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1
 
Precious few sorcerers were morning people, in my experience. I didn’t have a precise explanation as to why, though it was probably because so many of us lived our lives on the run. Darting through the shadows and keeping odd hours took its toll on the body, and I used to dread the sunrise as much as an actual vampire. 
My opinion had changed since I met Kaseya, however. I could only assume it had something to do with the fact I almost always woke up with my cock in her mouth. 
“Oh, fuck!” I gasped when my eyes fluttered open and I saw her red hair bobbing up and down over my waist. As always, her throat was like a furnace; my member had already swollen to its full length. 
I could tell from the sweaty beads on her flawless skin that she had been awake for a while now. She never skipped her morning exercise regimen, as far as I could tell, the finale of which was apparently crawling to her Maskari on all fours so she could drain his cock. I didn’t know if this was a longstanding amazon tradition or merely Kaseya’s personal interpretation of her “duties.”  Either way, I certainly wasn’t going to complain. 
I closed my eyes and placed my hand on the back of her head to help guide her movements. We had spent the last two days on the road back to Highwind after fighting a Senosi Huntress, and other than Kaseya’s morning milking ritual we had mostly kept our hands to ourselves for a change. I had been distracted by my ruminations about the future. Who was this “Ayrael” person the dying Huntress had mentioned? How in the hell were we going to free Valuri from the Inquisitrix’s dungeons in Vorsalos? And perhaps most pressingly of all, what in the hell were we going to do for coin now that our bounty had fallen through?
“Oh, gods,” I stammered. “Here it comes!”
The warning was completely unnecessary, of course. Thanks to the golden collar around her neck, Kaseya already knew I was about to erupt, and our magical bond had deepened to the point where she felt every one of my emotions just as strongly as I did. Her back arched in climax the instant my seed flooded her throat, and by the time my balls had emptied I knew for a fact her quim would be gushing. 
My arms collapsed to the side as she eagerly swallowed her breakfast. Afterwards, she diligently cleaned my cock off with her tongue then leaned back on her haunches and smiled.
“Good morning, Jorem.”
I grunted. “It is now.”
She smiled contentedly. “Would you like to bathe in the stream before we depart?”
I craned my neck towards the flowing water snaking through the forest behind us. We were only about ten miles out from Highwind at this point, which was close enough that we could reach the city well before midday.  A little delay wouldn’t be a problem, and the thought of watching the water sprinkle over Kaseya’s naked body was more than enough to motivate me for a swim. 
“Definitely,” I said. 
The stream was bitingly cold, enough that I might have been embarrassed by my wilting stem if she hadn’t just sucked me dry. We took a long, languid dip, and just like I expected the sight of the water dripping from her plump tits was more than enough to stir my manhood back to life. I escorted her towards the base of the nearby waterfall, bent her over a rock, and thrust cock back into her quim where it belonged. 
I could barely make out her pleased whimpers over the hiss of the rushing stream, but I knew that every euphoric twinge shuddering through me was echoing through her as well. Our magical bond was truly remarkable—almost as remarkable as everything else that had happened to be over this past week. I had expected to arrive in Highwind with barely a copper to my name, and unfortunately that part was still true. But everything else, from meeting Kaseya to stumbling across a Senosi plot against the Mage’s Guild, had all been completely out of the blue. 
A part of me just wanted to stay out here in the forest and fuck Kaseya for a week straight. She wouldn’t have complained; based on the little tidbits I had gleaned about her background, she probably enjoyed the idea of living free in the wild with her Maskari. But then I thought about Valuri, and a knot a twisted in the pit of my stomach. 
That Huntress had no reason to lie to you back at the bandit’s camp. Valuri is alive, and she’s spent the past few months being tortured by the Inquisitrix because you were too weak and cowardly to do anything about it.  
Grimacing, I grabbed a hold of Kaseya’s hair and slammed into her even harder. She was so perfect I almost felt guilty thinking about another woman, especially when my cock was buried to the hilt inside her tight, eager cunt. But this wasn’t just about sex—it was about proving to myself that I was a decent human being. 
Well, maybe not decent. But as long as I was better than the Senosi, that was good enough. 
“I want your ass,” I growled, pulling out and slapping her right cheek. “Give it to me!”
I was so certain she would present herself that my breath actually froze in my throat when Kaseya abruptly leaned up and turned around to face me. 
“No.” 
I blinked. “What?”
“Before we set out for the day, you should practice that spell you were working on earlier,” she said, stepping out of the stream and back onto the grass. 
“But…” I stood in place and licked my lips, painfully aware of the desperate twinging in my cock. “Right now?”
“All warriors must learn how to cope with distractions in battle,” Kaseya said, an impish smile tugging at her lips. “Now is as good a time as any to learn this lesson.”
I sighed and stood. As tempting as it was to order her down on all fours and pump her bowels full of my seed, I decided to play along with her little game instead. For now, at least. 
Closing my eyes, I reached out to the Aether. Once its currents began flowing through me, it became marginally easier to ignore both my raging erection and the image of Kaseya’s naked, dripping body. I conjured a suit of spell armor, sheathing my torso in a glimmering mantle of protective magic every bit as strong as a knight’s plate mail. This particular technique had probably saved my life a hundred times over the past five years; I had blunted swords, deflected crossbow bolts, and even absorbed the occasional blast of Aetheric energy. 
 I had never successfully extended the technique to another, however, though I assumed it was theoretically possible. The key, as far as I could tell, was to create an “echo” of the spell through my bond with Kaseya. I just needed to replicate the same methods I had used back at the bandit fortress with my vision-enhancing technique…
I snapped out my trance when something unexpectedly struck my unprotected leg. Wincing, I opened my eyes and spotted Kaseya holding a handful of acorns. She was desperately struggling to hide a self-satisfied smirk. 
“All warriors must learn how to deal with distractions in battle,” she repeated before whipping another acorn at me. “Also, your defenses appear to have some gaps.”
I grunted and scowled. “You’re the last one to complain about not having leg armor. You don’t even—ow!”
She giggled—one of the most pleasant sounds I had ever heard—before kneeling over to retrieve more ammunition. Now I was really tempted to fuck her ass, but I wasn’t about to let her win so easily. 
Gritting my teeth, I reached out and attempted to create the magical echo again. She pelted me with one acorn after another, but before she could fling a third I finally solved the puzzle. A surge of power rippled through the Aether, and a shimmering mantle of energy materialized around her body. Her blue eyes widened in shock as she examined the armor. 
“Incredible,” Kaseya breathed. “It’s truly weightless?”
“And far more protective than that little skirt you wear,” I said. 
Her expression sank. “The Red Sisters have worn leather skirts into battle for a thousand years!”
“Yeah, well, mine will actually protect those long legs of yours. Unless they’re getting in my way.”
Kaseya frowned. “I do not understand.”
Grinning, I reached out and manipulated her spell armor, contracting its joints and tightening their fit around her body. She glanced down in confusion at her arms and legs when they were suddenly rendered immobile, but I wasn’t finished. Strengthening my telekinetic grip, I hurled her towards a nearby tree and pinned her face-first against the bark.
I sauntered up behind her, appreciating the curves of her naked back and ass. She struggled against my magic, but the translucent magical armor held her firmly in place. I slapped her right buttocks hard enough to leave a mark before I nudged the tip of my still-swollen cock into her quim. She might have been even wetter than normal, as hard as that was to believe. Apparently a single night off was all it took to completely reset her libido.
I activated my bond ring at the same instant I thrust all the way into her. Her lust crackled through me like a burst of static electricity, freezing me in place and nearly causing me to erupt right then and there. I had planned on fucking her slowly and gently for a while before I dismissed the spell armor and laid her down in the grass. But as usual, Kaseya didn’t want anything to do with slow or gentle. So instead I grabbed onto her waist and viciously slammed into her as if my cock was a hammer trying to nail her into the tree. 
She climaxed twice before I flooded her quim with my seed, and I kept my body pressed tightly against hers for several minutes afterwards to enjoy the aftershocks shuddering through her flesh. When I finally stepped away, I took a moment to appreciate the beads of sweat on her back, the red streaks on her ass, and the trickles of semen seeping down her long legs. She really was mine, in body and soul. 
I released my hold on the Aether and dismissed her armor. She backed away from the tree and turned, a coy smile on her face.
“Once again, your design appears to have some gaps,” she said. 
“Yeah, well, no armor is perfect,” I replied. “You just have to know where to aim.”
“I see.”
Wiping the beads of sweat from her brow, she leaned down and gave me a long, deep kiss. I seriously considered throwing her down in the dirt and taking her again, but we really did need to get moving if we wanted to reach the Highwind before noon. 
“Enough practice for one day,” I said, pulling away and smacking her ass one last time. We moseyed back to the shoreline and got dressed, then out at a brisk pace in the hopes of making up lost time. But we only made it another mile before another acorn struck me in the back. 
I turned and glared at her, actually a little annoyed…right up until I saw her bend over a wide tree stump and flick the leather straps of her skirt up onto her back. 
“Maybe you’re right—this armor isn’t very protective,” Kaseya said, widening her stance and thrusting out her ass. “You should probably come have a look.”
I did. Twice. 
 
***
                                                                                                                        
We reached the northern gates of Highwind just after midday, and the guards didn’t give us any more trouble when we entered than when we had left. I still had trouble believing how different this city was than Vorsalos. The soldiers back home would have shaken us down and probably demanded a bribe before allowing us entry, especially if we had tried to enter with visible weapons. 
“Now we just hope the Mage’s Guild is still willing to pay us something for our troubles,” I grumbled as we maneuvered through the boisterous streets. 
“Considering the risks we took on their behalf, payment would be the honorable course of action,” Kaseya said.
“Yeah, which is exactly why I wouldn’t count on it,” I muttered. “But who knows, maybe the world will surprise me for a change.”
We entered the store where we had picked up the original bounty, but the lecherous owner—an old man who had spent our entire last visit leering at Kaseya—was nowhere in sight. In his place was a much younger, much sterner looking man who was also clad in a Mage’s Guild robe. His presence wouldn’t have been so distressing if not for the two Knights of the Silver Fist lurking in the back of the shop. 
“Uh…hello,” I stammered, wincing at the nervous twinge in my voice. “We’re looking for Artificer Dieran.”
“I’m sure you are,” the wizard said, gesturing towards the knights. An instant later, the armored men took a menacing step forward and placed their gauntlets atop the pommels of their sheathed swords. 
I resisted the urge to turn and bolt out the door. “Is there a problem here?”
“That depends on you and your…whatever she’s supposed to be,” the wizard said, eyeing Kaseya. He might have been the only man we’d encountered thus far who looked at her with scorn rather than lust. “I am Magister Rethon. I was sent here by the Highwind Council to investigate rumors that Artificer Dieran has been smuggling illegal magical goods into the city. He is currently awaiting the Archmage’s judgement inside the Grey Citadel.”
“We don’t know anything about that,” I said, struggling to keep my expression neutral. “He hired us to retrieve supplies from a caravan that had been hijacked a few days north of the city. He showed us your symbol and wore your robes—we assumed he was working for the Mage’s Guild.”
Rethon’s eyes narrowed. “Really,” he murmured. “And you didn’t consider it strange that he would hire bounty hunters to fetch his cargo rather than asking the guild to retrieve it for him?”
I had found it odd, of course, but the coin had simply been too good to pass up. At least that meant I didn’t have to lie now. 
“The old man offered gold—that’s all we were concerned with,” I said. “We’re mercenaries, not investigators.”
“Mercenary work is one thing. Aiding and abetting smugglers is quite another.”
I grunted. “Then I guess we’re in luck, because we didn’t end up helping him anyway. The cargo was already gone by the time we arrived.”
Rethon took a step forward and examined the two of us more closely. He would have been a lot more imposing if not for his unbelievably stupid moustache. He looked like he’d summoned a rat onto his face, set it on fire, and then glued it to his lip for some reason.  
“Is that so?” he asked eventually. 
“Yes,” I said, debating just how much I should tell this idiot. At this point, I knew we weren’t getting paid; my only priority was getting out of this shop before we were thrown in the dungeon. “Apparently the bandits had already sold everything they’d stolen. We considered trying to pick up the buyer’s trail but ultimately decided to cut our losses instead.”
“Yet you’re still here,” Rethon said. “Did you really expect Dieran to pay you for nothing?”
“Not for the full contract, of course, but I thought he would want to know that the cargo had already been moved,” I said. “We also found the corpses of two guild wizards…presumably the men who were escorting the caravan in the first place.”
The magister’s cheek twitched almost imperceptibly—just enough for me to know that he hadn’t been expecting my answer. “The bandits killed them?”
“No, but the Senosi Huntress who was leading the bandits did,” I corrected. “If I had to guess, I would bet that cargo is on its way to Vorsalos right now. The Grand Inquisitrix has wanted to expand her reach inland for a while now.”
Rethon grit his teeth and glanced back to the knights for a moment. “You encountered a Senosi Huntress?”
“Briefly.”
“And yet somehow the two of you survived. You must be quite skilled.”
“Mostly just lucky,” I said, smiling thinly. 
“Luck doesn’t being to cover it,” Rethon sneered, reaching into his belt pouch and producing a palm-sized gemstone brimming with Aetheric energy. A moment later a translucent, illusory projection of a twenty-something human male with short hair and dark eyes materialized in the air above the device. I recognized the person instantly.
It was me. 
“Jorem Farr, renegade sorcerer and fugitive,” Rethon said. “Wanted by the Grand Inquisitrix for a dozen crimes, if I’m not mistaken.”
I grimaced despite myself, and I saw Kaseya’s muscles coil in preparation to strike. This had the potential to escalate quickly and disastrously. I needed to think on my feet…
“Sorcery isn’t illegal in Highwind,” I managed, not bothering to concoct a bullshit story. As bad as this was, I had dealt with men like Rethon plenty of times in my life. He would have already tossed manacles on my wrists if he actually had the authority to do so. 
“Being a sorcerer is not illegal, but unsanctioned Aetheric channeling is,” Rethon said. “Though I’m sure you’ve been quite careful during your time here in the city thus far.”
I smiled again. “I’m not the one you should be worried about. The Grand Inquisitrix has a legion of elite, fanatical followers at her command, and if her minions are already roaming the countryside…well, then you have a problem on your hands.”
“If I were you, I wouldn’t be so glib. The Archmage takes a dim view of sorcery—as does the Council. You need to watch yourself…and I suggest you avoid participating in any more ‘bounties’ on behalf of smugglers.”
“I’ll keep that in mind,” I murmured. 
Rethon scowled at me for another moment before he deactivated the gemstone and glanced over at Kaseya. “And what about you? We don’t see many of your kind here on the mainland.”
“I am Jorem’s protector and bodyguard,” she said flatly.
Rethon snorted. “An amazon bodyguard…how much is he paying you for that privilege?”
“Nothing. He is my Maskari.”
“Your what?”
“We were going to split the contract fifty-fifty, but I guess we’re out of luck,” I interjected before she said anything incriminating. “Now if you don’t mind, we’ll be our way.”
Rethon scoffed in disgust as he gestured towards the door with his chin. I took Kaseya’s arm and gently dragged her along behind me. We didn’t stop until we reached the Knight’s Lantern, the inn we had stayed at the last time we were in the city. I was tempted to charm the owner into giving us the suite again, but I settled for a quiet corner room on the second floor. The price was low enough that we would be able to stay most of the week before we were broke.
“Well, that could have gone better,” I said, sighing and rubbing at my temples once we were safely inside.
“Rethon is a dishonorable man,” Kaseya said. “Are all of these ‘wizards’ complete fools?”
“No, but enough of them are that it’s a real problem.” I bit my lip and slumped down onto the room’s only bed. “Still, at least that conversation wasn’t a total waste. The Mage’s Guild has no idea what’s really going on here.”
She cocked an eyebrow at me. “What do you mean?”
“Rethon was surprised when I mentioned that the Senosi were involved,” I explained. “He thought Dieran was intentionally smuggling cargo for someone—probably the Black Mistress—and he assumed that the bandits were just normal thieves. He also assumed that the old man had just hired us on the side to try and quietly clean up his mess.”
I paused and took a deep breath. “If I had to wager, I’d bet that the Highwind Council has no idea what the Inquisitrix is up to. They’ve been completely focused on shutting down the Black Mistress and trying to clean up the underworld.”
Kaseya shrugged. “Do we know what the Inquisitrix is up to?”
“Not specifically,” I admitted. “But whatever it is, I guarantee it’s not good. I’m more convinced than ever that we need to ingratiate ourselves to this Black Mistress. The Mage’s Guild will never be our allies, but sooner or later we’re going to need help from someone just to survive here.” 
“What about your friend, Valuri?” Kaseya asked. “I thought you were intent upon rescuing her?”
I sighed and attempted to swallow the sudden lump rising in my throat. “I am, but the two of us can’t just break into the Inquisitrix’s dungeon on our own. We’re going to need help.”
“You and I are more formidable than you realize. And the more our bond strengthens, the more powerful we will become.”
I grunted and smiled despite myself. Kaseya would have gladly attacked the Senosi Temple all by herself if I’d ordered her to do so. I could imagine it right now: a single amazon warrior charging straight at a hundred Huntresses, the sun glinting off her golden shield. It would have made for a great story. 
Sadly, here in the real world such an assault would have been suicidal. A hundred Knights of the Silver Fist wouldn’t be able to penetrate the temple’s defenses, not without their magic. The Huntresses had taken over Vorsalos precisely because they could turn everyone’s greatest strength against them. 
“There has to be a way to get in contact with the Black Mistress,” I said, glancing out the window at the night sky. “We just need to ask the right questions in the right places.”
 “Do you know where those places are?” Kaseya asked. 
“No,” I admitted. “But I intend to find out.”
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Four hours and several dozen hushed conversations later, Kaseya and I found ourselves standing outside the Silken Rose, a festive bordello catering to the wealthy noblemen of the Redwater District on the northwestern side of the city. Ostensibly, one of the “dancers” inside was something of an information broker working on behalf of the Black Mistress. I had encountered plenty of similar operatives in Vorsalos, and thanks to a few well-placed charm spells I was reasonably convinced that this lead would actually get us somewhere. 
The problem, as usual, was that we still didn’t have much coin. I was already relying on my magic more than I wanted to, but unfortunately I didn’t see any other options. Maybe I would get lucky and my trail of illegal channeling would ingratiate me to the Black Mistress and her allies…
“Males come here to exchange coin for coitus?” Kaseya asked.
“Some women do too, though not nearly as many,” I said. “Not everyone is lucky enough to have their own loyal amazon.”
“Mm,” she murmured. “Perhaps I should relieve you before we enter. Otherwise you may find it difficult to focus on the task at hand.”
I snorted when I imagined her dragging me into the nearest alley and tugging me to a quick climax. There were times when I was convinced she viewed me more like a cow in need of regular milking than a man with an overactive libido.  
“I’ll be fine,” I assured her. “They may have a problem with your weapons, though. They’ll ask you to leave them at the door.”
“They can ask all they like,” Kaseya said. 
I pursed my lips. “We can’t afford to cause a scene. Perhaps you should wait outside.”
“I do not wish to leave you unprotected in such a dark place. Unless you would prefer to meet with the whores alone...?”
“You don’t have to worry about that,” I said, grinning at the subtle hint of jealousy in her voice. “I’m not here for the girls.”
“You misunderstand me. I am concerned for you safety. You are free to take as many lovers as you wish, Maskari. The male stem craves variety.”
My mouth went dry. “You’re serious?”
“Of course,” she said as if it were obvious. “If you do take another lover, however, I should be present during your copulation. In the event that she is incompetent, I will ensure that you are properly relieved.”
“That’s good to know,” I murmured. Every once in a while I needed to remind myself just how insane our relationship was—and how thankful I was for it. Kaseya still seemed too perfect to be true sometimes. My natural cynicism warned me that sooner or later all of this was going to blow up in my face.
Shaking away the thought, I led her up to the entrance where an attractive greeter and a decidedly unattractive bouncer were waiting for us. The former smiled at me; the latter scowled at Kaseya.
“Good evening, my lord,” the greeter said. “Tonight’s entry fee is ten gold pieces. I am afraid your guardian will need to wait outside. We do not allow weapons or armor inside the Silken Rose.”
“That’s unfortunate,” I said, flashing my warmest smile. “My friend and I have been looking forward to spending some of our hard-earned coin.”
“I wish there were something I could do, but I’m afraid our rules are quite clear.”
The bouncer took a menacing step forward in an attempt to intimidate Kaseya. She wasn’t impressed. 
 “I’m sure you can make one little exception,” I said, reaching out through the Aether and touching the woman’s mind. “In fact, you’re so happy to serve us that you’re not even going to charge an entry fee.”
The woman’s brow creased ever so slightly before her smile returned. “Of course,” she said. “Please, go on in and enjoy yourselves.”
The bouncer turned to face her, confused, before I reached out and clouded his thoughts as well. Neither of them proved particularly resistant to my magic—considering the heavy presence of the Mage’s Guild, I doubted they had to deal with renegade channelers very often. The proprietor probably had a magical advisor somewhere inside, however, so I knew I needed to be careful. 
“Don’t worry: we won’t cause any trouble,” I assured them with a smile. I risked a quick glance back over my shoulder to make certain no one was watching us, then touched Kaseya’s arms and nudged her inside. 
The brothel was louder, darker, and smokier than I had expected, but at least the current bard was good. The vast majority of the patrons were nobles or wealthy merchants—nearly all male—and at least half the tables seemed to have private dancers. The main stage was currently empty aside from the bard, though several servants were scrambling around to prepare it for another show. 
I led Kaseya to an empty table as quickly as I could, mostly to lower the chance of anyone noticing her weapons. Her bow and shield weren’t nearly as obvious when propped up against the wall and cloaked in the room’s long shadows. One of the serving wenches—a voluptuous young woman with freckled cheeks—came over to greet us almost immediately.
“Welcome to the Rose, darlin’,” she said, clearly talking to me but just as clearly transfixed by Kaseya. “Can I get you and your friend anythin’?”
“We’re actually looking for Silhouette,” I said, desperately hoping that the man who had dropped her name wasn’t full of shit. “We’d like a private dance, if possible.”
“You and about ten other guys, darlin’. She’s only around a couple of times a week these days. You might have to make an appointment.”
I smiled. “I’m willing to pay double.”
The wench eyed me up and down. “I’m sure that will move you up the list a little. Assuming I remember to give her the message…”
“Why would you forget such a thing?” Kaseya asked. “It is a simple message to deliver.”
I almost slapped my forehead. For all her virtues, she was as subtle as a brick to the face sometimes. 
The wench grinned. “I have a lot on my mind, darlin’. I just need a little incentive to remember.”
I repressed a sigh. I didn’t have the coin for a bribe, but I really didn’t want to get in the habit of charming every person we came across. Every time I channeled I made myself more of a potential target, and the unpredictable nature of sorcery something could always go seriously wrong…
“Perhaps I can provide a different incentive,” Kaseya said. “If you do not deliver Jorem’s message, I will break one of your fingers. Is that sufficient?”
The wench’s eyes shot open, and she belatedly noticed the weapons propped up behind our table. But before she could do anything, I reached into her mind and wove another charm spell. 
“Please, just tell Silhouette that we need to have a few words with her,” I suggested. “It won’t take long.”
The woman blinked a few times as the Aether twisted her mind and thoughts. I had just started to worry that I might have hurt her when she abruptly nodded and scurried off. 
“I doubt your magic was required,” Kaseya told me. “She took my threat of violence seriously.”
“I know—that’s the problem.” I sighed and ran a hand back through my hair. “Remember what I said about causing a scene? We really can’t afford to draw attention to ourselves. Perhaps you should just let me do all the talking.”
She studied me in silence for a moment. “You are displeased with me.”
“No, I’m just—” I paused and sighed again. “I’ve spent a lot more time dealing with these type of people than you have. It requires a certain amount of…finesse.”
“I am sorry, Jorem,” Kaseya said. “I will defer to your judgment.”
I bit down on my lip. I felt like I had just scolded a puppy. It was a patronizing comparison, I knew, but her naivety could be a real problem sometimes. And it was only going to get worse if we actually started working with an underworld figure like this Black Mistress…
“You wanted to talk to me, honey?”
I turned, and my mouth almost immediately fell open. I had known that Silhouette was a young half-elf, and given her line of work I had assumed she would be at least passably attractive. But there was nothing remotely “passable” about her—she was jaw-droppingly, cock-hardeningly gorgeous. 
 Her body was the perfect amalgamation of her heritage, which was a fancy way of saying she was indistinguishable from a full-blooded elf aside from her plump, human-sized tits. Her straight silver hair was cut just above her shoulder blades, and her green eyes pierced through the darkness like tiny emerald beacons. 
“Uh, yeah,” I managed, clearing my throat. “You’re Silhouette?”
“That’s right,” she said, gliding forward and perching on my knee. “Ana mentioned something about a private dance and a whole lot of coin.”
I licked at my suddenly parched lips and struggled to pull my eyes off her black, thigh-high stockings and impossibly short skirt. When I finally succeeded, they just locked onto the thin silken bra cradling her breasts instead. 
“Yes,” I replied even though I had already forgotten what she’d said.  
“I charge a hundred gold an hour, honey, though if your friend wants to watch I’ll knock off ten,” Silhouette said, her voice a velvet purr. “If she wants to help out, I’ll knock off another twenty.”
“That is a very generous discount,” Kaseya said. “Jorem desperately wishes to copulate with you.”
 Blood rushed into my cheeks at nearly the same rate it was flowing into my cock. “You’ll, uh, have to forgive her,” I stuttered. “She’s new around here and doesn’t—”
“Honey, I can recognize an amazon when I see one,” Silhouette said with a giggle. “I’ve never met one in person before, though, and I’ve definitely never played with one. I always give discounts for new experiences.” She placed her hand on Kaseya’s leg. “I bet there are a lot of things you could teach me.”
“Possibly,” the amazon replied. “I would also enjoy the opportunity to learn from a professional. I’m certain you could instruct me a wide variety of techniques to better please my Maskari.”
My breath caught in my throat. What the hell had just happened? What had I just witnessed?
“Then I think we have a deal,” Silhouette said. “Though you will understand if I ask for payment before we head upstairs…”
I smiled, wishing more than ever that I was a wealthy man. I didn’t have a hundred gold coins—I didn’t have a hundred of any coins. And no matter how hard my cock was throbbing or how desperately my libido was begging me to charm this girl onto her knees, I wasn’t actually here for sex. I needed information, and she might have been the only one capable of providing it. 
“On second thought, let’s forget the coin for now,” Silhouette said unexpectedly. “Why don’t we head upstairs where we can discuss the details?”
She slid off my lap and held out her arm for me. I stood without even thinking about it, and before I knew what was happening we were halfway up the nearby staircase. Kaseya was walking right alongside us, her eyes vacant. She had also left her weapons behind, which was extremely out of character…
It was only then, in a flash of panic, that I realized I had been right before—the proprietor did have a magical advisor on staff. And apparently that advisor just happened to be his most coveted whore. 
You fucking idiot, what have you gotten yourself into now?
I closed my eyes and tried to fight against the charm spell Silhouette had so subtly woven over us. Now that I was conscious of what she had done, it was easier for me to feel the Aetheric currents flowing between us. Unfortunately, sensing them and stopping them were completely different things. Even when I ordered my legs to stop moving they refused to obey. 
“What…” I croaked. “What are you…?”
“We’re almost there, honey,” Silhouette cooed. “Then we can have some fun without any distractions.”
We entered one of the private suites a few seconds later, and the instant the door closed Silhouette’s eyes flashed with Aetheric power. Kaseya’s body abruptly stiffened as she snapped out of the spell clouding her thoughts. She drew the dagger concealed in her boot, lunged forward…
And vanished. 
“What the hell…” I stammered, glancing around the room. I could still feel Kaseya’s presence through our bond, but I couldn’t see her anywhere. Gritting my teeth, I reached out to the Aether and summoned its power to my hands—
At which point Silhouette slammed me against the wall with a sudden burst of telekinetic force. Before I could recover, several magical, web-like strands of energy materialized in the air and pinned my arms above my head. 
 “It’s not every day a fellow sorcerer walks into my parlor,” the half-elf said, calmly sauntering forward until her lips were barely an inch from my face. “At least, not one stupid enough to channel the Aether in public. Poor Teresa downstairs is going to have a headache for hours.”
I swallowed and forced myself to take a deep breath. Valuri had always warned me not to underestimate whores. In massive cities like Vorsalos and Highwind, they were often the keepers of dangerous secrets. I just hadn’t expected Silhouette to be the keeper of dangerous magic as well. 
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I never had any intention of harming anyone. I’m just here for information, and I was told that you are the only one who can help me.”
Silhouette studied me carefully for a long moment, her green eyes glittering. Under different circumstances, I wouldn’t have minded being tied up in front of a woman this beautiful, but right now I felt like an idiot for getting caught flat-footed so easily. There was still a chance I could overpower her if I needed to, but I was more concerned about Kaseya.
“Your amazon friend is safe,” Silhouette said. “She just can’t see us at the moment. The mind is the most powerful sexual organ, you see, but it’s also the most devious prison.”
I closed my eyes and tried to reach out through our bond again. I could still sense Kaseya’s presence, but I couldn’t communicate with her. If I could somehow activate the ring, however, I might be able to help her break free of Silhouette’s spell…
“You are new to Highwind, so perhaps you don’t understand just how badly the Archmage frowns upon sorcery,” Silhouette said. “And his wife, the Academy Headmistress…well, let’s just say she’s even less fond of us than he is.”
“I’m from Vorsalos,” I told her. “Believe me—I know exactly what it’s like when powerful people despise you.”
She studied me again. I didn’t get the sense that she was actually upset—she actually seemed more amused than anything. Of course, a cat probably also seemed amused when it was playing with its food…
“I’m here because I’m looking for allies,” I said. “Rumor has it that there’s a new power in the undercity—a Black Mistress who welcomes people like you and I.”
Silhouette smiled. “The Mage’s Guild considers her a criminal, and the Highwind Council considers her the greatest threat to the city’s security.”
“That’s only because they’ve never encountered the Senosi. If they think the Black Mistress is bad for harboring sorcerers, just wait until the Grand Inquisitrix shows up and tells them that all magic is evil.”
While Silhouette paced off to the side and considered my words, I channeled the Aether back through me and focused upon my ring. I couldn’t move my hand through the web, but I didn’t need to—a tiny bit of telekinetic force was all it took to depress the tiny crystal embedded in the side. A second later Kaseya’s emotions washed over me. She was enraged at being deceived, but otherwise I mostly just sensed confusion. 
It’s all an illusion. Focus on my presence, and you should be able to pierce the veil.
“The Black Mistress is always seeking worthy recruits,” Silhouette said after a moment. “Careless ones, however, are another matter entirely. Why would she be interested in risking her position to harbor someone like you?”
“Because she needs me,” I said. I could feel Kaseya pushing through the illusion; I just needed to buy her a few more seconds…
Silhouette snorted. “So you’re arrogant and reckless, then.”
“I’m the only person in this city with the knowledge to help you defeat the Inquisitrix and her Senosi,” I said. “I’ll give you an example. A few days ago, a mage named Dieran was smuggling some illegal magical cargo into the city for you, but his caravan never arrived. The Duskwatch and the Mage’s Guild blame bandits, but I know the truth: the Senosi stole whatever it was you were transporting.”
Her face barely moved, which I took as further proof of her professionalism rather than a sign of ignorance. “Go on.”
“There’s not much else to say, other than the fact my amazon friend and I killed the Huntress responsible,” I said. “Unfortunately, the cargo is long gone. And now that you have the Inquistrix’s attention, you can look forward to her operatives raiding your shipments even more over the next few months. She controls all of Vorsalos, and now she’s focused on expanding her reach here.”
Silhouette stopped pacing in front of me. “Interesting, assuming any of it is true,” she said. “But I hope you don’t expect me to help you based on random hearsay and conjecture.”
“No,” I said, smiling. “I expect me you to help me because if you don’t, my friend is going to kill you.”
I had the pleasure of watching Silhouette frown in confusion an instant before Kaseya reappeared and tackled the half-elf onto the room’s plush bed. In the span of two seconds, Silhouette was pinned face-down with her arms locked behind her back and a dagger at her throat. 
“Even a mental prison can be opened with the right key,” I said, channeling the Aether back through my body. Without her standing over me, I had time to unravel her spell and free myself from the magical webs. “Now, how about we restart our negotiations from the beginning?”
 
***
 
“Nau’shevi!” Silhouette breathed in an unfamiliar language. “How did you escape so quickly?”
“Amazons are clever like that,” I said, rubbing at my unshackled wrists. “If I were you, I would be trying really hard to keep her happy right about now.”
Oddly enough, Silhouette didn’t seem particularly concerned despite the knife pressing against her throat. If anything, she looked almost excited…perhaps even aroused. What in the hell had I gotten myself into?
“I apologize for the deception,” the half-elf said after a moment. “But you did manipulate my assistant’s mind, and I had no other way of gauging your intentions.”
“You can apologize by telling Jorem everything you know about the Black Mistress,” Kaseya said.
“It’s all right,” I soothed. “I think maybe we all just got off on the wrong foot here. How about we relax and try again?”
I gestured for Kaseya to stand down, and she grudgingly removed her knife from Silhouette’s neck. She kept the half-elf’s arms pinned behind her back, however, and remained pressed atop her.  
“I’ve heard stories of the amazons and their bonding rituals,” Silhouette said, her eyes shifting over to my ring. “I can sense your connection now. It’s remarkably strong.”
“Another reason your mistress should want to meet with us,” I said. “We’re in need of powerful allies, but I suspect she is, too.”
Silhouette smiled. It was incredibly disarming, and I caught myself reflexively letting my guard down. She was good—there was no way around it. I had a feeling she had far more influence with the Black Mistress than she was letting on. 
“A face-to-face meeting is possible, but it will take some time,” Silhouette said. “She’s a busy woman, and one can’t be too careful with the Mage’s Guild and Knights of the Silver Fist sticking their noses where they don’t belong.”
“Naturally,” I replied. “Unfortunately, time is a factor. The Inquisitrix is currently holding a prisoner with incredibly valuable information on the Senosi’s current plans in Highwind. I’m not sure how long she’ll survive.”
“Let me guess: this prisoner also happens to be a friend of yours.”
I shrugged. “Does it matter? She’s a former Senosi Huntress with information you won’t be able to attain anywhere else. She’s also incredibly skilled and would make for another powerful ally.”
Silhouette’s smile widened. “You really are an interesting man, aren’t you?”
“I have my moments,” I murmured. “So, what do you say?”
“I will get a message to my mistress tonight. I can’t make any promises, but with luck I’ll hear back shortly and contact you. I’m afraid that’s the best I can do.”
Kaseya glanced back at me. Through our link I could feel her asking for permission to get more aggressive. But there was no point—this wasn’t exactly the deal I had been hoping for, but it was probably the best we were going to get.
“All right—it’s a deal,” I said. “Just make sure she’s aware of the potential opportunities here.”
“That is my job,” Silhouette said with a wry smirk. “Speaking of which, my time is quite valuable. You’ve cost me a great deal already. I have a client downstairs who would have paid a lot of coin for this kind of personalized attention.”
 “You’ll live,” Kaseya muttered. 
I sighed and smiled back. “I’m sorry, but you know we can’t afford to pay you.”
“I wasn’t asking for gold, honey,” Silhouette said, slithering out from beneath Kaseya’s grip. “Like I said before, a woman in my position values new experiences far more than coin. And I must say…I haven’t met someone so enticing in a very long time.”
“Really,” I murmured, trying to remain skeptical even as my cock swelled back to life. I didn’t trust her, obviously, but I couldn’t just ignore her taught elven body and plump human tits. “Given your connections to the Black Mistress, I would have thought you’d get a fair amount of sorcerer clients in here.”
“Oh, we do. But you’re not the one I’m talking about.” Silhouette placed a hand on Kaseya’s thigh. “I’ve never tasted an amazon before. What do you think, honey? You want to have some fun?”
Kaseya blinked. “You wish to copulate with me?”
Silhouette chuckled. “I’d like to start by licking that pretty cunt of yours. After that…who knows where the gods will lead us?”
My cock had never gotten so hard after a rejection. And my voice had never dried up so quickly.
“I do not even know you,” Kaseya said after a moment. 
“What does that have to do with anything?” Silhouette asked with a snort. “I don’t know most of people who come through my door, but I guarantee they all have a good time.”
Kaseya glanced over to me. “Jorem is the one who wishes to enjoy your services.”
“Good for him.” Silhouette scoffed and slipped her hand further beneath the amazon’s skirt. “Look, if it makes you feel better he can fuck me too. But not until I’ve had a taste.”
I opened my mouth to speak, but apparently my voice was still on holiday. Thankfully, Kaseya could sense my approval through our magical bond. 
“Very well,” she said. “Though I am not certain how—”
She didn’t even have a chance to protest before Silhouette flipped up the straps of her skirt and dove between her thighs. I was a bit surprised by how easily Kaseya gave in; she spread her legs and leaned back the instant Silhouette pulled her thong over her boots. If not for our bond, I might have assumed that the half-elf had woven another charm spell. But no, Kaseya was acting purely of her own accord, and her pleasure shuddered through our bond and nearly knocked me to my knees. 
“Shit,” I whispered, leaning against the bedpost for support. Kaseya had told me that enjoyed the company of other women. It made perfect sense, given how she had been a virgin awaiting her Maskari for twenty long years. Still, I found it shocking to see the woman I had been relentlessly fucking for a week readily submit to another person. It was only when she made eye contact with me and winked that I realized what was really going on: she knew I had activated the ring, which meant she knew I would feel everything she felt. And most importantly, she knew how much it would drive me crazy. 
Clever girl. 
I freed my cock a split second before I erupted all over the inside of my trousers. I dove onto the bed and grabbed Silhouette’s slender waist, hoping she wouldn’t protest. I got my wish—she arched her back and readily presented herself to me. Smacking her ass in anticipation, I pushed up her skirt and grinned when I saw she wasn’t wearing anything underneath. Her tight elven ass was practically begging to be plugged, but I nudged the head of my cock into her smoldering quim instead. 
“Here’s to a productive new relationship,” I said, thrusting all the way inside. I had never fucked an elf before—barely any of the fair folk lived in Vorsalos—but I had heard stories about their legendary tightness. For once, the rumors didn’t disappoint. The walls of her cunt cradled my cock so snugly it was almost painful. Thankfully she was gushing wet, and I slammed into her over and over while her tongue lathered Kaseya to climax. 
I almost turned off my ring to protect myself from the sudden wave of euphoria, but instead I grit my teeth and enjoyed the sensation even while I fought to contain my load. Later, I promised myself, I would crawl between Kaseya’s athletic thighs and return one of the many favors she had already given me. But right now I really wanted to see how long I could hold out. 
The answer, as it turned out, was not very long. Mere seconds after Kaseya’s climax faded I felt my own swell beyond my control. I slapped Silhouette’s ass hard enough to turn her cheeks red, and I was tempted to flip her taught little body over and deposit my seed all over her tits and chin. I settled on leaving my mess between her naked shoulder blades instead, however, and a split second before I flooded her cunt I pulled out and took aim—
At which point Kaseya practically lunged forward over Silhouette, mouth agape, in an attempt to catch my offering mid-blast. She barely made it. My first volley struck her lips and cheek, but she gulped down the rest while I was paralyzed in a euphoric haze. I slumped backwards once I finished, amazed that she had found yet another way to surprise me. 
“You know, it’s not polite to steal all the credit for another woman’s work, honey,” Silhouette snickered as she rolled over.
“Jorem is my responsibility,” Kaseya said, licking her lips clean. “You should be grateful for his attention, no matter how limited.”
The half-elf’s blonde eyebrows arched in disbelief, and I knew exactly how she felt. I still couldn’t quite believe that Kaseya was real either, not even after everything we had been through. 
“I think I need to take a trip to little island of yours someday,” Silhouette said. 
I grunted. “You and me both.”
 
***
  
Kaseya and I were back out on the street ten minutes later, and I glanced back over my shoulder at the brothel just before we ducked into a nearby alley. All in all, the meeting had gone far better than I could have reasonably expected. We might not have had an official meeting with the Black Mistress yet, but at least we were finally on the right back. I had also fucked my first elf, which a few short months ago I would have considered my greatest accomplishment. Altering the fabric of reality with my mind was great and all, but a man still needed to have priorities. 
“I suppose we might as well head back to the inn and get some sleep,” I suggested. “At this point, there’s nothing left to do but wait.”
“Do you really believe she will arrange a meeting for us?” Kaseya asked. 
“I think I made a convincing argument that we’re useful,” I said. “And I’m pretty sure she’s smart enough to realize we can be useful allies. I’m just not sure how their organization is structured or where the Black Mistress is hiding herself—or if she’s even real, for that matter.”
Kaseya frowned. “Not real?”
“The name could just be a title used by multiple people. Several of the crime guilds in Vorsalos functioned that way.” I shrugged. “In the end, I guess it doesn’t really matter. Either she reaches out to us or she doesn’t.”
“And if she doesn’t?”
“Then we start looking for help elsewhere,” I said. “Don’t bother asking if I have any ideas, because I don’t.”
“I have faith in your abilities,” Kaseya said, smiling and touching my arm. “We will find a way to rescue your friend.”
I smiled back. “You know, I’m glad you enjoyed yourself back there. Silhouette seemed pretty…skilled.”
“She was. Even Hestiah could not bring me so quickly, and she has perfected her technique.”
I bit down on my lip and tried to ignore the mental image of two tall, statuesque amazons crawling beneath each other’s skirts. It didn’t work—my cock had already started tingling back to life. It was a real problem considering how far we still had to walk before we got back to the inn. 
“I am pleased that you enjoyed copulating with her,” Kaseya went on. “She is quite beautiful.”
I swallowed and picked up the pace of my stride. “You really aren’t bothered by what happened?”
“Why would I be?”
“Let’s just say that most other women I’ve met are a bit more…possessive.”
Kaseya shook her head. “We are not married, Jorem. I have explained this before.”
“I know. It’s still hard to believe.”
“I have pledged myself to you and you alone. No other stem is welcome inside me without your permission, but you are free to satisfy yours however you wish.” She paused a moment and matched my new stride. “I assume that once you rescue your friend, you will wish to copulate with her as well. I look forward to witnessing your reunion.”
At this point, the bulge in my pants had officially become uncomfortable. “Believe me, I’m not complaining. I’m just trying to understand.”
Kaseya shrugged. “Every time you desire to relieve yourself inside another woman, I see it as a challenge for my abilities. It means I need to improve.”
“You really don’t—”
“For example, I plan to drain you several times tonight,” she went on. “By morning, I doubt you will even remember that elf whore.”
I bit down on my lip so hard I drew blood. Grabbing her hand, I took off in a flat sprint. We flew through the streets at record speed, and if I had known anything about teleportation magic I would have warped us onto our bed in the Knight’s Lantern and jammed my cock straight up her ass. Just like she’d predicted, I had already forgotten Silhouette and her tight elven cunt by the time we burst through the inn door and dashed towards the staircase in back. 
We were halfway up the steps when the owner called out to me. “Wait a moment!” he said. “I have something for you here.”
I paused and turned, half tempted to fling a fireball at his face just to shut him up. I really, really needed to get Kaseya into our room as quickly as possible…
“Can it wait until morning?” I asked instead. 
“I suppose, though the courier said it was important. Of course, they always say that, so who the hell knows?”
A warning tingle abruptly shivered down my spine. “Courier?”
“Yeah, the one who delivers messages?” the man said as if I were an idiot. He snorted and retrieved a scroll from behind the counter. “He came in here a few hours ago looking for your lady friend.” 
Kaseya frowned. “He asked for me by name?”
“Naw, just by description: the tall red-head with the shield and leather skirt. You’re hard to miss, sweetheart.”
The tingle in my spine grew colder when I reached out and took the scroll. We had been back in Highwind for all of twelve hours, and before that we had only been inside the city for a day. I didn’t know anyone here and neither did Kaseya—why would someone have sent her a message? And how had they known where to find her?
“Thanks,” I said, flicking a few coins on the counter and heading upstairs. By the time we reached the room and pushed open the door, my lust had completely evaporated in a cloud of confusion. 
“Why are you so concerned?” Kaseya asked, her brow scrunched.
I pulled open the scroll instead of replying. The message inside was short and straight to the point. 
 
Your friend Valuri is alive. If you ever want to see her again, you will meet me on the Gallowstone Pier tomorrow evening at midnight. Bring your amazon pet with you and we will make a trade. 


 
—Ayrael
 
I lowered the scroll and paused for a moment to try and let my heartbeat settle. “That name,” I rasped. “The Senosi Huntress whispered it just before just before she died back at that bandit outpost.”
When Kaseya didn’t reply, I glanced back over my shoulder. Her face had completely drained of color. I activated my bond ring, and the sudden rush of emotions was so intense it nearly knocked me off my feet. She wasn’t just surprised—she was mortified. It was only then that I remembered her strange reaction when we had first heard the name. I had been so focused on Valuri that I hadn’t pressed her on it.
“You recognize the name,” I reasoned. “You said that Ayrael was the reason you and your friend Hestiah were in Vorsalos.”
Kaseya swallowed and closed her eyes. “Yes.”
“Why? Who is she?”
“Someone who betrayed my people. Someone who betrayed me.”
I frowned. “But the two of you were ambushed by a Senosi Huntress. How could one of them have possibly betrayed you? There aren’t any Senosi on Nol Krovos.”
“No, there are not. But there is another amazon in Vorsalos.”
I took a step back when the truth belatedly occurred to me. “Ayrael is an amazon,” I said. “And she joined the Senosi.”
I hissed softly between my teeth. The Inquisitrix rarely recruited outside of Vorsalos, but there were exceptions. As far as I could tell, her only non-negotiable characteristic was gender. A trained amazon was a perfect fit for her cabal of highly-trained, psychopathic women. 
“Why didn’t you tell me this before?” I asked. 
“I was embarrassed. Ayrael’s betrayal has shames me.”
“You personally?” I asked, shaking my head. “Why?”
Kaseya sighed and finally reopened her eyes. “Because she is my sister.” 
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“Your sister?” I breathed. “What are you talking about?”
Kaseya’s face twitched. The surprise and fear I felt through the ring slowly transformed into guilt. 
“Ayrael is my older sister,” she said. “Two years ago, she murdered her Maskari and fled Nol Krovos. We had had no idea where she went until one of our moshalim seers finally located her in Vorsalos. Hestiah and I were sent to investigate.”
I leaned back against the wall as a thousand different questions looped through my head. None of the potential answers were particularly satisfying. 
“We eventually confronted my sister, but even together we were no match for her new powers,” Kaseya went on. “Ayrael drove us off and nearly killed Hestiah. We escaped onto the ship where you found us a few days later.”
I rubbed a hand across the three-day stubble on my chin. “Why didn’t you tell me this before?”
“I should have.”
“That doesn’t answer my question.”
Kaseya took a deep breath and glanced away. “My sister’s betrayal is source of great shame and dishonor, to me and my family. In all of our history, only a few amazons have ever broken their pledge and turned against their Maskari.”
I studied her profile for several long, awkward seconds. I was reasonably sure she was still hiding something, but her guilt and shame were definitely genuine.  
“I promised the Matriarch that I would not return home without my sister,” Kaseya went on. “My family’s honor cannot be restored until Ayrael faces judgment for her betrayal.”
“Then why didn’t you stay in Vorsalos? Shouldn’t you have kept trying to stop her?”
“I wanted to, but Hestiah’s wounds were too severe. I had heard rumors of the great healers living here in Highwind, so we boarded a ship and left as quickly as possible.” Kaseya closed her eyes. “My conscience could not abide Hestiah’s death, not after I begged her to aid me. She delayed her own Maskari-Shan ritual on my behalf.”
“After I healed her, you could have turned around and headed back to Vorsalos,” I pointed out. 
“We could have, yes, but …” Kaseya swallowed and eventually reopened her eyes. I could tell that it was taking almost everything she had not to break down in tears. “I was no longer convinced that I could defeat Ayrael, and I wasn’t willing to risk Hestiah’s life again. I sent her home with news of our failure. She will complete the Maskari-Shan and serve her own moshalim well.”
I shook my head. “So what, you just gave up?”
“No! I was just…confused. I truly believed that the gods would give me the strength to defeat Ayrael. When they didn’t…” Kaseya paused and visibly braced herself. “Our meeting was not mere coincidence, Jorem. You are moshalim, and you are being threatened by the same dark forces that have ensnared my sister. The gods have shown me another path forward—one that will result in the restoration of my family honor.”
I pressed my tongue into my cheek. “Are you sure it was the gods and not you own guilt?”
Her brow furrowed. “What do you mean?”
“I think you were so quick to bond with me on that ship because you wanted to be a good little amazon and pledge yourself to a sorcerer,” I said. “You wanted to prove that you weren’t a traitor like Ayrael.”
“I am nothing like my sister!” Kaseya insisted. “I respect our people’s traditions. I will never betray you, Maskari.”
“Other than lying to me about all this, you mean.”
She grimaced like I had just stabbed her in the gut. “I should have told you everything earlier. It was a mistake, but I will repay you. I promise. 
Sighing in frustration, I turned and rubbed my face again. A part of me really wanted to be mad at her, but I knew it was completely irrational. She didn’t owe me anything, least of all her life story. Any “debt” she might have incurred from a bit of healing magic had long since been paid. 
“Look, I’m not really upset,” I went on after a moment. “I didn’t tell you the truth about my relationship with Valuri and the Huntresses right up front, either. We still barely know each other.”
I shook my head. The truth of the matter was that I had only met this woman a week ago, but I already couldn’t imagine doing any of this without her. I liked her, and not just because I woke up with my cock in her mouth every morning. I genuinely enjoyed her company. 
“What’s done is done,” I said, waving my hand dismissively. “All that matters right now is that Ayrael is here in Highwind, and she has Valuri with her.”
“My sister is using your friend as bait,” Kaseya said. “This is a trap.”
“Obviously,” I muttered. “Do you remember that Huntress we spotted on the rooftops when we first entered the city? It wasn’t Ayrael or Lenara. Whoever she was, I bet she ran away so she could tell your sister that you were here. Then Ayrael decided that offering up Valuri was the best way to reel both of us in.” I took a deep breath and paused. “Still, if there’s even a chance I can rescue Val without breaking into the Inquisitrix’s dungeon, I have to take it.”
Kaseya eyed me for a minute but then nodded. “You mean we have to take it,” she said. “How shall we proceed?”
I smiled appreciatively. “We can scout the area before we commit to anything. Your sister won’t be able to bring an army along with her in the city. At worst, she’ll have hired some local muscle.”
“Ayrael is dangerous enough on her own,” Kaseya warned. “I am no match for her.”
I frowned. “I’ve seen you fight plenty of times. You could easily hold your own against any knight or ranger in this city. Your sister can’t possibly be that good.”
“On Nol Krovos, she was widely considered the most gifted amazon warrior born in a generation. That was why she was pledged to such an important and powerful moshalim. Many believed they would lead our people into a new golden age.” Kaseya sighed. “But more importantly, Ayrael taught me almost everything I know. I will not be able to surprise her.”
“And if she’s joined with the Senosi, she has probably learned some of their tricks, too,” I murmured. “My magic will be useless against her.”
“Then there is no way we can defeat her.”
I smiled. “For once, you aren’t giving us enough credit. I might not be able to blast her to cinders, but I can still manipulate our bond to empower you. I can make you stronger and faster, and there’s that new spell armor technique we’ve been practicing.”
It took a few moments, but eventually Kaseya smiled back. “Perhaps you’re right.”
“I’m not expecting this to be easy, and I know there’s a chance that Valuri isn’t even here,” I said. “But I have to try anyway. Who knows, maybe your gods are watching out for us. Maybe we’ll have a chance to solve all our problems at once.”
“Do you really believe that?” Kaseya asked. 
“No,” I said with a wry smirk. “But I’ve been wrong before.”
 
***
 
I slept fitfully, mostly because I couldn’t convince my brain to shut the hell up. My thoughts were torn between concocting a battle strategy, worrying about Valuri’s health, and wondering what it would feel like to be beheaded by an amazon-turned-Senosi. I had always been something of a brooder, for better or worse, and I had a sneaking suspicion that my dark hair would turn gray before I hit thirty. Assuming I lived that long, anyway, which as a sorcerer and a fugitive seemed pretty damn unlikely. 
I finally dozed off a few hours after midnight, and I awoke to the warmth of sunlight on my cheeks and the suction of Kaseya’s lips on my cock. My fingers rifled through her mane of red hair as I swelled in her mouth. I was so tired that I was tempted to have her stop, but as it turned out nothing got the blood pumping quite like morning fellatio. Besides, all I had to do was activate my ring for a moment to know how much she enjoyed this. She considered cock-sucking a skill in need of endless training no different than swordplay, and it would have taken a far better man than I to refuse the privilege of being her practice dummy.
 I fired my load down her throat a few minutes later, and thanks to the ring I got to enjoy the “aftershocks” of her climax as well. Kaseya dutifully cleaned up her mess, then crawled back up into my arms and laid next to me until I could finally muster the energy to move. 
“Imagine if we had actually been paid for that bounty,” I commented as I stretched out and retrieved my tunic. “We could have rented the master suite for a month.”
“The private bath was impressive, but I still prefer sleeping beneath the stars,” Kaseya said. “The streams outside the city are quite beautiful.”
“That they are,” I murmured, wondering grimly if I would ever see them again. I harbored no illusions about the ease of the task facing us tonight.
A few hours later, we arrived in the docks and began scouting out Gallowstone Pier. I didn’t see any obvious signs of Senosi activity, and as far as I could tell the Highwind Guard patrolled the area quite regularly. The Black Mistress and her illegal smuggling ring notwithstanding, this city didn’t have anywhere near as many street gangs or petty crime guilds as Vorsalos. 
“Back home, a private dock like this would have at least a dozen mercenaries lurking in the shadows just waiting for someone to try and steal a shipment,” I murmured from our perch atop a building on the eastern edge of the pier. We had a perfect view of the entire area from up here. “Independent traders need a bloody army just to protect their goods.”
“I do not understand how such a society can even function,” Kaseya commented. 
“It doesn’t, not really. Though sooner or later, the Inquisitrix will probably crack down on the guilds as well. She found their infighting useful to distract her political opponents, but now that she doesn’t have any left…” I shook my head and pushed away the thought. “Anyway, it doesn’t look like anyone else here expects a crisis tonight. That probably means your sister hasn’t hired a bunch of local muscle to help her out.”
“As I said before, Ayrael is still an amazon warrior,” Kaseya reminded me. “She may have betrayed her vows, but she will not allow others to fight her battles for her.”
“Normally I would say we should use that against her. With enough coin we could hire our army of thugs and maybe surprise her.”
Kaseya turned and frowned at me. “There is no honor in subterfuge.”
I opened my mouth to reply but stopped myself. Every once in a while I still forgot who I was dealing with. If we did end up forging some kind of alliance with the Black Mistress, Kaseya was going to have a difficult time adapting to the realities of a world where “honor” had about as much value as rusted sword. But there was no point in getting ahead of myself and worrying about that now. 
“We could simply ask the local authorities for help,” she suggested after a moment. “Surely all these knights would be interested in capturing a Senosi.”
 “I bet they would, but involving them adds all sorts of complications,” I said. “The Silver Fist wouldn’t just let us walk away with Valuri. There would be questions, interrogations, possibly long imprisonment…” I shook my head. “We need to do this on our own.”
Kaseya nodded. “Then we will succeed. I will bring my sister to justice, and you will rescue your friend.”
I smiled and placed my hand on her shoulder. As naïve and confident as she was, I knew she was nervous. The prospect of fighting Ayrael had legitimately shaken her. It had shaken me too, of course, mostly because I would be as helpless as an infant against a Senosi. I would have preferred to single-handedly fend off a horde of orc warriors, given the choice. 
“Night will fall soon,” I said. “Come on—let’s find ourselves a place to hide out.”
After a brief search, we located a secure vantage point atop an old building on the western end of the pier. The long shadows cloaked our position well, though it was difficult to see very far even with the aid of the moonlight and the magical lanterns scattered throughout the area. Thankfully, I didn’t have any trouble replicating the vision-enhancing spell I had used back at the bandit fort, and “echoing” the effect in Kaseya worked just as well. 
A single rowboat sloshed in towards the pier about an hour before midnight, and thanks to my spell we had no trouble making out the lone passenger. Other than her blonde hair, Ayrael could have easily been mistaken for Kaseya’s reflection in a mirror. She was still wearing her leather amazon armor, too, which I found a little surprising for someone who was ostensibly an enemy agent attempting to blend in. 
Kaseya is right—her sister probably does still consider herself an amazon, and she’s expecting an honorable fight or duel. Gods, there has to be some way to exploit that…
I took a deep breath and watched as Ayrael tied the rowboat to the pier, wishing that I had enough gold to hire some mercenaries. Charming them wasn’t an option. I had never considered myself a particularly ethical person, but warping the minds of other men and getting them killed on my behalf was apparently a line even I wasn’t willing to cross. 
You’re just worried the gods will judge you and take away Kaseya. You’d rather charge head-first into danger than give up your morning blowjob, admit it. 
I scowled at thought. Not because it was wrong, but because it hit a little too close to home…
“There, in the back,” Kaseya said, pointing. “Is that your friend?”
I squinted towards the boat and swallowed nervously when Ayrael dragged a bound and gagged passenger out of the small boat. I hadn’t even seen her before; she must have been squished down pretty low in the dinghy. The sack over her head made it impossible to definitively identify her, but based on her slender frame it could have easily been Valuri. 
“I can’t tell from here,” I said. “But it’s either her or another woman almost the same size.”
“I do not believe my sister would deceive us in such a way,” Kaseya said. 
“Ayrael murdered her Maskari and tried to kill you and Hestiah.”
Kaseya didn’t reply. I could see the emotion battle raging behind her eyes. I had a feeling I’d only scratched the surface about how much Ayrael had meant to her…and how much her sister’s betrayal had stung. Unfortunately, we didn’t have time to work it out. 
“Are you sure you can go through with this?” I asked. 
“Never doubt an amazon’s resolve,” she said, staring straight at me. “I will do whatever is necessary to rescue your friend.”
I nodded solemnly. “Just remember, once I have Valuri you can retreat. Ayrael won’t be able to pursue you through the city, not with all the knights and guardsmen in the district.”
“An amazon does not retreat,” Kaseya said. “I will bring my sister to justice or die trying.”
I placed my hand on her forearm. “What’s more important, your warrior’s honor or your pledge to me?”
Her cheek twitched. “I will not disobey you, Maskari, but without my honor I am useless to you.”
“You’re even more useless to me dead,” I said flatly. “With my help, I bet you can defeat her. But if not…” I shrugged. “Your sense of honor isn’t worth dying for.”
“You say that because you do not understand it.”
“I say that because honor is a luxury I’ve never been able to afford.” 
I sighed and glanced back towards the docks. Ayrael had tied Valuri to a stump at the edge of the pier, and the amazon-turned-Senosi seemed content to wait patiently until we arrived. As loyal and committed as Kaseya was, I had no doubt that she would listen to me if I ordered her to retreat. I was less certain about whether or not she would forgive me for it later. 
“Come on,” I said. “Let’s get this over with.”
We slid down from our perch and looped through the shadows of the docks until we approached the long, narrow strip leading out to the correct pier. There were a handful of sailors and whores lurking about, but otherwise the whole area was empty. Having watched it all day, I was reasonably confident that Ayrael hadn’t arranged anything with the guards—she had just chosen this particular pier because it was in the middle of nowhere. 
Just before we moved into view, I closed my eyes and stretched out through the Aether. Bolstering Kaseya was practically second nature at this point, though I held back on the spell armor for a moment. Nothing would draw attention to us quite like glowing mantles of magical energy. 
Ayrael’s eyes locked onto us several seconds before we emerged from the shadows. The closer we approached, the more I was able to appreciate the subtle differences in her facial structure compared to Kaseya. Still, there was no question that the two women were related. 
“I see the rumors are true, then,” Ayrael said. “You really did enslave yourself…and to a foreigner, at that.”
She casually leaned against one of the wooden posts, but despite her calm demeanor I could tell she was coiled and ready to strike. Whatever else she might have been—whatever else she might have become—this woman was still unmistakably a warrior.
“I have pledged myself to a worthy Maskari, just as all amazons should,” Kaseya said, coming to a halt a safe distance away. Her hand was gripping the handle of her sheathed sword so tightly her knuckles had gone white. 
Ayrael snorted softly. “I’m sure he is pleased. Slavers often are.”
There was no doubt in my mind that Kaseya would have lunged forward and attacked that second if I weren’t standing next to her. I did my best to remain calm and send soothing thoughts through our link. 
“You said you wanted to make a trade,” I put in, creeping forward another step. I kept half my mind focused on the Aether so that I could summon my spell armor at a moment’s notice. “What is your offer?”
Ayrael stared hard at her sister for several more seconds before she finally glanced over to me. “The Grand Inquisitrix has been interested in you for some time, Jorem Farr. You must be powerful—I can see why my sister was so eager to debase herself for you.”
I forced a smile. Taunting one’s opponent was hardly a novel strategy, but it endured for a good reason. She really believed she could bait us into making a mistake. 
“I bet you barely know anything about her,” Ayrael went on. “Did she tell you that she already confronted me in Vorsalos? Did she tell you that she failed, and that’s why she fled here to Highwind with her tail tucked between her legs?”
“I know what happened,” I said. “Also know that you betrayed your vows and murdered your own Maskari.”
Ayrael scoffed and glanced back to Kaseya. “Is that what you told him, sister? Unbelievable.”
“It’s the truth,” Kaseya said.
“No,” Ayrael spat. Her entire body seemed to stiffen, and her voice became dark. “The truth is that the Matriarch and the moshalim have been lying to us for centuries. The truth is that we are slaves, not warriors! They train us to fight, and then the instant we come of age they order us onto our knees!”
Kaseya clenched her teeth. “We serve and protect the moshalim so that all of Nol Krovos will prosper.”
“We serve and protect charlatans,” Ayrael said. “We serve and protect corrupted monsters!”
“Magic is the blood of the gods,” Kaseya insisted. “It is their gift—”
“It is their curse,” Ayrael hissed. “It is their taint. The Inquisitrix showed me the truth I suspected all along, sister. She has pierced the veil of lies draped over our eyes by the Matriarch. The moshalim are not to be served—they are to be destroyed, by any means necessary.”
 “Let’s all just pause and take a deep breath, shall we?” I said, raising my hands defensively and wondering why in the hell I had ever thought this was a good idea. “We’re just here for Valuri.”
Ayrael’s blue eyes continued glaring daggers at her sister for another moment before she abruptly turned and pulled the sack off her prisoner’s head. Valuri looked weary and disheveled—her normally straight, shoulder-length black hair was a tousled mess—but otherwise she seemed unharmed.  
“She knew you would come for her, given the chance,” Ayrael said. “The Inquisitrix didn’t want to part with such a valuable prize, but I convinced her that the exchange would be worth it.”
I swallowed heavily and tried to calm the anxious knots twisting in my gut. The pleading look in Valuri’s bright green eyes was almost enough to make me sick. 
“All right,” I said. “So what do you want?”
“Isn’t it obvious?” Ayrael said. “I want my dear sister back.”
It had been obvious, of course, which was I’d never really had any intention of bargaining. Then again, I suspected she hadn’t, either. 
“You are her Maskari now,” Ayrael went on. “You put the tan’ratha around her neck—you’re the only one who can ultimately set her free.”
“She made the choice to bond with me,” I insisted. “I didn’t—”
“Tell yourself whatever lies you need to soothe your conscience, moshalim,” Ayrael said. “But the truth is that you have taken advantage of my sister, and for that I will make you suffer.”
“Enough!” Kaseya growled, unsheathing her sword. “Give us the prisoner, or we will take her from you.”
Ayrael grinned. “My dear sister…nothing would please me more than watching you try.”
Kaseya attacked. I barely had time to leap out of her way before she charged across the pier, her sword clutched in a two-handed grip. Ayrael waited until the last possible second to draw her own, and the two women clashed in a shower of sparks and steel. 
Closing my eyes, I reached out through the Aether and conjured my spell armor, then quickly echoed the effect on Kaseya. The pier, suddenly bathed in light, would have drawn the attention of everyone on the docks even without the cries of exertion and ringing of steel. I had no idea how long it would take the authorities to respond, but it was immediately clear that despite the bolstering power of magic, Kaseya was badly overmatched. 
I didn’t understand how it was possible. I had watched her fight and been awed by her technique, but compared to her sister she seemed like a child flailing helplessly against a master duelist. Ayrael effortlessly ducked and dodged in a deadly dance that was as mesmerizing as it was horrifying. She didn’t even bother clutching her sword in both hands; she simply folded her left arm behind her back like a fencer while she deflected her sister’s attacks. 
If you don’t do something fast, Kaseya is going to get herself killed!
Gritting my teeth, I waited until their melee had drifted up the pier before I dashed over to Valuri. As much as I wanted to unleash a bolt of lightning or a ball of flame, I couldn’t take the risk. I still didn’t know precisely how the Inquisitrix imbued her Sensosi with their magic-eating abilities, but if Ayrael truly bore the Mark of the Huntress then my sorcery would only empower her—and even a tiny enhancement to her strength or speed would almost certainly result in Kaseya’s defeat. The only reason she was still alive now was that it seemed like Ayrael was playing with her…
“We need to run,” I blurted out as I dove in front of Valuri and grabbed the ropes binding her wrists behind her back. “If we can get off the pier we’ll probably bump into some knights or guardsmen that can slow her down.”
I conjured a dagger-shaped beam of pure Aetheric energy into my hand and slashed her bindings. I was half-tempted to stab her, not because I wanted to harm her but because her own magic-eating powers would feed off my energy. But it was entirely conceivable that the Inquisitrix had already stripped of her abilities, and I didn’t want to risk hurting her for real. I cleaved apart her ankle binds next before swiftly pulling the gag from her mouth. 
“You can walk, right?” I asked. 
Valuri nodded. “Yes, no thanks to you.”
I had already grabbed her arm and started to turn before my brain processed what she had just said. “What?”
“You left me to rot in that prison!” she hissed. “You abandoned me!”
My mouth went so dry it actually hurt to swallow. “I didn’t…I mean, I couldn’t…” I sighed and took a deep breath. “We can argue about this later. We need to get the hell out of here!”
“You shouldn’t have come here, Jorem,” Valuri said, shaking her head. “But the Inquisitrix knew you wouldn’t be able to resist the bait.”
The hairs on the back of my neck stood when I realized she still hadn’t moved. “Val, we have to go,” I said. “Please!”
“You shouldn’t have come here,” she repeated. 
Her hand moved so quickly it was a blur. She reached into her leather boot, drew a thin metal dart, and whipped it at me—all in a single, smooth motion. My spell armor would have deflected any normal weapon, but apparently her Senosi powers were still working just fine. The dart pierced my protective mantle and burrowed into my shoulder. By the time I reflexively clutched at the wound, the poison was already flooding into my veins. 
“For what it’s worth, I’m sorry,” Valuri said, standing. “But I’m a survivor, Jorem, just like you.”
I tried to respond, but my knees buckled and I collapsed onto the pier. Out of the corner of my eye I watched as Ayrael disarmed Kaseya and kicked her to the ground. She was finished. We were finished. 
And there was nothing I could do about it. 
 
 
 



4
 
I had never been much of a stickler for rules. The entire concept of a “law-abiding citizen” had always seemed rather privileged to me, given that I carried my crime with me wherever I went. I embraced a more nuanced interpretation of right and wrong, and that flexibility had served me well over the years. 
That said, I had always adhered to my own personal code. I tried not to use my magic on people unless it was absolutely necessary, and I went out of my way to avoid actively harming them unless they left me no other options. I also followed the simple but prudent guideline that a man should never wake up naked unless he was pressed against a beautiful woman. 
At least until today. 
“What the fuck…?” I gasped as my eyes fluttered open. My head felt like it had been bashed in with a shovel, and my vision was so blurry I knew I had been out for a while. But the real problem was that I was stark naked and hanging from the ceiling. 
“Good morning, Jorem,” a voice said from somewhere nearby. “I’m glad you’re awake. Don’t worry—my sister will be along shortly.”
I blinked as much of the fog from my eyes as I could before I glanced around and took in my surroundings. I appeared to be on board the lower decks of a ship. My hands were tied above my head, and I was currently dangling back and forth with the floor a few inches beyond my toes. My ankles had been bound as well, but I was far more concerned about the black metal ring clasped snugly around the base of my cock. 
“I’m sure you recognize one of the devices from the Castarium back in Vorsalos,” Ayrael said, pacing around from behind me. “I hope it’s not too uncomfortable.”
I bit down on my lip and desperately tried to swallow the lump of fear rising in my throat. It didn’t work. “What do you want from me?”
Ayrael smiled. Her mouth was almost identical to Kaseya’s, which made the malice in her grin all the more disturbing. “Where to begin?” she asked, sauntering forward. “I suppose you could start by apologizing for what you’ve done my sister.”
I closed my eyes and swore under my breath. This was bad. This was really, really bad. I didn’t even want to imagine what Ayrael had planned for Kaseya, but I knew exactly what she had planned for me. The Castarium was a grotesque “theater” back home where the Inquisitrix and her Huntresses would torment male sorcerers. The women would use whips, knives, even crossbows—anything to cause pain and leave open wounds. They would then siphon the residual Aetheric energy from the sorcerer’s blood, effectively feeding off him like a coven of vampires. Before their victim lost consciousness, however, the sated Huntresses would attach one of these devices to his cock, giggle at his discomfort…
And then castrate him. 
“Kaseya is the one who came to me,” I said, struggling not to blubber incomprehensibly. “She bonded herself to me after I—”
“You put the collar on her,” Ayrael said. “You made her your toy. Now I am going to do the same to you.”
She paced around me twice before she abruptly clutched my testicles in her hand. I whimpered and clenched my teeth, waiting in horror for the inevitable…
“If I touch this crystal on my armband, your cock and balls will hit the floor,” she said, leaning up to whisper in my ear. “If you try and channel the Aether, your cock and balls will hit the floor. And of course, if you try and spill your tainted seed, your cock and balls will hit the floor.”
“Please,” I begged. “I never wanted to—”
Ayrael backhanded me across the face. “Maskari do not beg. I can’t believe my sister would pledge herself to someone so pitiful.” She scoffed in disgust and turned towards the door. “Thankfully, you will not be her burden for long.”
The door to the lower deck burst open, and someone pushed a bound and gagged Kaseya inside. She was still wearing her armor, surprisingly, and other than her restraints she didn’t look any worse for wear. 
“I was just getting to know your master, sister,” Ayrael said. “Suffice to say, I found him…lacking. I doubt the Matriarch would have approved.”
Kaseya growled something unintelligible into her gag. I could see the fear in her eyes as well, though I wondered if her terror was merely an echo of my own. Her collar was still fastened tightly around her neck, after all. 
“Aren’t you going to kneel before him?”Ayrael asked. “I’m sure you’ve already done it a hundred times by now.”
The guard standing behind Kaseya kicked the back of her legs and knocked her down onto her knees in front of me. It was only then that I realized the guard was Valuri.
My stomach sank even further when I saw the rage behind her piercing green eyes. The tiny spark of regret I had sensed in her back at the pier had completely evaporated. I couldn’t even begin to imagine what the Inquisitrix had done to her these past few months. He twin hand crossbows were holstered on her hips, and she was still wearing her Senosi armor—a black, corset-style breastplate and matching trousers, a flowing red cloak, and heeled, knee-high boots—which meant that her betrayal must have been forgiven. But surely the Inquisitrix’s clemency came at a high price…
 “Much better,” Ayrael said, smirking down at her sister. “The Inquisitrix is looking forward to meeting you. Once I have freed you from the Maskari-Shan, you too will be blessed with the Mark of the Huntress. You will be welcome in the ranks of the Senosi.” She grinned. “You’ll like it there, I think. Our sisterhood is not so different from the Kari Vataya on Nol Krovos, really. You will be surrounded by smart and powerful women, except they won’t all be glorified chattel waiting for a master to claim them.”
Kaseya snarled, but she knew she was helpless. There was nothing either of us could do besides wait for the inevitable. 
“You’ll have to prove yourself, of course,” Ayrael went on. “Her Huntresses are quite skilled, and the Senosi only accept the best. But I’ve no doubt that you will win them over eventually, and one day I guarantee you will thank me for what I’ve done. The rest of our sword-sisters will as well once you and I return to the island and cleanse the corruption of the moshalim once and for all.”
She chuckled softly and glanced over to Valuri. “But first things first. Vorsalos is still a few days away, and Huntress Valuri promised to help me free you from the yoke of a man she knows all too well.”
Valuri nodded and strode up next to me. “You have pledged yourself to a coward,” she spat. Normally she had one of the smoothest, most seductive voices I had ever heard…but right now it was drowned out by hate. “A man who turns his back on his allies the first chance he gets. Trust me: he would have thrown you to the wolves the instant he grew bored of you. Your sister and I are doing you a favor.”
Valuri shuffled around behind me, and I closed my eyes and bit my lip in anticipation of her whipping me or stabbing me or something else just as brutal. I should have known better than to come after her. I should have known better than to assume she would be the same woman after the Inquisitrix had gotten to her…
“We will both find our redemption in his cleansing,” Valuri said. Her arms snaked around my waist on either side, and she slowly removed the glove covering her left hand. Her long, pale fingers curled around the shaft of my cock, and despite my best efforts I began to swell at her touch.
“Val, don’t,” I said. “Please…”
“You’ve never complained before,” she said. “Don’t tell me you haven’t christened your amazon’s pretty face yet. Those bright blue eyes, those plump red lips…”
I clenched my teeth so hard I was surprised they didn’t crack. Valuri’s fingers had always been magic; she had tugged and squeezed me to climax so many times I had lost count. The power of Kaseya’s collar might have given her supernatural insight over my needs, but Valuri had mastered them the old fashioned way. 
“I’m sorry I couldn’t rescue you,” I said. “You know I would have risked everything if I’d thought there was even a small chance.”
“Do I?” Valuri asked. “You fled the city the first chance you got, and I never heard a peep about you trying to mount a rescue.”
“You were in the palace surrounded by hundreds of guards!”
“All because I made the mistake of working with a sorcerer. In a way, I suppose I should be grateful. Your cowardice gave the Inquisitrix plenty of time to show me where I had gone wrong.”
I hissed though my teeth as my cock continued to swell. Valuri was aiming the tip directly at Kaseya’s face, and Ayrael had swept behind her sister to hold her in place. 
“His emasculation is your liberation, sister,” Ayrael said. “When his tainted seed and corrupted blood spill across your cheeks, they will wash away all your sins. You will finally be free to start anew.”
“This is sick, Val!” I shouted when the magical clamp began tightening around the base of my cock. “This isn’t right! This isn’t you!”
“I am a new me, reforged in pain and fire,” she said, stroking me even harder. “I’m not the same girl you met on Raven’s Bridge all those years ago.”
My heart skipped a beat. Raven’s Bridge…I hadn’t met her on Raven’s Bridge. We had already known each other for months before we’d teamed up against a renegade wizard and his cabal of charmed cronies. It had been one of our greatest victories together. We had caught the idiots completely by surprise by pretending that she was my prisoner and—
The truth hit my like a brick across the nose. I managed to keep myself from gasping, but my sudden burst of hope echoed through Kaseya’s collar and made her brow furrow in confusion. 
“I guess not,” I croaked. “That girl wasn’t trapped by Senosi dogma. She could still think for herself.”
“The truth isn’t a trap, Jorem,” Valuri replied. “It is the key that will set you free.”
She began stroking me even harder, driving me towards a climax. I kept my face clenched as if I were trying to fight it, but deep down I let myself go. It was conceivable that she was being a sadist and trying to trick me into castrating myself, but I didn’t think so. I remembered what we had done on Raven’s Bridge—I remembered the trap we had set and the “key” we had used to spring our ambush. If she had done the same thing here, Kaseya and I might still have had a chance of getting out of this alive.
“No,” I gasped as my climax approached. “Val, please!”
“Do it!” Ayrael demanded, her hands clutching around her sister’s face. “Redeem yourself in the eyes of the Inquisitrix!”
Valuri pumped me over the edge. I spilled with a panicked roar, splattering Kaseya’s upturned face with a thick barrage of seed. My blood, mercifully, did not follow. The cock ring didn’t budge; its blades remained firmly retracted. Valuri had already disabled it.
“What?” Ayrael gasped, her sadistic delight morphing into confusion. She shoved her sister onto the deck and leaned forward to check the device—
At which point Valuri sprung her trap. Her booted foot whirled out from behind me, kicking Ayrael in the chin and knocking her flat on her backside. Before the amazon could recover, Valuri drew the twin crossbows from her hips and fired. The bolts struck Ayrael squarely in her breastplate, easily piercing the tough leather at such short range. She shrieked in pain, and as blood spurted from her wounds I heard the distinctive whirring click of the crossbows’ automatic reloading mechanism snapping more bolts into place. Valuri fired off another pair of shots barely a second later, but Ayrael had already dove out of the way. I honestly thought she might charge straight at us despite her injuries, but instead she dashed back up the stairs and onto the upper decks. 
“To arms!” she shrieked. “We are betrayed!”
 “Shit!” Valuri hissed while her weapons reloaded. “We need to get off this bloody ship!”
Whirling on a heel, she took aim with her right crossbow and shot the rope binding my hands. I tumbled to the deck and grimaced in pain when I tried to move. My arms felt like I had just dipped them in lava. 
“You can cry about how much it hurts later,” Valuri scolded, drawing a knife from her boot and slashing Kaseya’s restraints as well. “Right now you need to blast us a way out of this ship!”
I clenched my jaw and reached out to the Aether. Concentrating on channeling was hard enough even when my muscles weren’t melting, but after a few moments I managed to flood my body with restorative energy and numb the worst of the pain. 
“We cannot allow my sister to get away,” Kaseya said, wiping her face with the back of her hand. “She must pay for what she has done!”
Valuri had already raced over to the door and fired several shots up the stairwell. A gurgling shriek echoed down from above, and an armored man clattered down the steps. He landed next to us, a crossbow bolt jutting from his neck and a pool of blood gathering around his corpse.  
“There are twenty Vorsalosian soldiers up there!” Valuri warned, pressing herself against the doorframe for cover. “We can’t take them all!”
“I can,” I said, my fingertips crackling with energy. Striding forward, my naked body sheathed in a protective mantle of pure Aetheric force, I unleashed a cone of flame directly up the stairwell. I continued moving step by step, my vision clouded by sulfurous smoke and my ears filled with horrified screams. A barrage of crossbow bolts greeted me when I emerged onto the top deck, but they all deflected harmlessly off my spell armor. 
“Jorem, what the hell are you doing?” Valuri called out from behind me. “Are you bloody insane?”
I ignored her. Even though I couldn’t actually see all my opponents through the growing clouds of smoke, I unleashed a fiery barrage in every direction I heard movement. Every blast rumbled with the intensity of a thunderbolt, rattling the ship and eventually splintering the masts to pieces. Once the sails were completely immolated, I turned and focused on the last voices I could make out—
At which point a biting, dagger-like pain stabbed at my chest. My concentration faltered, my spell armor vanished, and I collapsed to a knee. The Aether, it seemed, had already had enough of me. I had overchanneled its power, and now I was paying the price. 
“Ahh!” I cried out as a crossbow bolt streaked past my head. My vision threatened to blacken entirely before a pair of arms grabbed onto me and yanked me back down the stairs to the lower deck. My eyes stung from the smoke, and my nostrils flared at the stench of scorched flesh. But eventually I was able to make out Kaseya’s body looming over me protectively. 
“We’ll drown or suffocate if we stay down here,” Valuri called out. “You have to blast open the hull so we can escape!”
“I can’t,” I said through clenched teeth. “I can’t do anything.”
“Well, then fuck it,” she hissed. “I guess we’ll go through.”
I dropped to a knee as the two women raced around the deck, Kaseya to retrieve her weapons from the captain’s quarters and Valuri to find anything else remotely useful. The ship lurched and creaked—if we had been out in the middle of the ocean, we all would have been doomed. Since we were only in the river, we still had a chance to swim to safety. Maybe. 
“Can you walk?” Valuri asked as she removed her red cloak and tossed it over my shoulders. . 
“Yes,” I croaked, biting my lip even as the pain of overchanneling slowly faded. I hadn’t stressed myself this hard this quickly in a long time, and I had forgotten just how much it hurt. 
“Then come on—we’re leaving.”
With the two women at my side, we rushed up the stairs through the smoke and sprinted for the edge of the boat. I half expected Ayrael to be waiting there for us, bleeding but ready to cut us down before we could flee. She was nowhere in sight, however, and the rest of the crew was either dead or already in the water themselves. 
We lunged off the edge. The river was choppy thanks to the gusty winds, and the glint of the afternoon sun on the waves was almost blinding. But once I saw that Kaseya and Valuri were next to me, I just put one arm after the other and focused on reaching the shoreline. Freedom had never felt so far away. 
 
***
 
The swim was mercifully easier than I expected, though I still slumped against a tree in exhaustion the moment we were out of the water. Off in the distance, the Vorsalosian ship was little more than a brilliant pyre sinking below the horizon. 
“Maybe you should consider listening to me next time,” Valuri panted, her black hair plastered across her face. “What the fuck were you thinking?”
“What the fuck was I thinking?” I growled back. “You poisoned me! You tied me up and put a clamp on my cock!”
“For one, I didn’t tie you up,” she corrected. “For two, I disabled the ring before I put it on you. And for three, that poisoned dart saved your life. How could you be stupid enough to walk into trap like that? Haven’t you learned anything?”
“I was trying to save you! You would rather we left you to Ayrael?”
“I would have rather you busted me out of the dungeon a few months ago. But apparently that was too much to ask.”
I continued panting as I glared at her, trying to figure out why in the abyss I had risked my life to rescue her in the first place. “If you weren’t really working with Ayrael, then why didn’t you help us battle her at the docks?”
“Because I was tied up and didn’t have my weapons,” Valuri said. “She didn’t completely trust me yet. I had to poison you first.”
“Still, the three of us could have—”
“The three of us would have ended up dead on the pier,” Valuri interrupted. “You’ve seen that woman fight. She’s a bloody force of nature, and that’s before she’s fed on magic recently.” 
“We should track and pursue her while we can,” Kaseya said. Unlike us, she wasn’t even breathing heavily. Her eyes were focused on the horizon. “Ayrael’s injuries were serious. She could not have gotten far.”
“She’s already gone,” Valuri said, shaking her head. “And if she isn’t, we still don’t want to find her. Not until we’re a lot better prepared.”
Kaseya turned. “Ayrael is not invincible.”
“Are you sure? Look, I appreciate your confidence, but you don’t know what she’s capable of.”
“She is my sister!”
“She was your sister,” Valuri corrected. “Now she’s a Senosi Huntress who mastered every single trick the Inquisitrix taught her in just a few months. Once she feeds, she’ll be patched up and back on our trail before sunrise, I promise. We need to get the hell out of here as quickly as possible.”
Kaseya glared at the other woman for a long moment. “You are afraid of her.”
“Of course I’m bloody afraid of her! I’ve seen what she can do first-hand.” Valuri snorted and crouched down next to me. “This little ruse was the only way I could get her guard down long enough to escape. Do you really think I set all this up just for fun?”
“You certainly looked like you were having fun,” I muttered. “Even if you weren’t confident that we could beat her on the docks, we still could have run. She wouldn’t have been able to chase us through the whole city.”
“I doubt we would have made it that far.” Valuri stared at me for a minute before her lips curled into a lop-sided smirk. “Besides, I owed you a bit of revenge. And it actually was pretty fun to put that ring on you and watch you squirm. Ayrael applauded the idea, and I was reasonably confident I could sabotage it correctly.”
“Reasonably confident?” I hissed. “You mean you weren’t sure you’d actually disabled it?”
“Sure enough to take the chance,” she said with a shrug.
I scoffed. “Unbelievable. You haven’t changed a gods-damned bit.”
“No, but that’s exactly why you love me.”
Valuri leaned in and kissed me. I was tempted to throw her off, and I was even more tempted to choke her. But instead I kissed her back, and her tongue swirled together with mine so easily and so comfortably it was like she had never left. 
“We need to go,” she whispered when she pulled away. 
I licked at my lips and glanced past her shoulder to Kaseya. Just like with Silhouette, I reflexively felt guilty for touching another woman in her presence, but the amazon wasn’t even looking at us. She was staring off towards the burning ship, her blue eyes glazed over. 
“We’ll figure out a way to stop Ayrael eventually,” I said. “But Val is right—we should head back to Highwind and regroup while we can.”
“I will follow where you lead, Maskari,” Kaseya said. “I will never break my vow.”
She abruptly turned and strode deeper into the forest, her bow drawn and nocked. Valuri cocked a black eyebrow in her direction. 
“Once we’re safe, you really need to tell me the story about your redheaded love slave.”
“She’s not my…” I sighed. “It’s complicated.”
“Uh huh,” Valuri murmured, her eyes shifting to my crotch. “When were you planning on taking that off, by the way?”
I groaned in disgust when I belatedly remembered the metallic band around my cock—and the fact that I was buck naked aside from Valuri’s cloak. 
“Son of a…” I grabbed the ring and channeled a spark of Aetheric energy into my fingers. I didn’t want to burn or electrocute myself, but couldn’t think of any other way to remove the damn thing.
“Don’t be an idiot—I’ll take care of you,” Valuri said, stretching out her left hand. A pair of long, serrated blades unsheathed from inside her gauntlet and extended beyond her fingertips. Having seen her Senosi “tiger claws” in action many times, I had no interest in allowing them anywhere near my crotch. 
I grabbed her wrist. “I’ll take my chances with magic, thanks. You’ve done enough for one day.”
“I could do a lot more,” she teased, retracting her claws and touching my wilted shaft with her free hand. “We were so rudely interrupted earlier.”
I shook my head in wonder as my cock stiffened in her fingers. We had barely escaped death, we were on the run from an insane, nearly unstoppable amazon…and all I could think about was how easily she could tug me to climax again right here and now. I knew she wouldn’t, of course—she just wanted to torment me. Apparently we were going to pick up exactly where we had left off before she had been captured. 
Snickering at my erection, Valuri abruptly removed her hand and gestured deeper into the forest. “Come on. We wouldn’t want your pet to get too far away.”
I sighed and bit down on my tongue in frustration. This was going to be interesting, to say the least. I doubted there was a single man in history who genuinely wanted his lovers to meet one another. I wasn’t worried about Kaseya and Valuri gossiping behind my back while they discussed my inadequacies, though; I was worried they might actually try to kill one another. Valuri had a singular talent for getting under people’s skin, and Kaseya would be an easy target. They were a match made in the abyss. 
Grimacing, I grabbed the cock ring and blasted it with Aetheric energy. The sparks hurt more than I liked, but the device did eventually fall off. I whispered a silent prayer of thanks to any god that might have been listening, then cursed them all a second later when I remembered that I was cold, wet, and naked. Apparently Valuri wasn’t the only one who enjoyed tormenting me for no discernable reason.
“Bloody hell,” I murmured, dashing off after the girls as fast as my bare feet could carry me. 
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The terrain on the western side of Highwind was far rockier than in the north or east, and trudging through the sparse forest and around the massive, craggy hills would have been annoying even if I had been dry and properly clothed. Considering I was wet and naked, the trip was a bloody nightmare. I sheathed myself in a thin Aetheric barrier, mostly to protect my feet, despite the fact it was a constant—and annoying—drain on my attention. 
Kaseya was as sympathetic to my plight as Valuri was amused by it. My old “friend” snickered or outright giggled every few minutes, and I spent at least half my time fantasizing about my inevitable revenge. Almost every scenario involved some combination of my cock, her ass, and a set of strong amazon hands holding her down in the dirt. 
A few hours later, after we had put several miles between us and the shoreline, I called for us to set up camp. Night had already fallen, and stumbling through the dark forest was as likely to get us lost as anything. We were probably still at least twenty miles away from the city, enough that we would have to spend most of the next day walking regardless. 
“Who knows, maybe we’ll get lucky and bump into a merchant caravan tomorrow,” Valuri said when I sat down on a stump and pulled her red cloak as tightly around my body as I could. “Or maybe we’ll find a cabin with a hermit who’ll take pity on you. You just better hope his boots and trousers fit.”
“We should stay as far off the road as possible,” Kaseya said. “Ayrael is an expert tracker.”
Valuri grunted. “It was a joke, girl. You do have a concept of humor on that backward island of yours, don’t you?”
“Yes, though I fail to see what is amusing about our situation. We narrowly escaped with our lives, and Jorem is incredibly uncomfortable.”
“Oh, poor baby,” Valuri teased. “Maybe his slave should go kiss him and make it better?”
“What the hell is wrong with you?” I growled. “Can’t you stop being a cunt for five bloody seconds?”
“I could, but what would be the point?” she said, folding her arms across her chest. “The way I see it, you left me to suffer for three months. The least I can do is watch and laugh while you stumble naked through the forest for a few days.”
Kaseya scowled at the other woman. “You are a truly unpleasant individual. I cannot understand why Jorem harbors so much affection for you.”
“We can’t all be all be tall redheads who bend over on command,” Valuri replied tartly. “Did he even ask for your name before he slapped that collar on you and jammed his cock in your mouth?”
“Enough,” I said, glancing between them. Kaseya seemed more confused than irritated at this point, though I knew it wouldn’t be long before one transformed into the other. Valuri had been sniping at her all day, and eventually the dam would burst. “Look, it’s late and we’re all exhausted. We should try and get some sleep while we can.”
Kaseya’s eyes latched onto me, and I swore I could feel her reaching through our bond. “I will sweep the perimeter and ensure we are not disturbed.” 
“You need rest too,” I reminded her. “I doubt your sister gave you a chance to relax on that ship.”
“She did not, but I will be fine,” Kaseya insisted. She started to move away, but then stopped directly in front of Valuri. “If you attempt to harm him in any way, I will not hesitate to kill you.”
Valuri grinned. “You’re welcome to try any time you like, sweetheart.”
“I was not making a threat,” Kaseya said. “I was merely stating a fact.” 
The two women glared at each other for several more seconds before Kaseya eventually turned and walked off. The instant she was gone, I closed my eyes and let out breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. 
“I like her,” Valuri said. 
I blinked. “What?”
“I like her. She’s loyal, she’s smart…and Escar’s mercy, those tits! I bet you’ve had plenty of fun with those, haven’t you?” 
I groaned. “Why do you insist on making this as difficult as possible?”
“Easy is boring.” Valuri smirked as she sauntered over and wedged herself down onto the stump next to me. “Look, all I’m saying is that if we’re going to be a team again, you need to share your toys like a good little boy.”
“Kaseya is not a toy.”
“Really? How well did she know you before she sucked your cock?”
“That’s not—”
“How long did you wait before you fucked her ass?”
“You can’t—”
“Yeah, that’s what I thought,” Valuri said with a snort. “I’m not blaming you. If some red-headed goddess had pledged herself to me, I would have had her crawl between my legs in a heartbeat.”
I sighed again and rubbed vigorously at my temples. “Look, it’s complicated, all right? I met up with Kaseya when I was fleeing Vorsalos. I didn’t know about Ayrael, and I thought you were dead. I needed new allies to survive, and having an amazon at my side seemed useful.”
“So the sex was just a nice bonus.”
“I didn’t know anything about amazon culture or the nature of this Maskari bond at first. It all just kind of…happened.”
Valuri grinned. “Is she any good?”
I rolled my eyes. “Kaeya is skilled and honest and loyal. I’ve never met anyone like her before.”
“That doesn’t really answer my question,” Valuri said, slowly swinging her leg over mine. She nudged her knee closer and closer until it was pressing against my crotch. “Is she any good?”
I nodded as my cock started swelling again. “Yes.”
 “Better than me?”
“What if I say ‘yes?’”
“I’d know you were lying. Still, I can’t wait to try her out for myself…”
Cupping my cheek in her hand, Valuri leaned in and kissed my lips. Her tongue was every bit as warm and soft as I remembered, and her fingernails dragged across my chest in exactly the right places. She was right that she had never needed magic to know exactly what I wanted. I had been wet clay in her hands from the first time we had kissed all those years ago.
“Ayrael explained the nature of the amazon bond to me,” Valuri whispered when she pulled away and pressed her lips into my ear. “She said that her sister can feel anything you feel. Is that true?”
“More or less,” I breathed.
“Interesting,” she said as her fingers slipped through the folds of my cloak and curled around the shaft of my cock. “What if I made you spill right now? Would she feel it? Would that tight little cunt of hers get sopping wet?”
“Yes.”
Valuri chuckled as she nibbled at my ear. “Good. I can’t wait to taste it.”
I clenched my teeth and moaned in delight. She wouldn’t allow me finish like this—it wasn’t her style. There was reason Kaseya enjoyed teasing me the same way; she could sense my desires, many of which had been carefully nurtured by Valuri over the years. 
“It’s like having an audience everywhere you go,” she said. “Maybe she’ll even learn a few things. She seems like a smart girl, but everyone can benefit from the hands-on wisdom of a master.”
I gasped when she abruptly released my cock and slid out of my lap. She squatted right in front of me, balancing herself on the high heels of her black boots, before she leaned forward and kissed the head of my member. Her green eyes never left mine even when her lips finally engulfed the shaft. While her tongue slathered me tip to hilt, her fingers sensuously kneaded my testicles.  
I almost activated my ring just to know what Kaseya was feeling. Would she be jealous? Annoyed? I genuinely had no idea. A better man might have felt guilty about it, but once again I couldn’t hold myself to such a high standard. Or any standard at all, really. 
Valuri leaned away a split second before I exploded. I had known she would stop, but that didn’t quench the fire in my loins. The head of my cock throbbed a quarter inch from her lips, desperate for her touch. She continued looking straight at me, amused by the strain on my face. 
“You really haven’t changed, have you?” she asked. “So meek, so passive…I thought that a having your own slave girl would teach you to be more assertive. I guess no—erf!”
She yelped when I abruptly lunged forward, grabbed the back of her head, and slammed my cock back through her lips. Her eyes widened, first in shock and then in rage, and I was half tempted to hold her in place while I bathed her throat in my seed. I could have easily spilled at a moment’s notice—her mouth was as hot and wet as any cunt—but perhaps this was an opportunity to set some new ground rules. 
Grasping a handful of her black hair, I yanked her off my cock and shoved her onto the ground. She glared up at me, gagging and coughing in surprise, but before she could brace herself I dove on top of her, wedging myself between her legs and pinning her elbows behind her head. 
“I’ve changed plenty,” I said, flooding my muscles with Aetheric energy and dramatically bolstering my raw strength. “I’m not interested in taking your shit anymore.”
Valuri smiled even as she tried to wriggle free of my grip. She was an expert markswoman and one of the most agile people I had ever met, but I’d never had trouble overpowering her unless she had absorbed magic recently.  
While my right hand held her wrists, my left worked at the straps of her leather corset and eventually freed her pale tits. Her legs clamped around my waist when my tongue lashed her nipples, and I felt her lock her ankles together behind my back. I hungrily feasted on her flesh, and all the while my free hand reached beneath her tunic and pulled her trousers down far enough to give my fingers access to her quim. Her folds were so slick they practically sucked my fingers inside her. 
“Jorem…oh!” 
Her eyes rolled back in her head as a climax shuddered through her, and her ankles unlocked behind me when her toes curled inside her boots. I used the momentary respite to tear her trousers all the way off, though as usual I left her boots in place. Her eyes had only just refocused when I pushed the head of my cock against her smoldering entrance. 
“Make her feel it,” Valuri breathed. “I want to hear your amazon’s cries echoing through the forest!”
I thrust my cock into her. The only cries I heard were Valuri’s, though when I toggled on my ring I could feel the echoes of my own lust cascading through Kaseya. She was out there in the forest nearby, struggling valiantly to stay focused on her patrol even as her Maskari fucked another woman’s cunt. 
The thought nearly pushed me over the edge, but refused to relent so easily. I slammed into Valuri over and over as if she were a fencepost I was pounding into the dirt, and I could feel the shockwaves of every thrust rippling from my loins into Kaseya. The amazon eventually collapsed to her knees, unable to resist, and when I heard her distant cries echoing through the hills I lost control. 
“Fuck!” I screamed, pulling out. As desperately as I wanted to fill Valuri’s quim just like I had done so any times with Kaseya, I knew from experience that my old lover had a different preference. My cock exploded, spraying Valuri’s tits and stomach with volley after volley of my smoldering seed. Mere seconds after I was finally drained, the green tattoos beneath her pale skin began to glow in the presence of my magic. The Aether wasn’t just in my blood, after all.
I sank back on my haunches and watched her feed. Even her eyes started to glow beneath her fluttering eyelids. Most Senosi drew their sustenance from blood, but Valuri had always preferred this alternative. I was more than happy to oblige. I doubted I would ever grow tired of watching a beautiful woman descend into a euphoric trance after I had covered her with my seed. 
Several minutes passed before she finally came down and reopened her eyes. Her green irises continued glowing even after her tattoos had faded back into her skin, and she smiled seductively as she gathered the few stray globules from her forehead and nose onto her fingers. After staring at the long, viscous strands for a moment, she pushed them into her mouth and rolled them across her tongue. 
“So that girl hasn’t drained you completely,” Valuri whispered. “Good.”
I grunted and slumped back on my elbows. “When I leaned you were still alive, I wondered if the Inquisitrix had taken away your Senosi powers.”
“I don’t think she can. Not without killing me.”
Valuri leaned up and smiled once she had cleaned off the rest of her face. The glow in her eyes was almost eerie in the darkness. I had always thought the Senosi were a little too close to succubi for my tastes, and right now she actually looked like a demon. 
“For the record, I’m still upset you never tried to rescue me,” Valuri said. 
I groaned. “Look, I already explained that—”
“But I’ll get over it,” she went on, grinning. “Eventually.”
“You’re too kind,” I muttered.
“I missed this guy,” she said, gently nudging my wilted cock with the toe of her boot. “And you too, I suppose.”
I smiled despite myself. I had missed her too, of course, and not just because of the amazing sex. I knew her better than anyone in the world, even the woman I was now magically bonded to. The thought of losing her to the Inquisitrix had driven me mad so many times these past few months…
“Anyway, we do need some kind of plan when we get back into the city,” Valuri said after a moment. “Ayrael will be back, and she won’t be alone. The Inquisitrix has plans for Highwind.”
“Do you know what, specifically?” I asked. 
“Unfortunately, no. I hadn’t fully regained her trust just yet. The mission to capture you and Kaseya was my final test.”
“I’m honestly surprised she was willing to give you a second chance. She doesn’t strike me as the forgiving type.”
“She’s not,” Valuri murmured. “But she’s also not a fool. She recognized that I was a valuable asset, and more importantly she didn’t completely disapprove of my methods.”
I frowned and leaned forward. “Your methods? You mean working with me?”
“Publically, she was outraged. The fact that one of that of her best Huntresses had been secretly working with a renegade sorcerer was a major embarrassment. But privately…” Valuri shrugged. “You and I were doing a lot of good, even by her warped definition. I neutralized more dangerous channelers working with you than the rest of the Senosi combined.”
I nodded solemnly. I had never been particularly proud of the arrangement I’d struck with Valuri; helping her hunt down and capture other people born with the Aether in their blood seemed like a betrayal of my own kin. But our targets hadn’t been beleaguered refugees or exiles like myself—they had been truly dangerous individuals who either couldn’t control their powers or didn’t want to. Only one of out a hundred or so humans was born with the gift, but in a city as large as Vorsalos that meant there were a lot of potentially dangerous people. Ignoring them simply wasn’t an option.  
The problem was that the Inquisitrix had no interest in helping us—she wanted to exterminate us, pure and simple. 
“I spent a lot of time trying to convince her that I wasn’t a traitor,” Valuri went on. “And she spent a lot of time cracking a whip on my back. I never broke though, not really. And when Ayrael told me about you and her sister, I was able to convince them that I would be the best bait to draw you out. I’m glad I was right.”
I smiled. “Well, I’m glad the multiverse gave us another shot. We just need to figure out what to do with it.”
She arched her black eyebrows. “I assume you’ve been working on a plan.”
“Sort of. I’ve been trying to build some underworld contacts in the city. There’s a new player in town calling herself—”
“The Black Mistress,” Valuri finished. “The Inquisitrix is obsessed with her for some reason.”
“From what I can gather, she’s running a massive magical smuggling ring right beneath the noses of the Mage’s Guild. The Archmage and the Highwind Council believe it’s one of the biggest threats to the city at the moment.”
“That definitely sounds like the type of person we should get to know,” Valuri said. “Have you had any luck?”
“A little. We had an…encounter…with one of her operatives just before we got Ayrael’s message. I’m hoping that someone will reach out to us soon.”
Valuri grinned. “And here I assumed you were spending every waking moment between the thighs of your new friend.”
“You’ve always underestimated me,” I replied mildly.
“Sometimes,” she conceded. Her smile widened, and she stretched out her foot again until the heel of her boot could rub against my cock. “But you do have a few redeeming qualities.”
I grunted. “Only a few?”
“One in particular.”
Valuri continued teasing me with her heel for another moment before she shifted onto her knees and seductively crawled forward. The glow in her eyes was finally fading, but it was swiftly replaced by the feral glint of a huntress stalking her prey. I remained still, mesmerized by the sway of her seed-splattered breasts. Her nipples hardened when a gentle night breeze blew through the camp. 
“It’s getting cold,” she said, gently cradling my testicles in her left hand. “Do you have another batch ready to warm me up yet?”
“I always do,” I told her, running my hand across her cheek and through her straight black hair. “But you’re going to have to earn it.”
“That’s all right. I’m a hard-working girl…and you know how much I enjoy a challenge.” 
Valuri pressed her lips against mine, and while our tongues danced she shuffled into my lap until she was straddling me. I eased the rapidly-swelling tip of my cock back to her quim, and it effortlessly slipped back inside. 
 She fucked me slowly and sensually, lovingly and warmly, as if I were the last man left in the multiverse. I didn’t have to move an inch, but that was her plan. She wanted me to remember the taste of her tongue and the softness of her skin; she wanted me to savor the heat of her body and the tightness of her quim. She wanted me to admit just how much my cock had missed being inside her. 
And most of all, she wanted me to convey every nibble, every touch, every spark of pleasure through my bond to Kaseya. The two women might have been polar opposites in a hundred different ways, but they were both determined and completive to a fault. Valuri wanted her new rival to know exactly what she was up against. 
I didn’t mind. I could imagine far worse fates than having two beautiful, deadly women treat my body as their personal battleground. 
“It’s almost ready for you,” I announced through clenched teeth. My cock was ready to burst at any moment. 
Valuri smiled and leaned into nibble my ear. “Are you sure you made enough?”
“Yes.”
“Will it keep me warm?”
“Yes.”
“Then feed me, Jorem. Feed me with everything you have left!”
Valuri hopped off my lap, laid flat on her back in front of me, and squeezed her breasts together to give me a target. The sight of her splayed body and open mouth immediately pushed me over the edge. I erupted all over her tits and face again just like she wanted, and the moment the first volley struck her skin her eyes rolled back into her head. By the time I finished I was so weak I could barely stay upright. Valuri, on the other hand, looked as energized as a vampire who had just sucked some poor fool dry. 
“That’s better,” she breathed, dragging her fingertips across the thick, milky strands on her cheeks and nose. Mere seconds later, her dormant Senosi tattoos flared back to life beneath her skin. “No woman should have to sleep on an empty stomach.”
 
***
 
I slept almost bizarrely well, considering we didn’t have bedrolls or cushions or anything else resembling basic creature comforts. Valuri had never been the snuggling type, either, so I didn’t fall asleep with her in my arms. The last thing I remembered was watching in sordid fascination as she feasted upon the invisible magic in my seed. 
She wasn’t there when I woke, which almost caused me to panic before I saw Kaseya standing nearby, her eyes sweeping the horizon. “Your friend is cleaning up in the stream,” the amazon said. “If you wish to join her, I suggest you do so now. We need to get moving as soon as possible.”
I cleared my throat and leaned up on my elbow. My eyelids felt like they had been tied down with sandbags, and my back ached like I had been sleeping on top of a sharp rock—which apparently I had been, as it turned out. 
“Figures,” I muttered, grabbing the jagged stone and chucking it down the hill. When I turned back to face Kaseya, a fresh wave of guilt crashed over me. “I’m sorry about last night, by the way.”
“You have nothing to apologize for, Jorem. I knew you would wish to copulate with your friend once you were reacquainted.”
“Yeah, but…” I paused and wet my lips. “Did you even get any sleep?”
“It would have been a serious tactical error for all of us to rest at the same time while we are being actively hunted by my sister,” Kaseya said. 
“So in other words, no.” I sighed and ran a hand through my hair. “I don’t know what happened. I meant to start a fire and place some wards, but I just…I completely passed out.”
“The Senosi must have drained you quite thoroughly.”
I bit down on my lip and studied her profile. Kaseya didn’t look or sound jealous, but there was no way in the bloody abyss my antics hadn’t annoyed her at least a little bit. I would have been upset if I’d been forced to feel her fucking another man all night. At least Silhouette had given both of us a piece of the action.  
“I’ll figure out a way to make this up to you when we get to town,” I told her. “I promise.”
“You do not need to—”
“It doesn’t matter,” I said. “You deserve better than this. Escar’s mercy, you deserve better than me…”
Kaseya finally turned. “I am not sure I will ever understand your need to saddle yourself with guilt.”
“Join the club,” I murmured. 
“Your friend brought you a great deal of pleasure—pleasure I was able to experience through our bond.”
I cocked a curious eyebrow at her. “So…you enjoyed it?”
“Of course I did. I was nearby—I’m certain you heard me cry out.”
“Once or twice,” I said, grinning despite myself. 
“The conditions were not ideal for a silent patrol, and I had some difficulty concentrating upon my work.” Kaseya smiled back. “Still, it was…pleasant. Your friend obviously knows what she’s doing.”
“That she does.”
“I am grateful that our bond can grant me the benefit of her experience.” Her smile turned almost dark. “I am also grateful that she has no means of benefitting from mine.”
I frowned. “What is that supposed to mean?”
Kaseya set down her bow and offered me her hand. I took it, confused, as she helped me off the ground and led me over to a nearby stump. “Sit.”
“I don’t—”
“Sit.”
I paused, tempted to activate my ring and figure out what she was up to, but I decided to give her the benefit of the doubt and do as she asked. “All right,” I said, tucking the cloak onto my backside so I could sit on it. “Now what?”
“The sun woke you before I could this morning, Kaseya said, kneeling and pushing apart my knees. “An amazon does not neglect her duties.”
My cock was in her mouth before I could respond. It hardened in mere seconds thanks to the loving caresses of her lips and tongue, and my hand instinctively clasped the back of her head. Her slurps and licks soon drowned out every other sound in the forest. 
As my eyes rolled back into my head and my member swelled in her throat, I became convinced that I was, without a doubt, the luckiest son of a bitch in the entire Northern Reaches. Sure, I was being pursued by an insane amazon-turned-mageslayer who less than a day ago had tried to castrate me. Sure, I was almost out of a coin and had no legitimate gold-making prospects on the horizon. And sure, in all likelihood I would die at a young age, either to the blades of fanatics or the corruption of the Aether. 
 But in the here and now, two gorgeous women were vying to see who could milk me dry first. If Escar himself appeared in front of me offering eternal life and salvation in exchange for Kaseya and Valuri’s affections, I would have gladly told him to go straight to hell. 
“Shit,” I gasped. “Here it comes!”
I held her tightly against me as I pumped every drop I had left into her waiting mouth. Kaseya groaned from her own collar-induced climax the instant the first jet struck her tonsils, then again when I fired another four solid volleys down her throat. When my eyes finally refocused, I saw Valuri standing on the incline a few feet away from us.
“And here I was thinking about picking berries for breakfast,” she said, crossing her arms and smirking in amusement. “Just make sure you don’t waste any, girl.”
Kaseya slowly pulled away and licked at her lips. She flashed me a contented smile, then turn towards Valuri. “We should get moving. The longer we’re out here, the more likely my sister will catch up to us.”
She grabbed her bow and shield and started down the nearby path. Valuri chuckled and reached out a hand to help me. 
“She and I are going to get along great,” Valuri said, her eyes glimmering coyly. “I can feel it.” 
 
***
 
We arrived back in Highwind a few hours before dusk. Rather than attempt to stroll through the gate naked, I sent the girls ahead to buy me some clothes. I was a little worried about leaving them alone together, given Valuri’s penchant for pointless antagonism, but to my surprise Kaseya didn’t get irritated even once. Her mood remained calm and focused, and a few times I even sensed mild amusement. That actually worried me more than if she had suddenly gone into a rampage. It belatedly occurred to me that Valuri could—and almost certainly would—tell Kaseya embarrassing stories about me all day. 
The realization made my stomach flutter, and I was tempted to sprint through the gate and risk a public indecency charge just to separate the two of them before Valuri could completely sabotage Kaseya’s opinion of me. Thankfully they returned before I did anything incredibly stupid, though Valuri’s smile was far too smug for comfort… 
“I hope you have a plan besides waiting for this half-elf whore to contact you,” she said as I laced up my new boots. “If Ayrael isn’t back in the city already, I suspect she will be soon. And we’re not exactly inconspicuous—she won’t have trouble tracking us down.”
“It’s a huge city,” I reminded her. “There are plenty of places to blend in.”
“You and I, maybe. But our friend here tends to stick out.”
I glanced back at Kaseya and pursed my lips. Her amazon armor was pretty memorable on its own, and her pretty face and long, shapely legs practically guaranteed that every man she passed would remember her. 
“I’m afraid Val is right,” I said. “We might have to get you a disguise.”
“We purchased a few additional outfits,” Kaseya said, nodding towards the bag they had brought with them. “I can wear one, if necessary.”
“That might not be a bad idea. You should probably change now before we head back in, actually.” 
“I’ll help you with those straps,” Valuri said, winking at me as she helped Kaseya disrobe. My cock stirred inside my new trousers, but only for a moment. The girls had only brought back a few silvers, which meant that after dinner and a room tonight, we would officially be broke. 
“It’s too risky to stay at the Knight’s Lantern again since Ayrael knew to contact us there before,” I murmured. “We’ll swing by the Silken Rose and see if Silhouette left us a message. If not, our best bet is probably the Iron District.”
Valuri eyed me quizzically. “Which is what, exactly?”
“The place with most of the city’s smelters and smiths. It’s heavily populated and we should be able to blend in easily enough.”
“We cannot hide from my sister forever,” Kaseya said. “We need a plan to confront her.”
“One problem at a time,” I muttered, eyeing her new outfit up and down. Seeing her wear a simple, no-nonsense blouse and skirt was incredibly bizarre. It also wasn’t particularly convincing—she still walked and moved like a soldier. For the moment, however, it would have to do. 
Night had long since fallen by the time we returned through the gates. I wasn’t particularly worried about Ayrael or the Senosi catching up to us just yet, but we stuck to the main streets just in case. I had assumed that the Silken Rose would be incredibly busy at this hour, and I was proven right. Unfortunately, the long line of men standing outside weren’t customers. 
They were Highwind Guardsmen. 
“Oh, shit,” I hissed. 
There were at least thirty soldiers fanned out in front of the brothel, including six Knights of the Silver Fist and three wizards from the Mage’s Guild. A small crowd had gathered nearby to watch and see what was going on. 
“Why are they arresting the whores?” Kaseya asked, frowning at the sight of several half-naked women being escorted out in manacles. 
“I’ll give you one guess,” I muttered. “Come on, we need to get out of—”
“Hello again, Mister Farr. What a coincidence to find you here.”
I swore under my breath as I slowly turned around. Strolling up behind us, flanked by guild wizards on either side, was Magister Rethon. 
“Magister,” I said, struggling to keep my expression neutral. “Is something wrong? We just strolled by and noticed all the commotion.”
“Yes, I’m sure you did,” the man murmured. He sized up Valuri and eyed the crossbows on her hips. “You have a new friend, I see. Another bounty hunter?”
“One of my many talents,” she said with a smirk. “Are you looking to hire someone, honey?”
“No,” Rethon replied, not bothering to hide his contempt. “I would actually like to thank Mister Farr here. Without his help, we never would have been able to track down and identify so many of the Black Mistress’s assets.”
The hairs on the back of my neck pricked up. “What are you talking about?”
“I didn’t buy your ‘explanation’ at Artificer Dieran’s shop, so I ordered my wizards to scry upon you for a few days and see what they could learn,” Rethon explained, a faint but unbelievably smug smile tugging at his lips. “You left quite an Aetheric trail, I must say—one that led right to a young woman calling herself ‘Silhouette.’ She didn’t want to talk at first, but I eventually convinced her that it was in her best interests to help us out.”
My lip twitched despite my best efforts to stop it. This was bad. Not as bad as hanging naked from the ceiling with my cock in a vise, probably, but bad enough.
“Evidently some of the other whores here have been working for the Black Mistress as well,” Rethon went on. “At least three of these women are guilty of channeling the Aether without an Academy license, including enchantment and illusion magic—very dangerous and very illegal. But of course, you wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”
“Jorem is a sorcerer—of course he knows about such things,” Kaseya said. “Why would you ask such a pointless question?”
I resisted the urge to smack my forehead. I really, really needed to work on her social skills…
Rethon’s smug grin grew even wider. “What a charming young woman. Though I must say, you looked much better in that armored skirt of yours.”
“I did not ask for your opinion,” Kaseya said. “And I do not require your approval.”
The magister’s expression sank. “I am afraid that is no longer true, my dear. Perhaps the four of us should return to the Grey Citadel and have a private chat. I’m sure we could learn a great deal from one another.”
“We’re a little busy, but if you ever have a job for us we’d be happy to stop by and talk about it later,” I said. “Now, if you’ll excuse us…”
The two mages flanking him on either side stretched out their arms and whispered the words to a spell. An instant later, a pair of glowing magical manacles materialized in their hands. 
“Perhaps I didn’t make myself clear,” Rethon said. “That was not a request. By order of the Highwind Council, I am placing the three of you under arrest.”
 
To be continued in The Black Mistress, coming this September!
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