Why the hell did we ever leave this place?”
Valuri asked as she sank down into the steaming hot spring. “We
could have spent the last two weeks bathing, swimming, and fucking
all day every day. What were we thinking?”

“That’s a good question,” I murmured, closing
my eyes and basking in the warmth of the water. We had only been
gone a few weeks, but it felt like years. Everything was changing
so quickly…

“Well, if we only have a few hours I plan to
make the most of it,” Valuri said. She dunked her head beneath the
water, then popped up and pointed to one of the nearby servants.
“You’re the one who gave Red a massage last time, right? The one
whose arm she almost broke?”

The young, muscle-bound man nodded and
stepped forward anxiously. “Y-yes, mistress,” he blubbered.

“Don’t worry: you can touch me wherever you
want as long as you know what you’re doing.” Val popped up out of
the pool and slapped the man on the arm. “How’s your cock?”

Before he could respond, she pulled off his
towel and shrugged at his semi-rigid member.

“Good enough, I suppose,” she said. “At least
he’s already awake. I’m not a patient girl.”

She beckoned him over to one of the stone
slabs near the wall and laid face down so he could begin his
massage. I snorted and shook my head.

“I’ve never met another woman quite like
her,” Kaseya said, pressing up against me.

“And I doubt you ever will,” I murmured.

The amazon gently touched my chin and pulled
my head back to face her. “It feels like it’s been forever since we
had a moment alone together.”

“Not since the snow drift,” I said, grinning
as I pulled her into my lap. Her legs parted around me, and a
moment later she was straddling me beneath the water. “I don’t
think you’ve ever screamed so loudly…or had your hair so messed
up.”

“I should drain you at least once before we
stalk the Senosi tonight,” Kaseya said. “You will need to be
focused.”

“You know, it seems like you are the
one who needs draining these days,” I teased, flicking my tongue
across her nipples when she pushed her breasts into my face.

“I am a warrior. I require a steady stream of
conquests.”

I chuckled as I feasted on her magnificent
tits. As she reached beneath the water and helped me slip inside
her, I couldn’t imagine ever tiring of the taste of her flesh…or
the warm embrace of her quim. Grinning, I activated my bond ring
and allowed her pleasure to wash over me.

“Whenever we do finally get to Nol Krovos,” I
breathed into her ear as her hips began milking me, “I’m tempted to
see if the moshalim can make the bond ring permanent. It’s
not really fair that you can feel my emotions all the time but I
can’t feel yours.”

“It’s not supposed to be fair.”

“That what you always say, but still.” I
smiled at up at her and pushed a strand of red hair from her face.
“I want our relationship to be different.”

Kaseya smiled back. “I have been thinking
about something similar. I don’t know if it’s even possible, but I
wondered if the moshalim could change my collar.”

“Change it?” I asked, running my finger over
the slender strip of metal. “How?”

“What if I could add another bond?” she
asked. “What if I could connect myself to Valuri, too?”

My cock twinged inside her, and not just
because her hips were squeezing me so tightly. The idea of being
her being our mutual Maskari was incredibly hot…but almost
certainly a terrible idea.

“Peeking into Val’s mind is the path to
madness,” I said. “I don’t think anyone wants to know what’s going
on in there.”

As if on cue, the Huntress cried out in
pleasure. I glanced back over my shoulder and saw her legs propped
up on the servant’s shoulders while he devoured her quim.

“You may be right,” Kaseya said. “I doubt
it’s possible anyway, given the vatari in her flesh. Still…I
thought you’d be amused by the idea.”

I clutched at her moving hips. “You weren’t
wrong.”

Her smile widened. “There is something I’ve
wanted to try. The time just never seemed right while we were on
the road.”

“If you learned how to transmute yourself a
cock I’m not interested,” I told her. “Val, on the other hand…”

Kaseya grinned. “Nothing quite that advanced.
The only thing I’m good at is enhancing my own senses and
stretching out across the Aether.”

“Well, it’s a pretty useful skill to have,” I
said. “And I bet you’ll grow more powerful over time.”

“We shall see. But I was thinking back on our
experiences with Solemi the last time we were here. She’s an
illusionist, and when it comes right down to it illusions are all
about senses, right?”

“More or less, yeah.”

“Well, if I can expand my own senses, then
perhaps I can learn to manipulate those of other people.”

“Seems like it’s worth investigating,” I
said, wondering where she was going with this. I was as enthralled
by her nascent sorcerous abilities as anyone, but right now I
really just wanted to bend her over the side of the pool and paint
the walls of her quim…

“I figure there’s no better way to test it
out than with my Maskari, given that we already have a
strong connection. Can I try? I promise it will be worth it.”

I was really tempted to say no, just for the
little power trip of knowing she had obey me. Would it have been
petty? Sure. But would it have made me explode inside her? Almost
certainly.

“Go ahead,” I said instead. “What are you
going to try?”

Kaseya smiled. “Just close your eyes and
leave that to me.”

I did as she asked. She placed her hands on
the sides of my head, and I felt a surge of power through our bond
as she reached out to the Aether and channeled its energy through
us. I legitimately had no idea what she was doing, but after about
a minute I felt her abruptly lean back.

“All right. Take a look and tell me if you
like what you see.”

When I reopened my eyes, my jaw almost
dropped to the floor. Somehow, someway, the woman straddling my lap
was no longer Kaseya.

It was Ranger-General Serrane.

“What…?”

“So it worked, then,” she said. Her voice was
the same as normal, but her appearance was completely different.
She was a bit shorter, a bit slimmer, and whole a lot more
elven. Her ears, her eyes, her hair, her cunt…they were all
different.

“It’s unbelievable,” I rasped.

“I left my breasts about the same…I had a
feeling you wouldn’t mind,” she replied with an impish grin. “It’s
all yours, Jorem. Whatever you want to do with her, you can now do
with me.”

I grabbed a hold of her slender elven waist,
and I was a fraction of a second away from throwing her up onto the
edge of the pool and hammering the living hell out of her before I
realized how grossly unfair this was.

“This isn’t right,” I said, rubbing at my
eyes. The illusion remained as strong as before. “I want to be with
my amazon.”

“That’s sweet, but there’s nothing wrong with
craving variety,” she told me. “Would it help if I admitted that to
me, you look like Sir Derec right now?”

I blinked. “Are you serious?”

“Who knows? I guess Val is finally rubbing
off on me.”

“I’m not sure I’m ready for you to have a
sense of humor.”

“You’ll adapt,” Kaseya said, leaning close
enough to whisper in my ear. “Now fuck me, Jorem. Fuck my tight
little elven cunt!”

I happily obliged. My fingers dug into her
thighs as I hoisted her up on the edge of the pool and pounded into
her over and over. The illusion held, miraculously, and through our
bond I could tell she was enjoying the game every bit as much as I
was—especially when I hoisted her calves up on my shoulders and
took full control.

This time, it was actually her climax that
pushed me over the edge. While her face—or rather, Serrane’s
face—scrunched in delight, I promptly pulled out and fired my load
across her stomach and tits. The trip south hadn’t drained me as
much as I’d feared; I conjured up a veritable river from her neck
all the way to her belly button. But I also made certain to save
the last volley for her lips and cheeks. Something about the sight
of my seed smeared across a proud, pretty elven face made the
illusion even more perfect…

“When we first met, I promised you that I
would keep getting better,” Kaseya said, licking a white, viscous
strand from her lips. “I hope you’re not disappointed.”

I smiled and ran my fingers across her smooth
legs. “Not even for a moment.”
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Leaving Darkwind after only a few hours of
rest was one of the most difficult things I had ever done, but
somehow we managed to pull ourselves together and trudge back to
the surface just before nightfall. As I’d expected, the streets
were as busy as ever thanks to Constable Mannick’s new curfew.
People were scrambling to finish their normal business, and the
Highwind Guard was out in full force in an effort to move them
along and get everyone indoors. At first, the crowds made it a bit
easier for us to avoid notice, but the closer we drew to our
destination the more we had to flit between the shadows. Our long
cloaks and deep hoods may have concealed our identities, but they
only made us look more suspicious when we were off by
ourselves.

“Sense any nearby Senosi?” I asked while we
walked.

“No, but it takes a great deal of focus,”
Kaseya replied. “I will need to stop and concentrate.”

“Well, let’s find this warehouse first, then.
I’d rather not linger anywhere too long.”

Most of the city’s storage facilities were on
the docks, for obvious reasons, though the various crime guilds had
always maintained their own caches in the poorer parts of the city
as well. Or at least, I assumed they did because that’s
exactly how the gangs in Vorsalos had always worked. They kept
their dirty secrets as far away from the authorities as
possible.

Beloran and Telanya had apparently taken the
complete opposite approach. Their vatari crystals were stashed in
the basement of a mansion located in the Redwater District, the
wealthiest part of Highwind. Guard patrols were heavy, the streets
were well-lit, and crime was practically non-existent. On top of
all that, the house genuinely looked like someone still lived
there.

“I guess I’ll give that blonde bitch Telanya
a little credit,” Valuri said once we had hunkered down in a narrow
alley nearby. “This is definitely not this first place I would
start searching for a secret warehouse. How in the bloody hell did
Solemi’s people find this place?”

“That’s a good question,” I said. “A
really good question, actually. Why didn’t any of us think
to ask it back in Darkwind?”

“I guess we were all too busy staring at her
tits,” Valuri muttered, scowling and shaking her head. I knew her
well enough to understand that she was more annoyed with herself
than the rest of us. This type of skullduggerous, cloak-and-dagger
stuff was her specialty, not ours.

“I’m not sure how they got the crystals in
here without being noticed in the first place, but getting them out
won’t be easy,” I commented. “The patrols in the area have probably
tripled after all the assassinations.”

“I can feel the crystals,” Kaseya whispered,
her eyes narrowed into thin slits. “They’re in the basement.”

I reached out through the Aether, but I
didn’t sense anything until I activated the bond ring and used
Kaseya as a conduit. Once I did, the cold, empty presence of the
crystals was unmistakable.

“At least they haven’t been stolen yet,” I
said. “That puts us one step ahead of where we were with the Falcon
Ridge caravan.”

Valuri snorted softly. “Don’t remind me.”

Kaseya’s eyes slowly fluttered back open, and
she took a deep breath and braced herself against the wall. Her
face went completely pale; she looked like she was about to pass
out.

“Hey, take it easy,” I said, leaning down and
touching her arm. “Trust me: you really don’t want to
overchannel. The backlash isn’t as fun as it looks.”

“I want to keep searching,” Kaseya murmured.
“But it’s very…overwhelming.”

“We’ll be here all night—you’re allowed to
take a break,” I said, squeezing her shoulder. “It’s important to
come up for breath once in a while.”

“We have company,” Valuri announced. “Looks
like a few Mage’s Guild fops and…oh, shit.”

I followed her gaze down the street to our
left. A pair of youngish wizards in gray-blue robes rounded the
corner, trailed closely by an older man in similar attire. He was
dressed so unassumingly for his station that I probably wouldn’t
have recognized Archmage Beloran if I hadn’t met him in person.

“What is he doing here?” I whispered,
crouching down even lower. “Why in the bloody hell would he leave
the protection of his mansion with Senosi assassins on the
prowl?

“Maybe he’s planning on moving the crystals
after all,” Valuri suggested. “Though even if that’s true, I don’t
know why he would be out here himself. He can’t be that
stupid.”

I frowned in confusion as we watched Beloran
speak with a few seemingly random people on the street. In theory,
this district was still the safest place in Highwind, and most of
the rich people living here had connections—direct or indirect—with
the Council. The curfew would almost certainly be optional for
them. Perhaps Beloran was just playing politics and attempting to
assure the locals that everything was under control. I couldn’t
conceive of any other possible explanation…

“It’s a decoy,” Valuri said after a moment, a
knowing smirk tugging at her lips.

I turned and frowned at her. “What?”

“I couldn’t tell until he got closer, but
he’s cloaked in illusion magic. The Guild must be trying to bait
out potential assassins.”

“Not just assassins. Catching thieves is
almost as important.”

I whipped my head around just in time to
watch the air behind us shimmer with the tell-tale traces of an
invisibility spell. Before we could react, the magical shroud faded
and revealed a familiar figure.

“Don’t bother trying anything,” Headmistress
Telanya said, Aetheric energy crackling at her fingertips. “I could
summon fifty guards before you turned the corner.”

My breath froze in my throat. I
couldn’t believe she had sneaked up on us so easily; apparently we
had been more distracted than I realized.

“Nice to see you again,” Valuri said, her
voice surprisingly calm. “But if you want to fuck Jorem and
embarrass your husband one more time, you don’t have to sneak
around. You can just ask.”

Telanya stepped forward, a furious sneer on
her face. Somehow, it didn’t diminish her otherworldly beauty in
the slightest. I had almost forgotten the mesmerizing power of her
blue eyes, high cheekbones, and sleek elven body. She was encased
in a blue battle robe that was layered in protective enchantments,
though the design was still almost painfully chic. The fabric
clutched and cradled her perky breasts, and the long slit on the
right side showed off her slender legs and heeled, knee-high
boots.

“I didn’t think you’d be stupid enough to
stay in Highwind after you betrayed us,” Telanya hissed.
“Apparently you’re not as clever as I thought.”

I raised my hands diplomatically in the hopes
of making Kaseya relax. It didn’t work—the amazon’s sword remained
drawn and pointed at the elf.

“We didn’t betray you,” I said, trying to
keep my voice as low as possible. “Your vatari crystals had already
been stolen before we rendezvoused with the caravan. Those
mercenaries you hired—”

“I know exactly what happened,” Telanya
interrupted. “Koth and his men were paid off by the Inquisitrix,
they tried to set a trap for you. It was a disaster.” She paused,
and I could see the pent-up rage ripple across her face. “I regret
that you were placed in such a dangerous situation, but you still
could have come back to me. I would have paid you! Instead you
crawled into the arms of Highwind’s most notorious criminal!”

“We sought shelter from the only person I was
sure wouldn’t toss us back in the Grey Citadel,” I countered.
“You’ll forgive us for not trusting in the mercy of the Guild that
already imprisoned us once.”

“And just in case you haven’t heard the news,
we risked our lives defending Icewatch from the Roskarim,” Valuri
added. “Without our help, the plains would be completely overrun by
now.”

Telanya’s lip twitched almost imperceptibly.
“What?”

“Feel free to ask the Ranger-General whenever
she returns,” I said. “Look, I’m not happy about what happened to
your caravan either, but we’re not monsters and we didn’t really
betray you. We’re actually here to help you and your
husband.”

Her blue eyes narrowed. “Help us? How?”

“It’s only a matter of time before the Senosi
discover where you’re hiding the crystals. We’re here in case they
make their move tonight.”

Telanya scoffed. “You honestly expect me to
believe that?”

“You’re a smart woman, so yes,” I said
matter-of-factly. “What do you think we’re doing? Trying to steal
them for ourselves?”

“Of course! I’m sure the Black Mistress can’t
wait to sell them to the Inquisitrix.”

I sighed. “You really don’t have any idea
what’s going on here, do you?”

“I know enough,” Telanya insisted. “But don’t
worry—you’ll have the chance to explain yourselves once you’re back
inside the Citadel. Guards!”

I barely had a chance to flinch before a
quartet of soldiers clad in armored robes and faceless masks
materialized in the shadows behind her. They weren’t wizards or
city watchmen; they were the Archmage’s personal bodyguards,
spellsword trained in both combat and magic.

And their glowing, enchanted swords were
pointed directly at us.

“If you surrender now there’s still a chance
I can convince my husband to show you mercy,” Telanya said.

“You’re making a big mistake,” I told her,
reaching out to the Aether and preparing myself as best I could.
“We can still help you if you let us.”

“You can help me by putting down your weapons
and getting on your knees,” Telanya said. “Now!”

I clenched teeth and glanced between the
soldiers. There was no way in hell I was going to let them lock us
up in the Citadel again, but this wasn’t going to be easy…

“Those aren’t your bodyguards,” Kaseya said,
her brow creased in concentration. “They are Senosi in
disguise.”

Telanya arched her blonde eyebrows. “What are
you—?”

The Senosi sprung their trap. I didn’t even
have time to flinch before one of them spun around, drew a dagger
from somewhere inside her sleeve, and slashed open the throat of
the spellsword standing behind her. While the man gurgled and
clutched at his wound, she whirled around and hurled the dagger
right into his partner’s face. The enchanted steel pierced his mask
and burrowed into the man’s skull, killing him instantly. Before
either of their bodies hit the ground, the second Senosi lunged
forward, grabbed Telanya, and placed her dagger at the
Headmistress’s throat.

“You wretch!” Telanya hissed, kicking and
struggling feebly in the other woman’s grip. Her hands crackled
with magic, but when sparks of energy leapt from her fingertips and
struck the Senosi’s arm, it only made the Huntress more
powerful.

“Struggle all you like—I’m famished,”
the Senosi said, tightening her grip. Her glowing tattoos were
finally visible on the exposed flesh beneath her sleeve. “If anyone
else moves, she dies.”

“Why would you assume we give a damn about
the bitch who just threatened to arrest us?” Valuri asked, flicking
out her arms and extending the tiger claws concealed in her
gauntlets. “The moment her corpse hits the ground, Red and I here
will tear the two of you apart.”

The other Huntress chuckled as she unsheathed
her own claws. “I knew we would run into you eventually, sister. It
will be an honor to finally deliver your traitorous head back to
the Inquisitrix.”

“Not just the head,” the other woman said.
“She’ll want you to suffer first. She’ll strap you to a rack and
let your hunger consume you from the inside.”

“Why wait?” Valuri asked. “You can fight me
right now.”

While the scowling women all sized each other
up like qelvarks circling their prey, I tried to figure out what
the hell I could possibly do. Blasting the Senosi without Kaseya’s
help would only make them stronger, and there wasn’t much else I
could—

Jorem!

I froze in place when Kaseya’s voice echoed
through my mind. I didn’t risk making eye contact with the
Huntresses on full alert, but I did twitch my thumb and activate
the bond ring on my fingers.

We can stop them together, she said.
Use my senses as a tether.

Swallowing heavily, I reached out through the
Aether and focused upon the Senosi holding Telanya hostage. She and
her kind were normally a cold, black void of nothingness, but
through Kaseya I could sense tiny gaps in the vatari dust tattooed
into her skin. I was reasonably confident I could exploit them just
like I’d done with Ayrael, but I didn’t have a clear shot…

Follow my lead, Maskari. Together,
we cannot fail.

“Last chance,” the lead Huntress said,
tightening her grip on Telanya. A tiny bead of blood began
trickling from the elf’s throat. “Put down your weapons and
surrender, or the Headmistress dies.”

“Fine,” Kaseya said. “Please, do not harm
her.”

Valuri turned, her face scrunched in horror.
“Red, what the hell are you doing?”

“What needs to be done.”

The amazon slowly sank to her knees and
gently placed her sword on the ground…and then abruptly swiveled to
the side and angled the shield still fastened to her back.

Now!

Thanks to our bond, I reacted even before the
word fully formed in my brain. Thrusting out my right hand, I
unleashed a crackling bolt of pure Aetheric energy. I still didn’t
have a clear shot at the Huntress from where I was standing, but
thanks to Kaseya I didn’t need one—the blast struck her shield,
reflected off the enchanted metal, and blasted the lead Senosi
right in the back. The Huntress shrieked half in pain, half in
surprise as she lost her grip on her dagger and collapsed to the
ground, her armored robe smoldering. Her partner turned, her eyes
wide in shock.

She never had a chance to recover. Valuri
pounced forward like a crazed maanka cat, claws unsheathed, and the
two Huntresses rolled across the street. I summoned more energy to
my fingertips while Kaseya retrieved her sword, but we needn’t have
bothered. After a brief flurry of hands and feet, Valuri kicked her
opponent against the wall and drove her claws through the other
woman’s heart.

“We need to get out of here,” she said,
wrenching her blood-drenched hand free. “They’ll have
reinforcements nearby.”

“Traitor…” the other Huntress hissed from the
ground. The acrid stench of her seared flesh filled my nostrils as
she struggled to crawl with her one good arm. “You can’t…you
won’t…”

The moonlight glinted off Kaseya’s blade, and
an instant later the Senosi’s severed head was rolling across the
street. I glanced away from the gore and bit down on my lip.
Considering how many men I’d burned alive with my magic over the
years, I didn’t understand why blood still made me so
squeamish.

“Escar’s mercy,” Telanya breathed. “I don’t…I
can’t…”

“Keep your tits in your blouse, blondie,”
Valuri said, grabbing the Headmistress by her arm and hauling her
back to her feet. “We need to go. Now!”

We vanished into alleys as quickly as we
could, which was no small feat considering how few of them there
were in this part of town. I still didn’t know the streets well
enough to navigate particularly well, but thankfully Telanya
eventually snapped out of her shock long enough to help.

“My estate is that way,” she said, pointing.
“The guards will stop us unless…”

Telanya took a deep, calming breath then
touched the arcane focus dangling between her breasts. I felt a
surge of power as she shrouded us within another invisibility
spell. Only Valuri remained unaffected.

“Nothing like being the only target…” she
hissed, retracting her claws before anyone on the street noticed
the blood. “I’ll follow from the rooftops. Go!”

Without waiting for a response, she vaulted
straight up onto the closest building—an impossible jump for any
normal human—and disappeared into the shadows.

“I always forget that she can do that,” I
said. “Let’s go.”

 


***

 


Trying our best to strike a balance between
safety and speed, we slithered through the Redwater District and
arrived at the Archmage’s estate about twenty minutes later.
Telanya had more or less composed herself at that point, though the
haunting look behind her blue eyes remained. I wondered distantly
if she had ever actually seen death up close before. If only we
could all be so lucky…

“This is close enough,” she announced,
dismissing her invisibility spell when we approached the last turn
before her street. “My husband and his guards will be waiting for
me.”

“I don’t expect you to thank us,” I said
dryly. “But maybe you can at least admit that we’re still your
allies.”

Telanya scoffed, scowled, and crossed her
arms all in a single breath. “We are nothing of the sort.”

“Fine,” I grumbled. “Then how about you at
least acknowledge that we aren’t your enemies?”

Why did I ever agree to fuck this woman? More
importantly, why in the hell does a part of me want to fuck her
again right now?

“I’m willing to accept that you didn’t openly
betray us,” Telanya said. “But I will never—”

“I hate to interrupt, but we have a problem,”
Valuri cut in.

“What are you…?”

I trailed off when I followed her gaze around
the corner. The Archmage’s enormous, fenced-in estate was well-lit
and filled with guards just like we’d expected. But apparently the
guards weren’t there to protect Beloran—they were there to arrest
him.

“Oh, shit,” I hissed.

I had to blink twice to believe what I was
seeing. I spotted at least twenty Highwind Guardsmen outside the
estate along with several Guild wizards and a handful of Silver
Fist knights. Two of the guards were presently escorting Archmage
Beloran out of his own house, and his hands were secured behind his
back by manacles. The old man’s face was twisted into a bitter
scowl, and his eyes burned like hot coals in their sockets.

“Faarea!” Telanya hissed. “What in the
bloody hell do they think they’re doing?”

She leapt forward as if to run to her
husband, but I grabbed her arm and held her firmly in place. “If
you march up there, they’ll arrest you too,” I warned.

She tried and failed to wriggle out of my
grip. “They wouldn’t dare!”

“Just like they wouldn’t dare to arrest the
Archmage?” Valuri countered. She shook her head and swore under her
breath. “You’ve been outplayed, sweetheart.”

“But this…” Telanya clenched her jaw, and I
felt her arms start to tremble. “This is impossible!”

“It’s a coup,” I said, a dark tingle rippling
down my spine as the pieces slowly started falling into place.
“With Kastrius and Vaneros dead, Serrane in Icewatch, and your
husband in prison, the Council only has one member left.”

The color drained from Telanya’s face.
“Constable Mannick? But how…?”

“The Senosi already knew where your crystals
were hidden,” Valuri said. “They could have stolen them at any
time, but from their perspective this is even better. They must
have tipped-off Mannick—I bet he has a squad of men raiding your
warehouse right now. They’ll find the crystals and accuse your
husband of treason for lying to the Council. Who knows, he might
even be able to convince people that Beloran was conspiring with
the enemy.”

“That’s preposterous!” Telanya protested.

Beloran has never been a particularly shrewd
politician, and the death of his closest ally has left him isolated
and vulnerable.

“It won’t sound preposterous to the public,”
I said, Solemi’s prophetic words echoing through my mind. “People
are terrified, and your husband doesn’t have a power base left to
defend him. Even if Mannick can’t prove that Beloran was working
with the Senosi, hiding a secret stash of crystals looks
bad—really bad.”

Telanya swallowed heavily. “I have allies in
the nobility and at the Academy. I can fight this.”

“Not from inside the Grey Citadel you can’t,”
I told her. “We need to get you somewhere safe.”

Her eyes narrowed into thin slits. “Safe?
While trapped in the clutches of the Black Mistress?”

“Believe me, if there were another option I’d
take it in a heartbeat. But at least Mannick won’t be able to find
you in Darkwind.”

“More guardsmen are on their way,” Kaseya
warned. “And I sense the presence of more Senosi nearby…”

“Then we’re out of time,” I said, squeezing
Telanya’s arm again. “You have to come with us, Headmistress. I’m
sorry, but it’s the only way.”

I watched a dozen separate emotions flicker
across her face. Her jaw clenched, and the flash of fury in her
eyes was so intense I was genuinely worried she might transform me
into a toad. Just because she was a wizard didn’t mean she couldn’t
muster a tremendous amount of power—a blast of energy from her
fingertips could incinerate flesh just as easily as a blast from
mine. But just before her anger overwhelmed her, she hissed a
vicious-sounded elven swear and clenched her delicate hand into a
surprisingly terrifying fist.

“Take me to your mistress,” Telanya said.
“Perhaps it’s time we made a deal.”
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Telanya spent most of the trip into Darkwind
marveling at the web of illusions and our ability to navigate them,
but I could also tell she was busy planning out exactly what she
was going to say to our benefactor. I actually found myself pitying
her, which was annoying for a whole host of reasons, but the bottom
line was that she hadn’t actually wronged us. I believed her when
she said she still would have paid us after our failed caravan
escort. Her biggest sin was being outmaneuvered by the Senosi, and
we couldn’t really hold that against her, all things
considered.

But the longer we walked in silence, the more
my mind conjured up all sorts of other conspiracy theories about
what we had just witnessed. Each one was even more disturbing than
the last, but I had a nagging suspicion that a few of them were
about to confirmed very soon…

“What is this?” Telanya gasped when we
finally arrived in Darkwind. Her eyes flicked around the enormous
cavern in disbelief.

“A second city for those the powerful have
forsaken,” Kaseya said. “I believe that includes a number of your
former students.”

The elf’s cheek twitched. “The Academy has
high standards for a reason. If we taught every idiot in the city
to channel the Aether, we would have—”

“This really isn’t the time to rehash old
arguments,” I said. “The point is that the Highwind elite abandoned
a whole lot of people, and a bunch of them ended up down here. The
Black Mistress has given them hope when no one else would. And
before you ask, no, she isn’t running a secret slaving ring,
either. I don’t think she’s forcing anyone to stay down here.”

“Coercion comes in many forms,” Telanya said.
Her brow furrowed when we approached the main palace. “This is a
drow structure…”

“There are many more like it deeper in the
cavern,” a voice called out from the shadows of a nearby street.
Solemi appeared a moment later, several of her attendants in tow.
“The dark elves ruled this part of the Underworld for many
centuries, but many of the cities here were evacuated about the
time Highwind was constructed.”

“You,” Telanya rasped. “The girl who escaped
from the drow…”

“After years of enslavement,” Solemi said.
“Many things in Highwind changed while I was gone, and
unfortunately very few of them were for the better.”

The Headmistress shook her head in disbelief.
“You are the Black Mistress?”

Solemi shrugged. “That’s one of the
faces I wear these days. The title is a bit ominous, but it has
served its purpose well enough.”

“Unbelievable,” Telanya whispered. “Half the
Council was convinced you were a Senosi operative. Some of the
nobles thought you were the Inquisitrix in disguise!”

“I am skilled with illusions, but even I
would have trouble wearing the face of someone I’ve never met or
seen,” Solemi replied mildly. “She is my enemy as much as yours,
after all.”

“I find that hard to believe. Your people
have been smuggling magical artifacts to her for months.”

“I’m afraid you are grossly misinformed,
Headmistress. The Aether flows through my veins as surely as it
does through Jorem’s here. Why would I wish to aid a madwoman who
despises all channelers?”

“All male channelers,” Telanya said.
“She has quite the soft spot for sorceresses.”

“Regardless, I can assure you that the
Inquisitrix is no friend of mine,” Solemi said. “Unless you somehow
believe that our friends here—including the rogue Senosi—are all
secretly working for the Inquisitrix too.”

Telanya glanced back to us. “I’m not entirely
sure what to think.”

“The Senosi tried to assassinate her near the
vatari warehouse,” I said. “We helped her get away, but when we
returned to her estate the Highwind Guard was busy arresting
Archmage Beloran. Constable Mannick must have already known about
the crystals.”

“So we were too late,” Solemi said.

“That’s one way to put it,” Valuri muttered.
“Another is that the city is now effectively under martial law.
Someone better get a messenger hawk to the Ranger-General before
everything goes completely to hell.”

“Serrane isn’t a politician, and frankly no
one outside the Duskwatch will care what she has to say,” Telanya
said. “If Mannick honestly believes he can keep my husband inside
the Grey Citadel without starting a civil war between the Guild and
the Guard and the Silver Fist…well, he’s clearly lost his
mind.”

Solemi shook her head. “I’m afraid the
constable has accrued more power than you realize. He will be able
to keep your husband out of the game for a while—long enough, I
suspect, to consolidate his influence and make sweeping changes in
the city.”

“Unless you can help her,” Kaseya said.

The half-elf smiled ever-so-faintly, and my
heart began thumping in my ears as all my crazy conspiracy theories
finally collapsed into a single coherent epiphany. I swallowed
heavily as my mind raced through the details…

“We may be able to come to an arrangement,”
Solemi said. “I have allies in the Citadel and the Guard, and
Constable Mannick himself owes me a few favors. It’s possible I
could convince him to let your husband go.”

For the most part, I didn’t need to take
direct action at all, Solemi’s words echoed through my mind.
I merely helped the ‘proper’ authorities in their search. The
Silver Fist and the Highwind Guard deserve much of the credit.
Ask any knight on the street—they’ll gladly take credit for
destroying the Grim Fangs and the Lecasi Brotherhood and every
other gang that used to plague the city. I provided them with all
the information they needed to win their little crime war.

My mouth fell open, and the pounding my chest
became so loud I could barely hear anything else. Kaseya turned and
looked at me, her face creased with concern…

“Of course the constable owes you a favor,” I
whispered. “You’re the reason he’s so popular these days. You
helped him crush all the gangs, and in the process you gave the
people another hero—one to replace the men who fought in the Winter
War.”

Everyone turned to look at me like I was
speaking a completely different language.

“What in the abyss are you talking about?”
Telanya asked.

I swallowed heavily and resisted the urge to
punch myself in the face. Just like when I had finally realized
that Solemi was the Black Mistress, in retrospect all of this felt
incredibly obvious.

“She’s the one who told Mannick about the
crystals,” I said, staring directly at the half-elf. “You knew he
would arrest the Archmage—hell, maybe you even told him to
arrest the Archmage. You probably assumed Telanya would be with
him, but it doesn’t really matter now that we brought her right to
you. Either way, you knew the arrest and the resulting scandal
would give you leverage over them both. There are only two
councilors left, and both of them will be in your pocket.”

Solemi didn’t reply. She didn’t move at all;
her face had become an unreadable mask. Even the air around us
seemed to freeze in place.

“You’ve said all along that your purpose is
to fix Highwind,” I went on. “You said that when you escaped from
the Underworld, you planned to use the lessons you’d learned to
change this whole region for the better. And then you said that the
only way to save the city’s institutions was to destroy them.”

I hissed between my teeth and glanced over to
Valuri. “You were right to be suspicious. Don’t you get it? In the
span of a few months, she has completely crippled the city’s
government. Two of the councilors are dead, one is a hundred miles
away, and the other in the prison. The only who’s left now is the
man she’s been feeding information to for the better part of a
year.”

Valuri’s green eyes flicked between the two
of us. “She couldn’t have been responsible for all of that. The
Roskarim—”

“Presented her with a unique opportunity, and
she took it,” I said. My heart was still pounding, but at this
point it was as much from certainty as nervousness. “She didn’t
have to create a crisis to benefit from it, but think about it:
when would she ever have a better time to make her move than when
two of the councilors were out of the city and a third was mired in
a scandal that could ruin him?”

“Especially if she suspected that the
Roskarim would win, or at the very least keep Serrane and Kastrius
occupied for a good long time,” Valuri reasoned, crossing her arms.
“Derec was right there. If he had a calling crystal, he could have
told her everything that was happening on a moment’s notice.”

I turned back to Solemi as an even darker
realization struck me. “The Highlord died defending innocent people
deeper in the castle,” I murmured. “Everyone said that Sir Derec
was the only one with him when it happened, and somehow he’s the
one who came back completely unscathed. I wonder, was it a Roskarim
blade that felled the Highlord, or what it one of his own men?”

“I would choose your next words carefully,
Jorem,” Solemi said. Her voice was so cold, so dark, that she could
have been a completely different person. “Allies in Highwind are
rare, especially for Senosi and renegade sorcerers.”

My hands balled into fists at my side. “What
about Councilor Vaneros? Did the Senosi kill him…or did you?”

We all stood there in the oppressive silence,
and I swore I could feel the shadows behind us swelling with her
allies. If I’d had an ounce of sense, I would have kept my mouth
shut until the girls and I were alone again, but of course that
wasn’t how my brain worked. And now I wondered if I was going to
pay the price for my arrogance.

“You are weary from battle, and you haven’t
had sufficient time to rest,” Solemi said eventually. “Exhaustion
is impairing your judgement, so I’m willing to forgive you…for
now.”

“You didn’t answer his question,” Kaseya
said.

Solemi’s eyes bored into me for a long before
she turned to face the amazon. “I have good news for you,” she
said, a wicked smile tugging at her lips. “While you were topside,
I reached out to my contacts in Greygale. Apparently they are
willing to sail you to Nol Krovos after all. I simply need to give
them the word.”

A bitter lump of bile rose up in my throat as
the jaws of her trap closed around us. I should have known
better—we should have known better. In desperation, we made
a deal with a demon. And now, at long last, the payment was
due.

“The Headmistress and I have much to discuss
about the future of Highwind—I’m pleased you were able to save her
from the Senosi,” Solemi said. “But you shouldn’t linger here any
longer than is absolutely necessary. In fact, you may wish to ride
west tonight. The sooner you arrive, the sooner you can set sail
and warn your people about the Inquisitrix and her fleet.”

“And the sooner you can close your fist
around Highwind,” Kaseya murmured.

“We all have our priories, my dear,” the
Black Mistress said. “It’s time for you to decide where your true
loyalties lie.”
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