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Prologue

 


Another Reckoning approaches. Behold the
harbinger of your world’s end.

Inquisitrix Marcella, the Raven Queen of
Vorsalos, balled her claw-tipped hands into fists. From atop her
throne, she watched the ongoing battle in Highwind through the eyes
of her bound channelers, though she remained powerless to act
herself. Her forces encircling the city had already suffered heavy
casualties; the Senosi traitor and the highborn Ranger-General had
wrought untold havoc from the back of their stolen wyvern. And now,
the unanticipated appearance of the Wyrm Lord—a real one,
not a mere illusion—had all but guaranteed the end of the
blockade.

The dragon will be the end of
everything if you cannot stop him. He will burn your cities and
plant the seeds of a new empire in the bellies of the women he
conquers. In a generation, his progeny will usher in an era of
suffering and torment. The entire world will quake beneath the
shadow of their wings.

Marcella grimaced as the voice of the
Godsoul continued whispering its warnings into the back of her
mind. When she had first absorbed the power of the Fount beneath
Nol Krovos, she had believed that the voice was coming from the
Aether itself…and in a way, it was. The Aether was the blood of the
Fallen Gods, after all; their thoughts and memories and power were
all contained within its currents.

But the voice had been steadily growing in
strength over time, and today it felt more like a singular
presence than an ocean of scattered divine memories. There
was a clarity of thought—a whisper of sentience—behind the words
and the demands.

And for the first time, the voice sounded
afraid.

Only a god can rebuild what the mortals have
destroyed. Only a god can restore the world that once was—and
ensure a future that must be.

Through the eyes of her servants, Marcella
watched as the Dragon of Highwind roared across the sky and
unleashed his fury. The Purity’s Hammer was powerful enough
to stand against a flotilla of smaller vessels, and yet with the
aid of the Senosi traitor, the dragon obliterated her mighty
warship in a single strike. Flames engulfed its sails and immolated
its crew, and she felt her Bound servants die in terror as the
conflagration swept from deck to deck…

Another Reckoning approaches, the
voice in her head repeated. And only you can stop it.

Marcella inhaled sharply as she reopened her
eyes. As always, the physical world seemed unnatural after her mind
had been elsewhere. She could still feel the Aetheric tendrils
leading to her other servants scattered across the Reaches, and
with a single thought, she relayed everything she had just
witnessed to them.

The siege of Highwind had been broken. The
war for its soul, however, was far from over.

“One day, many years from now, the dragons
will return,” the Raven Queen whispered into the stillness of her
dark, deserted throne room. “And when that dreaded hour is finally
upon us, the faithful servants of the true gods shall rise to meet
them. From the ashes of the Second Reckoning, the world will be
reborn anew…”

“Mistress?”

Marcella let out a long, slow breath and
turned to the face the golden-armored woman standing in the dim
torchlight beside the throne. Sorine, the leader of the Sanctori,
had been fretting and pacing ever since the battle had started. Her
frustration was understandable, given that she had no means of
watching it play out. She was a loyal servant—she was Marcella’s
most loyal servant—but she was not bound to the Godsoul. Her
vatari tattoos shielded her from the Aether’s wrath, but they also
prevented her from experiencing its many blessings.

“It is a quote from an old book the Tel
Bator priests in Darenthi consider sacred,” Marcella said. “They
believe that their gods are trapped within the Pale, and that the
only way to ensure their return is to purge all mortals of sin. It
is a fantasy—like so many fools before them, they wait for
destiny’s compliance rather than forcing its hand.”

Sorine shook her head. “I do not understand.
The battle—”

“Is already lost,” Marcella said, tapping
her golden claws upon the arm of her throne. “I have ordered the
survivors to retreat and wait for reinforcements.”

The Sanctori’s face twisted, first in
confusion and then in horror. Her arm visibly squeezed at the
golden helmet clutched at her side. “The battle is over already?
But—”

“The Wyrm Lord had risen, and he is more
formidable than we feared.”

“No…” Sorine gasped. “How…how is this
possible? The Purity’s Hammer—”

“The Wyrm Lords once cast down the gods and
enslaved the entire world. You are surprised one could destroy a
single warship?”

Sorine’s lips hung open as she struggled for
words. “I did not believe…I had no idea that he would ascend so
quickly.”

“He has clearly received help from outside
forces,” Marcella said. “Including the Senosi traitor your Sanctori
sisters yet again failed to kill.”

“Arneste,” Sorine whispered, her lip
twitching. “Is she—?”

“Dead, along with the rest of the crew.”
Marcella slowly curled her claws into a fist. “The Wyrm Lord will
answer for their deaths—as will the traitor and Ayrael’s
sister.”

The Raven Queen abruptly rose and strode
forward until she stood at the center of the Crimson Flame heraldry
inscribed into the black marble floor. In Darenthi, the Tel Bator
Keepers believed that a similar symbol—a disembodied eye wreathed
in flame—was meant to represent the all-knowing gaze of Dathiel the
Watcher, the god of vigilance who protected the world from sorcery.
She had learned a great deal from the Watcher’s servants during her
travels; her Senosi and her Sanctori were modeled after the
Keepers.

But where the Tel Bator had failed to purge
the world of dangerous magic, Marcella was determined to succeed.
Locking sorcerers away in a tower simply wasn’t enough—both
Darenthi and Highwind were proof of that. The rise of the Wyrm Lord
might inspire some to follow the legacy of the dragons, but she
knew that most citizens of the Northern Reaches yearned for a
return of a divine hand to guide and protect them. That was partly
why she had started her crusade in the first place—the lies of the
moshalim might have set her upon this path, but the
wickedness of other men had kept her walking it. Nothing would
disrupt her plans now, not even the return of a true dragon.

Closing her eyes, Marcella reached out
through the Aether to peer through the eyes of her channelers still
stationed in Ostvara. They had already replaced the city’s
leadership and assigned almost two thousand soldiers to oversee the
reconstruction. The rest of her men, including most of the Crimson
Flame knights, would be ready to return to their ships and sail
upriver in a few days.

“Our forces at Ostvara are nearly ready,”
Marcella said, reopening her eyes. “They will set sail the day
after tomorrow. I will not give the dragon any more time to
prepare.”

Sorine swallowed heavily. “Perhaps we should
consider waiting a bit longer, mistress.”

Marcella’s eyes narrowed. “Why?”

“Because our enemies remain divided,” the
Sanctori said, clutching tightly at her golden spear. “The
Huntresses report that many Knights of the Silver Fist still refuse
to accept the power of the Eternal Priestess, and the mongrels upon
the city’s walls could flee or rebel at any moment. Without our
ships and wyverns looming nearby to unite them, they may turn upon
one another. We could—”

“No,” Marcelle said. “I refuse to give them
any more time to prepare their defenses. And if they do fight one
another, I will not stand by and allow the people of Highwind to be
consumed by the flames of another Dragon War.”

Sorine shook her head. “Mistress?”

Only a god can restore the world that once
was—and ensure a future that must be.

“If our crusade is to prevail, we must be
seen as liberators, not conquerors,” Marcella said. “We must save
them from the wrath of the Wyrm Lord before he inevitably grows
arrogant and abuses his power.”

“I see,” Sorine replied, clearly not
convinced. “I will support whatever decision you make, mistress,
but if the dragon was powerful enough to destroy the Hammer,
I do not understand how we will be able to defeat him and
another Conduit.”

Marcella smiled. “Because this time, I shall
be there to confront them myself.”

Sorine paled. “Mistress, you can’t—”

“In the ancient world, the Fallen Gods never
took to the battlefield themselves,” Marcella said, curling her
clawed fingers around the grip of the sword at her belt. “They
preferred to fight their wars through their minions and
supplicants. It was only when the Wyrm Lords finally annihilated
their armies that the gods realized their error—without their
followers, they had no power. I will not repeat their
mistakes.”

She shook her head and drew the weapon. The
weight and balance were nearly the same as the blade she had
wielded when she still called herself an amazon, but no
moshalim wretch had ever touched this sacred steel. It was a
Keeper’s blade, forged by the Tel Bator artificers of the Galespire
and gifted to her by a pious, honorable man who was still fighting
for the future of his own kingdom. A single word—‘Jessara’—was
inscribed upon the hilt.

The name was a sobering reminder of what she
had left behind during her many travels, but also what she stood to
gain once she finally achieved victory. Saving Highwind from the
tyranny of the dragon was merely a first step; her power was meant
to liberate all of Torsia and beyond.

“The gods of the new world must be
better than the gods of the old,” Marcella said, lifting the hilt
in front of her eyes. “And our righteous crusade has only just
begun.”
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Edge of the Abyss

 


For the better part of two centuries, the
sprawling metropolis of Highwind had been the largest settlement in
northwestern Torsia. The city harbored more people than the rest of
the Northern Reaches combined, and the population was significantly
larger than the throne cities of Silver Falls in Darenthi,
Ashenfell in Galvia, or even Drakendaar in the Crell Sovereignty.
Yet today, Highwind looked like nothing more than an insignificant
speck on the horizon.

Or at least, it did to a dragon.

“Oh my fucking…ahhhhh!” Valuri
screamed from his back as she clung onto Kaseya’s waist for dear
life. Jorem kept his mighty wings tucked and continued diving
almost straight down, still amazed at how strange it felt to smile
when his mouth was the size of a barn. The cold winter air broke
over his thick red scales, but he barely even noticed the chill.
The girls riding him didn’t have that luxury, of course; if it
weren’t for the Aetheric barrier he was projecting over them, they
probably would have frozen into blocks of ice by now.

“Zor kalah!” Kaseya cried out in
exultation while Valuri struggled to keep her lunch down.

Jorem opened his wings and slowly pulled up
until they were soaring a few hundred feet above the ground. The
farming village of Riverbend stretched out ahead of them, and the
outline of Highwind’s southern wall was growing larger and larger
on the far bank of the Reachwend. He wasn’t certain how long they
had been flying this morning, but if Val weren’t about to retch, he
would have happily flown all the way north to the White Ridge just
to see the majestic beauty of the Shattered Peaks from a thousand
feet above them.

This is even more glorious than I ever could
have imagined. It’s no wonder that the Avetharri Wyrm Lords were so
infamously arrogant. Throwing fireballs and lightning bolts is
nothing compared to looking down upon the world like a winged
god…

“If we don’t land soon,” Val shouted, her
voice so ragged and weary it was barely recognizable, “I am going
to crawl around to your underbelly and stab you in your giant
dragon cock!”

Her threat was completely idle, naturally,
both because she was far too weak to actually crawl anywhere and
because she had been relying on his cock for precious sustenance
ever since they had first met. But as much as he normally enjoyed
tormenting the otherwise unflappable Huntress, he decided to play
nice for once and do as she asked. It was probably dangerous to
stay outside the confines of the city much longer anyway, given
that the Vorsalosian fleet and its scores of wyverns were just a
few miles west down the river. Stretching his wings and flying may
have made him feel invincible, but even a dragon couldn’t take on
an entire armada of warships by himself.

But gods, there is a part of me that
really wants to try.

Jorem chuckled as he surged over Riverbend,
though in his current form, the laughter sounded more like an angry
rumble. His mirth evaporated when he saw the villagers beneath them
fleeing in terror, and for about the fiftieth time that day, he
reminded himself that he needed to be a lot more careful. He
still hadn’t completely mastered his draconic blood—every day since
the siege, he felt like he had learned a dozen new tricks—but in
the long run, his actual power was going to be far less important
than how he did or didn’t use it. The Wyrm Lords were quite
literally the stuff of legend, and even if he survived the coming
battle with the Inquisitrix, the people of the Northern Reaches
weren’t just going to embrace the idea of a dragon suddenly living
among them. There were going to be so many questions and so few
answers…

But at least the girls will be there to help
me. They’re the one and only thing I can ever truly count on.

Jorem flapped his wings again as he soared
north toward the river. A journey that had once taken hours on foot
took mere minutes in the sky, and he slowly pitched upward as he
finally crossed over the Reachwend and approached Highwind’s
southern wall. The soldiers on the battlements were far happier to
see him than the villagers had been, and some even let out an
audible cheer. The “Dragon of Highwind” had just destroyed the
enemy war galleon blockading the harbor, after all, and rumors
about his power and magic had been spreading through the city like
the flames of his fiery breath.

Ranger-General Serrane thought it was
important to do a flyover at least once per day just to let people
get used to seeing a dragon—and because it helped them feel like
they had a chance in the battle ahead. Very few people had seen
Jorem in his human form, however, and he intended to keep it that
way as long as possible.

Sooner or later, I’ll have to figure out
what this power means—for me, the girls, and the Reaches. But right
now, I just want to figure out what I’m capable of…and how to
survive the storm that’s coming.

Jorem banked to his right and took them over
the city’s Artisan District toward the makeshift landing area
Serrane’s rangers had cleared out for her wyvern. Garadros was only
a third Jorem’s size, of course, but there was still technically
enough space as long as he was careful.

“Hold onto me,” Kaseya said to Val. “He has
not mastered the art of landing.”

“Fuck, fuck, fuck!” Valuri grumbled. “Why
did I ever let you convince me to—ah!”

She squealed when Jorem abruptly pulled up
and hovered over the wide circle of stone beneath them, his wings
churning up a whirlwind of dirt and debris.

The Duskwatch stables were only a few yards
away, and he waited for the rangers and laborers to flee the area
before he started to descend. His talons struck the cobblestones
with a thunderous crunch when he finally set his weight down
upon them. Valuri vaulted off his back the moment he lowered his
neck for her, though she only made it a few yards before she
collapsed onto her hands and knees and tried not to be sick.

“Unbelievable,” Kaseya gasped, still happily
seated atop him. “Even reading the stories…I am not certain I ever
believed such a thing was possible!”

Jorem understood exactly how she felt. Even
after his partial transformation in the Underworld, he had never
truly believed that he would ever turn into a real dragon until it
had actually happened. The entire process defied all sense and
reason, and he didn’t claim to understand any of it.

But here he was, a Wyrm Lord from legend in
all his glory. He could practically feel the world trembling in
anticipation of his next move.

How disappointed will it be when it finds
out that all I want to do is carry the girls back to bed and fuck
the living hell out of them for the rest of the afternoon?

Closing his enormous gold-orange eyes, Jorem
allowed the barrier he had woven over Kaseya and Valuri to fade.
The Aether’s currents still flowed through him like a cool,
soothing river, and he hadn’t felt a single twinge of backlash
since he had first unleashed the fully fury of his dragon blood.
Selvhara had told him that the Wyrm Lords were virtually immune to
the Flensing, and so far, her theory had been proven right.

He allowed himself a moment to bask in the
still-strange sensations of his dragon form. The chilly winter air
felt refreshing upon his scales, and when he reopened his eyes, he
was reminded just how much sharper all his senses were right now.
He could hear conversations from several streets away if he really
concentrated, and he could see farther and more sharply than any
mere human or elf. Even colors were more intense—the collage of
reds and oranges on the awnings of the shops further down the
street looked as brilliant as newly fallen leaves in autumn.

“We should head back inside,” Kaseya said as
she finally dismounted from his back. “Unless you would prefer a
larger audience for your transformation.”

Jorem groaned and released his hold on the
Aether completely. The dragon blood in his veins seemed to recede
along with the magical currents, and an uncomfortable shudder
rippled through his body as his scales slowly began to morph back
into human skin. Surprisingly, the feeling of the transformation
was less harrowing than the sound; the popping and snapping of his
bones changing shape made him as nauseous as Val got every time he
flew her around.

The whole process only lasted a few seconds,
thankfully, and Kaseya threw her cloak over his shoulders once he
had reverted to being a naked man kneeling in the middle of the
street. He looked down at his clawless, fleshy hands, and he forced
himself to take a handful of deep breaths before he tried to
stand.

“I have you,” Kaseya soothed, tossing the
hood over his head and curling her strong arm around his waist. She
led him toward Serrane’s estate as quickly as possible, and Jorem
heard Valuri cursing and grumbling ahead of them as his senses
readjusted. He always remained disoriented for several minutes
after transforming, and so far, nothing seemed to help besides
Kaseya’s embrace.

Jorem was vaguely aware of the crowd forming
in the streets behind them, but Serrane’s rangers did their best to
keep everyone away from the spectacle. His senses had mostly
returned to normal by the time they entered the estate, and he took
a moment to appreciate just how strange this should have felt. Yet
somehow for him, stumbling naked into someone else’s house was
probably the least insane thing that would happen to him today.

“Why couldn’t this ancient power of yours
have been something without wings?” Valuri groaned as she shut the
door behind them. “Like, I don’t know, some kind of giant horse or
something.”

Jorem snorted and flashed her a sympathetic
look. Her face was still flushed, and her shoulder-length black
hair was so tousled it looked like she had just woken up…or been
fucked hard for a few hours straight. She was even wobbling
unsteadily on her stiletto heels, a nearly unprecedented sight
given her supernatural Senosi grace.

“Somehow, I don’t think stories about the
ancient elven Horse Lords would carry the same gravitas,” Jorem
said. “And I doubt the gods would have feared a cabal of
spell-slinging prey animals.”

“Yeah, well, it still would have been nice,”
the Huntress replied as she slumped against the wooden bannister at
the bottom of the stairs. “You owe me one for putting up with
this.”

“Jorem clearly indicated that you could
remain here if you wished, just like every other afternoon,” Kaseya
pointed out. “You have no one to blame but yourself.”

“Don’t you start, Red,” Valuri growled. “I
liked you better when you were docile and obedient.”

“I was never docile, but I am still
obedient.” The amazon flashed a sly smile at the Huntress. “Just
not to you.”

Valuri groaned, and Jorem snickered and slid
his hand around Kaseya’s waist. The amazon’s tight ponytail had
kept her hair mostly intact despite the wind, and her white leather
armor was as pristine as ever. Her smooth olive skin looked
invigorated, not flushed, and her blue eyes sparkled when her
Maskari pulled her in for a kiss.

Serrane will probably be occupied with the
Council all day. I should really just bend Kaseya over the stairs
and take her right now…

“I am pleased to see that you have returned,
my lord.”

Jorem pulled away from Kaseya and looked
across the resplendent foyer toward the kitchen just down the hall.
Selvhara stood in the doorway, a bronze tray filled with fruit and
pastries held before her.

“I thought that you and your harem might be
hungry when you returned,” the druid said. “I did my best to
prepare something you will all enjoy.”

A sincere smile tugged at Selvhara’s lips,
but Jorem could see the pain and jealousy lurking behind it. The
elven woman had been beyond accommodating these last few days since
the siege was lifted, but he and the other girls had been doing
their best to keep her at arm’s length. He felt terrible about it,
especially when he actually looked into her fawning hazel eyes, but
he still had no idea how to help her.

For all we know, Dathiel has taken complete
control of her at this point. Kaseya can still see the Aetheric
tendrils binding Selvhara to her master, but none of us have a clue
what to do about it…

“They, uh, they smell delicious,” Jorem
said, stepping away from the amazon and offering Selvhara the
biggest smile he could manage. “And now that you mention it, I am
pretty famished.”

“Thanks, wolf girl, but you can go back into
the kitchen now,” Valuri growled, crossing her arms over her chest.
“We’ll let you know if we need anything else.”

Selvhara didn’t even glance at the Huntress.
She glided forward, her elven grace on display with every step. Her
long brown hair spilled over her pointed ears and down to her
shoulders, and she was dressed in a diaphanous, light blue skirt
and blouse from Serrane’s closet. The fabric shimmered with every
movement, almost as if it were reflecting beams of moonlight even
in the middle of the day.

“You are able to transform without
difficulty now?” Selvhara asked.

“I wouldn’t go that far, but it’s definitely
getting easier every time,” Jorem said. The food really did smell
amazing, especially when she stopped and extended the tray in front
of him. “Changing back is honestly more stressful at this
point.”

“That was a common issue among the Wyrm
Lords of Tir Lanathel,” the druid said. “It caused some to abandon
the Court completely and remain in their dragon form virtually all
the time.”

“Escar’s mercy,” Valuri grumbled, stepping
up next to them. “If you get stuck like that, I swear to the gods
I’ll—”

“Most Wyrm Lords eventually learned to
seamlessly transition between forms over time,” Selvhara went on,
still ignoring the Huntress. “I have no doubt that you will do the
same. Your blood legacy is strong.”

“Well, for the moment, I’m just happy we’re
all in one piece,” Jorem said, plucking a honeyed grape from the
tray and popping it into his mouth. “I’d love another decade to
practice, but Serrane still believes the Vorsalosian fleet will
attack tomorrow.”

“The sooner the Inquisitrix strikes, the
sooner we will prevail,” Kaseya said. “And the sooner the
restoration of Nol Krovos can begin.”

Selvhara smiled up at Jorem again. “I agree.
The Wyrm Lords will defeat the Valathrim once again. I have
never been more certain of anything in my life.”

Jorem reflexively smiled back even as an
anxious knot twisted in the pit of his stomach. He had mostly
avoided thinking about the coming battle over the past few days,
but the reality of the situation was becoming impossible to ignore.
They may have broken the blockade of Highwind, but the war against
his home city had only just begun.

“You two are going to make me
sick—again,” Valuri said, her green eyes flicking between
the amazon and the druid. “If we had any sense, we would have been
halfway across Torsia by now.”

Kaseya shook her head. “You have been saying
that for months, yet you have never chosen to leave.”

“Yeah, well, apparently I’m a lot stupider
than I thought,” the Huntress muttered. “But mark my words, this
battle isn’t going to be easy, even if Jorem did gain some weight
and grow wings. The Inquisitrix has been planning this invasion for
a long time, and even without the wyvern hatchery, her army is
still at nearly full strength.”

“We have the Knights of the Silver Fist, the
Duskwatch, and Solemi’s army,” Kaseya said. “Our defensive
position has greatly improved.”

Jorem nodded soberly. The amazon was right,
no matter how much his gut tried to tell him otherwise. They had
been dealt a far better hand than he would have dared imagine even
just a few days ago. Knight-Captain Cassel and his mysterious
Eternal Priestess had miraculously restored many of the Silver Fist
knights, and without the blockade of the Reachwend, the city had
been able to replenish supplies and recruit militia from the
villages south of the river.

Most importantly of all, Jorem had convinced
Solemi to hand over control of the Darkwind forces to Serrane and
the Council. For the first time in decades, Highwind had a real
army defending its walls.

I still can’t believe what that agreement
cost me. Gods, I’m still supposed to meet with Solemi again
in her brothel tonight to give her what I promised…

“I still don’t trust the power of this weird
priestess, especially considering what we’ve seen of the
Inquisitrix’s new channelers,” Valuri said. “These ‘Crimson Flame’
idiots may have a stupid name, but they seem to be able to channel
far more power than any Knights of the Silver Fist.”

“We will see soon enough,” Kaseya said. “But
we may not even need them, not with the Dragon of Highwind.”

The Huntress rolled her eyes. “Shalassa’s
tits, you really need to stop calling him that. He has enough
delusions of grandeur as it is.”

“It is not a delusion,” Selvhara
insisted, turning to glare at the Senosi for the first time. “Jorem
is the Dragon of Highwind, and you should show him the
respect he deserves!”

“Oh, please,” Valuri sneered. “Just because
you’ve spent the last few centuries desperate for dragon cock
doesn’t mean—”

“Enough,” Jorem said, elbowing Val in the
ribs. He shot her a pointed glare, hoping she would get the
message, and to his mild surprise she actually did cross her arms
and back down.

“There is a great deal we still need to
accomplish today,” Kaseya said into the charged silence. “We could
all use a few moments to relax before we begin final preparations
this evening.”

Selvhara nodded slowly, and it clearly took
all her willpower to look away from Valuri. “Of course.”

Kaseya plucked one of the tiny pastries from
the tray and took a small bite. Her eyes immediately fluttered
shut, and Jorem watched in amusement as the joy rippling through
Selvhara’s collar showed on the elf’s face.

“Someone once told me that a cook’s greatest
joy is watching someone enjoy the food they made,” Jorem said. “You
get to actually feel it.”

Selvhara smiled as the amazon finished the
treat. “It is quite gratifying,” she said before shifting her
attention back to Jorem. “If you need anything else, my lord,
please do not hesitate to ask. I am your humble servant, now and
forever.”

Jorem gently touched her shoulder, wondering
if it was her or her master speaking to them right now. He probably
should have been more wary about eating food she had prepared, but
Kaseya must not have sensed anything or she wouldn’t have taken the
tiny cake. Perhaps they were being too paranoid—perhaps Selvhara
really was earnestly trying to help them.

Or perhaps her master is simply waiting for
the right moment to strike.

“Serrane left a list of things she needed
from the market,” Valuri said, pointing to the kitchen door. “Why
don’t you go and fetch that stuff while the rest of us relax for a
bit?”

Selvhara glared at the Huntress again, but
Jorem quickly squeezed the druid’s shoulder. “It’s probably not a
bad idea,” he said. “I saw the way her ears perked up when you said
you’d make us some authentic Faetharri cuisine tonight.”

“Of course, my lord,” the druid said,
offering him another pleasant smile despite her obvious
disappointment. “I shall return as quickly as I can.”

Selvhara set down the tray on a side table,
but just before she could turn, Kaseya reached out and squeezed the
other woman’s wrist. “Thank you. Your efforts are very much
appreciated.”

The sorrow hidden in the druid’s smile faded
ever so slightly. “I am honored to serve the Wyrm Lord and his
companions any way that I can.”

With a final nod of her chin, she turned and
glided back into the kitchen. Valuri almost immediately scoffed and
glared at Kaseya.

“You’re way too nice to her, Red,” the
Huntress muttered, her voice staying low. “We never should have
brought her into the city, and you definitely shouldn’t be
eating anything she makes!”

“She is not trying to poison us,” Kaseya
said. “And she really does want to serve Jorem.”

“Big fucking deal,” Valuri shot back. “She’s
a liar and a puppet, you said so yourself. You don’t owe her
anything.”

“She was instrumental in our escape from the
Underworld and in aiding Jorem to unlock his draconic
abilities.”

“She is also the servant of an insane god
who wants to rid the world of sorcery, in case you’ve forgotten.
She’s just lucky you haven’t let me drive my silver blade through
her heart.”

Jorem shared a glance with Kaseya. They both
knew that Val couldn’t help being Val, but the Huntress also hadn’t
been with them in the Underworld. She hadn’t spent much time with
Selvhara at all, and she genuinely didn’t understand why Jorem
still wanted the druid around.

“Selvhara has had ample opportunity to
betray us over these past few days,” Kaseya whispered. “The fact
she has not done so—”

“Means nothing,” Valuri cut in. “Her master
still wants you dead. If I were him, I would bide my time until the
moment was right. Say, in the middle of a big fucking battle that
will determine the fate of the whole bloody Reaches.”

Jorem sighed and rubbed at his temples.
“You’re not wrong.”

“Of course I’m not wrong—I never am.” Valuri
snorted. “I don’t know about you, but I’m not in the mood to fight
off a werewolf, the Senosi, a throng of wyverns, and whatever else
the Inquisitrix is planning on throwing at us all at the same
time.”

“I know,” Jorem said. Between thinking about
Selvhara and his meeting with Solemi tonight, he felt more
exhausted than he had since their trek through the Underworld.
“We’ll talk about this later.”

“We’ve been putting this off for days,”
Valuri reminded him. “We need to do something about
her.”

“And we will—after I take a little nap.”

Jorem turned and started up the stairs. The
girls only hesitated for a moment before following him, and once he
reached the guest room, he flung the cloak off his shoulders and
onto the nearest bedpost. Serrane’s estate wasn’t quite a mansion,
but it was spacious and tastefully decorated. Even this bed was
large enough to accommodate multiple people, and he had slept
better these last few nights than he had in a long time.

All of that is about to change soon. This
battle will determine the course of history, not just for Highwind
but maybe for all of Torsia.

Jorem winced at the thought. Responsibility
and self-sacrifice had never really been his specialties. There
were fleeting moments when he still imagined what life might have
been like if he had never boarded that ship to Highwind all those
months ago. Would he still have been swept up in this war? Would he
have ever unlocked his blood legacy? It was a strange feeling to be
nostalgic about a life in a cistern hiding from the Senosi.

And then he turned and saw Kaseya’s bright,
smiling face, and he realized how foolish he had been to even
entertain such a thought. His life might have gotten a lot more
complicated recently, but he wouldn’t have traded it for anything.
He was surrounded by beautiful, loyal women, and he was a
fucking dragon.

“Do you really want to take a nap?”
the amazon asked, eyeing his naked body up and down. Her right hand
leisurely fondled his semi-rigid member while her left slid around
the back of his neck and pulled him so close their lips nearly
touched. “You usually seem to get a second wind at this hour.”

Jorem smiled and pressed his forehead
against hers. He had taken flight at least once per day every day
since the siege, and afterward he had always come back here,
grabbed a bite to eat, and then fucked one (or both!) girls silly.
It was a spectacular arrangement, all things considered, and he saw
no real reason to change anything just yet.

“I don’t know, I am pretty tired,” he said.
“Flying is hard work.”

“You are my Maskari,” Kaseya
whispered, her breath hot on his mouth. “It is my duty to help you
relax.”

She kissed him slowly and tenderly, her soft
tongue sliding effortlessly through his lips while her fingers
began stroking his length in earnest. Jorem moaned contentedly,
more than happy to let her do anything she wanted to him. He had
already pumped a thick load down her throat this morning, as
always, but even that pleasant ritual never sated her for long.

“He doesn’t need to relax,” Valuri said,
unfastening her belt and laying her crossbows on the floor. “He
owes me big time after almost making me sick.”

Kaseya gently pulled her lips from his so
she could turn and smirk at the Huntress. “It is not his fault that
you have a sensitive stomach.”

“He could always learn how to fly straight,”
Valuri said as she unfastened the straps of her dark leather corset
with practiced speed. “Or maybe stop forcing me to come along.”

“You insisted on being there!” the amazon
protested.

“Yeah, well, I don’t trust you two to make
good decisions when I’m not around.” Tossing her corset aside,
Valuri strode right up next to them, her bare, pale breasts
jiggling with every bounce on her stiletto heels. “Now stop
complaining and give me something to eat.”

Valuri dropped down to her knees in front of
him, and Kaseya grinned as she steered Jorem’s now-swollen cock
through the Huntress’s ruby lips and into her sweltering mouth. He
was tempted to simply grab the back of Val’s skull and start
slamming into her throat right away—it wasn’t as though she would
mind—but he decided to just lean back against the bedpost and let
Kaseya take control instead.

“You are much more pleasant company when
your mouth is occupied,” the amazon said, smirking as she feathered
her fingers through the other woman’s lustrous black hair while she
began to bob. “But I must still insist that you share.”

After kissing Jorem’s lips one last time,
Kaseya sank down onto her knees next to Valuri. With a wicked gleam
in her blue eyes, she groped the Huntress’s tits with one hand
while grabbing the back of her skull and pushing her deeper onto
Jorem’s cock with the other. Val’s familiar breathless gags were as
hot and satisfying as ever, but just before he erupted and sated
her Senosi hunger, Kaseya yanked the Huntress off his stem and dove
in to take her place.

“Oh, fuck…” he breathed as the girls took
turns bobbing up and down on his manhood. He held himself back,
content to enjoy the show as long as humanly possible. They
grumbled and scowled at one another—mostly playfully—and every few
rotations one of them would pause and give the other a quick but
deep kiss. Valuri absorbed a small spark of Kaseya’s power from the
amazon’s tongue, triggering her glowing green Senosi tattoos. The
rune-like patterns crossing her stomach and swirling around her
breasts were as haunting as they were mesmerizing.

The appetizer gave Valuri a sudden burst of
strength. She grabbed Kaseya with her left hand and held their
mouths tightly together while her right began madly pumping Jorem’s
stem. She opened one glowing emerald eye enough to wink at him, and
he groaned as that sent him over the edge.

“Here it comes!” he warned.

Valuri released her grip on Kaseya just in
time for both girls to turn and look at his cock as he exploded all
over them. The first volley struck the Huntress right on the nose
despite her best efforts to open wide and catch her meal, though
the second bathed her eager, outstretched tongue. Jorem had just
enough self-control to aim the rest at Kaseya; he painted her
cheeks and chin and neck with everything he had left.

He moaned contentedly once he stilled, and
he couldn’t help but smile down at the two beautiful faces he had
just marked as his. Val was already deep in the throes of her own
paralyzing climax, just like every time she fed from his seed, and
Kaseya used the opportunity to lick her friend clean.

All those ancient stories about the Wyrm
Lords and their harems suddenly make a lot of sense…

The inevitable wave of post-coital lethargy
crashed over him, and Jorem slumped back onto the bed while he
watched the girls enjoy their bounty. When Valuri finally came down
from her feeding trance, she hungrily began cleaning his seed from
Kaseya while her fingers helped unstrap the amazon’s breastplate.
In a few short moments, both women were topless, and they giddily
fondled each other’s tits in between long, passionate kisses.

Jorem scooted back onto the pillows, content
to languidly stroke himself back to life and behold the spectacle.
He couldn’t even imagine what his life would have been like if
Kaseya and Val hadn’t gotten along. If the most powerful Avetharri
Wyrm Lords had truly possessed harems numbering in the dozens, most
of the women had probably loathed one another.

He was man enough to admit that the added
competition for his affections would have been entertaining from
time to time, but everything else about it seemed like a bloody
nightmare. Kaseya and Val were vastly different people, to
put it mildly, but they really did care about one another.

Though Val in particular sometimes had a
funny way of showing it…

“Let me get the harness,” the Huntress said
when she finally pulled her lips away. Her green eyes were still
blazing hungrily. “I’ve been wanting to fuck that tight little
amazon ass of yours for days.”

Jorem’s breath quickened as she dashed
toward the closet to retrieve the magical phallus. The girls had
gotten so much use out of that thing recently that he would have
been jealous if he hadn’t enjoyed watching them fuck each other so
much. The fervor with which they took one another was
breathtaking—as was the way they relished spilling inside each
other as a man would.

Valuri stripped out of her trousers and
boots (though she left her right gauntlet on her hand for some
reason) and strapped the phallus’s leather harness around her waist
with blistering speed. The enchanted crystals sewn into it allowed
her to conjure a thick, erect magical cock of her own, which she
promptly began to stroke, a shiver running through her as it
conveyed all the sensations of a real one. Back near the bed,
Kaseya eyed the phallus and removed her armored skirt in
anticipation.

“Come here,” Jorem beckoned, already sensing
what Valuri had planned. Kaseya joined him on the bed, eager to
obey her Maskari’s commands. She crawled toward him slowly,
seductively, her athletic body moving like a tigress on the hunt.
He pulled her lips down to his as she straddled him, and his cock
had already swollen back to its full length when she gently guided
the tip into her sweltering folds.

Even now, all these months after he had
first met her on that ship to Highwind, he still couldn’t believe
how right it felt to slip inside her. Jorem had never been a
big believer in fate or destiny, but there were times when it
really did seem like her body was meant for his. Her quim enveloped
him, consumed him, and he braced his hands on her trim waist
as she began to churn her hips and ride him.

“Maskari…” she cooed, leaning up and
offering him her breasts, her nipples erect. He suckled one after
the other, still amazed at how a woman with such bountiful,
flawless tits could fight and move as effortlessly well as she did.
Perhaps the presence of the Fount had done more than just imbue the
amazons with magical power…

“If only we could do this while we’re riding
on his back,” Valuri said as she crawled up onto the bed and sidled
in behind Kaseya. “I think my stomach would be a lot happier this
way—and so would your ass!”

Kaseya gasped when the Huntress pushed the
tip of the phallus up against her nether entrance. Jorem couldn’t
see what was happening, but he could definitely feel it, both in
the shock cascading through Kaseya and from the way her cunt
gripped his manhood like a vise. And especially in the pressure
that crept along the underside of his cock as Valuri entered
Kaseya’s bowels, separated from him by only a thin wall of flesh.
Kaseya’s hips stilled, her mouth quivered, and he redoubled his
efforts to suckle her nipples to give her even more to think about
as Valuri pushed deeper inside.

“I told you that you owed me one, Red,”
Valuri grunted, grabbing a firm hold of the amazon’s ponytail and
ruthlessly yanking on it for leverage. “Consider this your first
payment.”

The magical phallus penetrated another few
inches, causing the amazon to yelp in a euphoric mix of pain and
pleasure. Seeing—and feeling—Kaseya getting fucked in both
of her glorious holes made Jorem’s cock swell as if he hadn’t
spilled in a week. As his arousal rippled from his ring into her
bonding collar, the amazon’s blue eyes fluttered and then rolled
back into her head.

“That’s it, take…it…all!” Valuri shouted as
she hilted herself at last, then darted in to nibble at the other
woman’s ear from behind. Kaseya arched her back against her with an
elated cry as she was stuffed completely full for the first time.
Valuri squeezed Kaseya’s hips and growled something into her ear
that made the amazon whimper with submissive delight. She gave
Jorem a feral grin, and the two of them began to alternate thrusts
as if they were in a competition to see who could pound Kaseya
harder. Perhaps they were.

Jorem grabbed a firm hold of Kaseya’s tits
as he bucked his hips and slammed up into her yearning cunt. Not to
be outdone, Valuri jerked back on the amazon’s red mane, exposing
the smooth olive flesh of her neck. The Huntress brought up the
lone gauntlet she had left on and extended just enough of the blade
within to nick her friend’s skin and draw forth a thin line of
blood. She clamped her lips over the wound like a vampire, and as
she fed on Kaseya’s sorcerous energy, it only spurred her to fuck
harder and faster and rougher…

“Fuck!” Jorem cried out as he erupted for
the second time, flooding the amazon’s cunt—his amazon’s
cunt—with another deluge. Valuri exploded mere seconds later, and
he felt every spasm through the thin wall between them as volleys
of warm, magical seed shot into Kaseya’s bowels. Kaseya slumped
onto her side, breathless and delirious, their cocks sliding out of
her with a wet, fleshy murmur. Jorem watched in satisfaction as his
and Valuri’s seed streamed out of the amazon’s freshly fucked
holes.

“Okay,” Valuri said, wiping the blood from
her lips with the back of her hand, “now you can take a
nap.”

Jorem smiled and reached out to stroke
Kaseya’s hair. She smiled wearily, looking every bit as contented
and exhausted as he felt.

At this time tomorrow, they might be
fighting for their lives. It was entirely possible they might even
be dead. But right now, in this moment, everything was exactly as
it should be.

 


***

 


All those wasted years spent serving the
decadent nobles of Tir Lanathel, yet still you crave the touch of a
Wyrm Lord. Perhaps the Avetharri were right about you and your ilk
all along. Perhaps you truly are no better than slaves.

Selvhara bit down on her wrist to muffle the
sound of her pitiful whimpers as the euphoric echo of Kaseya’s
climax shuddered through the Dal’Rethi bonding collar. The druid
had barely made it halfway down the street from the
Ranger-General’s estate before she had been forced to duck into an
alleyway to conceal her unbidden arousal. The reverberations from
the collar seemed to be getting more intense every day; if Selvhara
didn’t know better, she would have sworn that Jorem’s thick cock
had just been plunging deep into her throat. And mere moments after
he withdrew, she could feel the scalding heat of his seed splatter
across her cheeks and chin even though her skin remained completely
unmarked.

She couldn’t have kept walking toward the
market even if she had wanted to. Jorem was clearly enjoying the
company of his harem, just like every afternoon these past few
days…and sometimes in the evenings as well. Selvhara felt it all
through the collar, and she couldn’t quench the fire in her quim no
matter how desperately she tried.

You truly are a pathetic creature,
Sarodihm. An elf with a thousand years of experience outwitted and
outwiled by mere human females. You are
fortunate I still find you useful.

Selvhara dragged her fingertips across her
bizarrely dry cheeks even as she felt a soft tongue licking along
them. She nestled herself deeper into the shadows behind a pile of
empty crates next to one of the buildings in the alley, hoping
fervently that no one would notice her. She had wrapped herself in
one of the Ranger-General’s brown winter cloaks before leaving the
estate, though she was finding it almost impossible to resist the
urge to open the front and slip a finger or two inside herself. She
ached to be filled. Knowing Jorem as she did, he would
likely spill at least once more before he finished with the
amazon…

“Oh!” she cried out when she felt his
manhood plunge deep inside her quim. The stretch was everything she
needed, everything she had ever wanted, and waves of joy crashed
through her. Yet when she caved to temptation and touched herself,
his glorious stem was nowhere to be found.

Content yourself with the knowledge that you
will soon escape this torment. Once the amazon is dead, you will no
longer need to dwell in her shadow. And once the last Wyrm Lord is
gone, you will finally be free.

Selvhara clamped a hand over her mouth when
she felt a second stem start pushing deep into her bowels. The
sensations from the collar were as frustrating as they were
intoxicating. The Avethian Empire had already been long past its
prime when she had been a young girl, so she had missed the heyday
of the bonding collars (not that a mere Faetharri servant would
have been permitted to wear one, regardless). She had heard plenty
of tales of the Dal’Rethi Blade Dancers sharing lovers just to
experience the bonding echo, however, and some of the most powerful
Wyrm Lords had forged collars for their entire harem to ensure that
each wife would know when he was breeding one of the others.

The jealous torture sounded unbearable, as
she knew firsthand. Still, even the echo of the Wyrm Lord’s
companionship was better than nothing, though she longed to have
Jorem finally take her for real. No matter how many times
the collar brought her release, she was always left
unfulfilled.

Dathiel wasn’t entirely wrong about her. She
had been craving the touch of a Wyrm Lord even since the walls of
Tir Lanathel had collapsed around her. After a thousand years of
unfulfilled desire, she finally had a chance to sate her
yearning…yet she couldn’t convince Jorem to trust her. A part of
her was glad for it—he shouldn’t trust her, not with Dathiel
controlling her so completely. Very soon he would force her to
betray her friends, and there was absolutely nothing she could do
about it.

And when that happened, no matter what came
next, she would surely lose Jorem forever.

“Ngnn!” she groaned against her hand as the
phantom phalluses buried themselves inside her and spilled one
after another. She could feel every shudder and every spurt, yet
her womb and her bowels remained despairingly empty.

Arise, Sarodihm, Dathiel’s voice
growled into her mind. There is still much work to be
done.

Selvhara’s body lurched upright as the One
God reasserted his control. Her legs carried her out of the
alleyway and toward the market no matter how hot the fire still
burned between her legs. During the siege, her wolf’s blood had
temporarily given her the strength to resist her master’s control,
but she had not been able to liberate herself since. If anything,
the tethers binding them together seemed even stronger than
before.

Yet she believed—no, she knew—that
Jorem would figure out a way to save her. He had unleashed the
dragon; he had revealed his legacy as one of the true masters of
this world. The Wyrm Lords defeated the Valathrim once, and
Jorem would do so again.

He had to. Because no one else could.
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Paths Forward

 


Tucked away deep within the warrens of the
Silver Fist Temple, the Sanctum of the Guardian was as magnificent
as it was somber. Thousands of fallen knights were buried in its
crypts, and Knight-Captain Julian Cassel had spent most of his
teenage years hoping he would one day be worthy enough to join them
in Escar’s final embrace. His boyish fixation with earning a
glorious death was more than a little disturbing in retrospect,
though his attitude had hardly been unique. Virtually every order
of warriors he’d ever read about had similar traditions. Convincing
young men (and the occasional young woman) to throw themselves into
certain danger was easier if they believed their sacrifice would
earn them something in the afterlife.

“I visited the crypt in Griffonwing Keep
when I was just a boy,” Knight-Commander Crowe said as he paused in
front of the statue of Escar at the epicenter of the Sanctum. The
graying lines in his dark hair almost seemed to glow in the dim
torchlight. “The layout is almost exactly the same, right down to
the placement of the sconces and the prayer candles. The original
Silver Conclave wanted to recreate everything they could.”

“I imagine that’s common in most schisms,”
Cassel replied quietly. “The first knights probably wanted to keep
as many traditions intact as possible.”

“Everything but the fear of magic.” The last
signs of the Wasting Echo had faded days ago, but the lines around
the older man’s eyes seemed longer and deeper. “Though considering
recent events, I wonder if the Templar in Darenthi might have
gotten some things right after all.”

Cassel grunted noncommittally as he swept
his gaze around the Sanctum. The chamber was essentially a large
dome with a half dozen spiraling passages leading further down into
the actual crypts. The smooth stone walls between the archways
contained small alcoves housing shrines dedicated to the various
Highlords who had led the Order after the schism a century ago. An
array of enchanted torches cast the whole area in a solemn blue
light, but for some reason Cassel didn’t find the memorials nearly
as inspiring anymore.

The priests of Escar taught that the
original Knights of the Silver Fist had been outcasts fleeing
religious persecution. As important as faith was to the people of
the Northern Reaches, in Darenthi the clergy wielded considerably
more power. An organization called the Tel Bator—the “end of
sin”—effectively ran the entire kingdom, and their fear of magic
had created the schism in the first place. When a small sect of Tel
Bator priests had discovered a way to tap into the Three Corridors
of magic and imbue themselves with the Aether, they had been cast
out almost immediately.

Today, the order those priests had founded
hung by a thread. Tahira’s power flowed through all the Knights of
the Silver Fist now, binding their fates together more closely than
anyone could have imagined just a few months ago. Cassel only hoped
that they would be strong enough to hold the line against the
Inquisitrix and her encroaching armies. But even if they
succeeded—even if every knight in Highwind survived the battle—the
Silver Fist would never be the same.

“Highlord Kastrius made you read the
chronicles of the Dawn Citadel at some point, I assume?” Crowe
asked, his weary gray eyes still fastened on the statue of
Escar.

“Of course,” Cassel confirmed.

The Knight-Commander finally turned and
smiled. “He was obsessed with those bloody books. He sent aspirants
to libraries across Torsia in search of more. When he was younger,
he used to talk about trying to mold the Order back into our ‘true’
form. The Knights of the Last Dawn—the first real paladins of Escar
who fought to protect the world from the demons of the Pale and
other supernatural horrors. He wanted us to live up to their
legacy. It’s too bad he never had the chance to make that dream a
reality.”

Cassel frowned at the other man. Crowe had
always been down-to-earth and practical; he had never been prone to
long rants or wistful musings like some of the older commanders.
Something must have been weighing heavily on his mind.

“Not to be rude, sir,” Cassel said
carefully, “but is there a reason you wanted me to come down here?
I still want to put the men through more drills before nightfall.
If we can’t sustain effective barriers over the city, the enemy’s
wyverns will—”

“I’ll let you get back to work soon, I
promise,” Crowe said with a thin smile. “But we’ve barely had time
to stop and catch our breath over these past few days. I thought it
would be worth taking a few minutes for ourselves.”

“Fair enough, though meeting in the crypts
might not be the best choice if you wanted to get some fresh
air.”

The Knight-Commander chuckled softly. “Over
the years, I’ve made a habit of coming down here when I
felt…uncentered. These last few days have been especially
hectic.”

“That’s the understatement of the century,
sir,” Cassel muttered.

“After your triumphant return, all eyes are
upon us—those that aren’t searching the sky for the dragon,
anyway.” Crowe’s smile slowly faded. “This was the only spot I
could think of that might offer us a little privacy.”

Cassel nodded, though his confused frown
remained. The commander was right about the lack of privacy, of
course—they had both been surrounded by aspirants and squires and
newly recovered knights from the moment the siege had been lifted
four days ago. Cassel had spent nearly every hour since then
preparing for the struggle of their lives. Tahira’s power had been
steadily growing—she was able to sustain her connection to the
other knights for several days at a time now—but having their magic
back didn’t mean they were ready for battle. The Order was still
massively short-handed on all fronts, and unfortunately, the
knights were the only ones capable of magically shielding the city
and its defenders from the enemy wyverns and channelers.

Then again, maybe their friendly
neighborhood Wyrm Lord would save Highwind all by himself. Cassel
still wasn’t sure what to think about any of that…

“The Order is changing, Julian,” Crowe said
into the long silence. “The whole bloody world is changing,
and I can’t help but feel like flotsam being dragged along by the
tide.”

“Sir?” Cassel asked, arching an eyebrow.

“A few months ago, the Silver Conclave was
leaderless but intact—we all knew what had to be done, more or
less. But now…” Crowe sighed. “Deswick is still refusing Tahira’s
help. I doubt he’ll last much longer.”

Cassel nodded solemnly. “Stubborn to the
bitter end.”

“Mercifully, his defiance hasn’t
spread—almost everyone else has come around, even the men most
loyal to him. But Theon is the last Knight-Commander left, aside
from me, and there’s no such thing as a Conclave of
one.”

“We can rebuild after the war,” Cassel
assured him. “To be honest, sir, I don’t think the Order needs a
ruling committee right now, anyway. It needs a new Highlord—it
needs you.”

Crowe scoffed and paced over to Highlord
Kastrius’s memorial stone. A long, wooden case was laid out across
the offering table along with an array of flowers and gemstones.
Everything was pristine and unblemished; it was all so new that
there wasn’t even a layer of dust yet.

“A year ago, I would have accepted that
promotion with the biggest grin you’d ever seen,” Crowe whispered.
“But like I said, the world is changing. We still don’t fully
understand Tahira’s powers, and I can’t predict what’s going to
happen in an hour, let alone in the weeks and months ahead. But
right now, what the Order needs is a leader on the battlefield.
Someone who can organize our defenses and give us a real shot at
driving back the Inquisitrix—someone the men would follow
regardless of their title, not because of it.”

Cassel eyed the older man up and down.
“Sir?”

“Without the Conclave, there isn’t much
point in standing on formality anyway,” Crowe went on with a grin.
“I just wanted to make sure that the men had a few hours to get
used to calling you ‘Commander’ instead of ‘Captain.’”

Cassel blinked and tried to speak, but his
voice had deserted him.

“Congratulations, Knight-Commander,” Crowe
said, extending his hand. “I hope you’ll forgive the lack of
fanfare.”

“Sir, I…” Cassel reached out as if in a daze
and slowly shook the other man’s hand. “I don’t know what to
say.”

“First, you have to stop calling me ‘sir.’
Nathaniel is fine, though I suppose Crowe will suffice. Second…”
Crowe smiled. “You need a new badge of office.”

After producing a small key from his belt,
the older man turned back to Kastrius’s shrine and slid it into the
lock protecting the wooden case. Cassel had wondered what weapon
was kept inside, given that the Highlord had been buried along with
his sword.

“It’s called Retribution,” Crowe
said, smiling down at the blade resting on blue velvet within. “One
of the many relics Kastrius sent his squires to find over the
years.”

Cassel’s mouth fell open when the commander
gently lifted the weapon into the dim, solemn light. It was easily
the most beautiful and elegant sword Cassel had ever seen. The
blade was easily five feet long from pommel to tip—half again the
size of his current sword—and the grip was clearly designed for two
hands. The flat of the blade was inscribed with dozens of small
runes, and a blue gemstone was embedded within the handle. He could
feel dormant power thrumming inside the weapon, just waiting to be
called.

“Kastrius insisted that it was forged in the
Dawn Citadel over a thousand years ago,” Crowe went on, allowing
the weapon to lie flat in his palms. “This sword was once wielded
by the Knights of the Last Dawn. They claimed that such blades had
the power to strike creatures living outside the physical world,
including the demons of the Pale.”

Cassel shook his head. “Escar’s mercy.”

Crowe chuckled, gazing down at the blade
like a father adoring a beloved child. “You don’t know the half of
it. When Kastrius showed it to Archmage Beloran a few years ago,
the old man claimed it might be one of the legendary Bâl
Frohim blades lost in the wake of the Godswar.”

“But that’s—”

“Bullshit? Probably.” Crowe shrugged. “We
aren’t even sure if they were real to begin with. All I know for
certain is that the original Highlord liberated this blade from
Griffonwing and brought it over here during the schism. Kastrius
refused to use it for that reason—it was too precious as a relic to
risk getting blood on it.”

Cassel tried to close his jaw, but it had
apparently joined his stomach on the floor. The Bâl Frohim
had allegedly housed splinters of Escar’s divine soul to prevent
the Guardian God from being trapped within the Pale by the
Avetharri Wyrm Lords. No one knew what had happened to those
swords—or if they had ever been real in the first place—but the
thought of even touching such a weapon made Cassel’s knees
weak.

“Sir, I—”

“It’s Nathaniel, remember?” Crowe said.
“Look, I’m all in favor of preserving relics of the past, but they
aren’t going to do anyone a damn bit of good if the Inquisitrix
takes the city. She’ll probably burn this whole bloody temple to
the ground and destroy everything inside it. Someone insane enough
to believe they’re a new god probably isn’t going to tolerate any
reminders of the old ones.”

The commander pivoted and offered the weapon
to Cassel. “You’re a better swordsman than I ever was, even in my
youth. Take it—if we feel like locking the damn thing back up after
the war, so be it. But in the meantime, I suggest you show those
Senosi butchers what a righteous blade in the hands of a real
paladin can do.”

Cassel could hear his blood pounding in his
ears as he took the sword. The blade was just as heavy as he had
expected; he would need to bolster his strength with the Aether if
he wanted to wield it properly. Perhaps that was the point.

“I’ll leave you two alone so you can get
acquainted,” Crowe said with a knowing smirk. “I’m late for a
Council meeting anyway.” He took a few steps away before tossing a
final glance over his shoulder. “Incidentally, you really should
have asked about your new responsibilities before you took that
sword. Guess who just volunteered to attend these horrible meetings
from now on?”

Cassel blinked. “Wait, what? I—”

But Crowe was already gone.

 


***

 


“My men still need more support at the
northern gate,” Constable Gerrard Mannick snarled as he jabbed his
forefinger at the city map sprawled across the war table. “Our
scouts have sighted dozens of enemy wyverns escorting the
Vorsalosian fleet. We can’t afford to consolidate our defenses in
any one place. They will attack our weakest point!”

Serrane Starwind narrowly resisted the urge
to slam her bow down on the table. What she really wanted to do was
nock an arrow and shoot him—or perhaps draw the twin elven blades
from her hips and stab him—but that wasn’t an option. At least, not
yet.

“How many times do I need to tell you that
there aren’t any more men?” she snapped back. “We don’t have
enough Knights of the Silver Fist to protect all the gates equally.
We will need as many of them as we can muster in the harbor and
along the southern wall to repel the bombardment from the enemy
fleet. If their wyverns want to waste their time attacking gates
where they can’t deploy any troops to exploit a breach in the
walls, we should consider that a blessing.”

“A blessing that will get many loyal members
of the Guard killed,” Mannick bit out. “They’ll be sitting ducks up
there by themselves. At this point, we might as well leave the
north gate totally undefended!”

“That is exactly what I’ve been saying for
the past hour,” Serrane reminded him. “Maybe you should crawl back
into Darkwind and lick the Black Mistress’s boot while I
defend the city.”

The constable’s face twisted in impotent
rage. Serrane still couldn’t believe she was standing within arm’s
reach of this traitor without attacking him. If she’d gotten her
way, Mannick and his toadies would have already been rotting in the
Gray Citadel for treason. He had sold out the city to the Black
Mistress, all for a taste of power that had evaporated the instant
Jorem—a real Wyrm Lord—had taken to the skies.

The last few days had been an intolerable
mess of ugly politics and last-second planning, but Serrane
couldn’t deny that the city was in far better shape now than it had
been during the siege. Thanks to Jorem, the Black Mistress had
officially handed the reins of her forces over to the Council.
Highwind suddenly had an actual army (albeit a ragtag one), and
with the Knights of the Silver Fist reinvigorated, the city
might have a chance of surviving this war intact.

She just wished that the rest of the
Highwind Guard weren’t so loyal to their constable. That was the
real reason she was standing here in the Council war room arguing
with Mannick as if the past few weeks had never happened. She
couldn’t afford to lock him away, not without alienating the Guard
and sabotaging their already precarious defenses.

In other words, she was playing politics.
Just thinking about it made her stomach turn in disgust.

“I will not be talked down to by anyone,
least of all you,” Mannick growled. “Everything I have done has
been for the safety and survival of Highwind. If I hadn’t reached
out to the—”

“I’m sick of arguing about this,” Serrane
said, raising her hands and backing away from the map. “I’m sure
you are, too. I’m willing to pretend I don’t hate you for a few
minutes if you’re willing to do the same.”

The constable snorted and crossed his arms,
but he didn’t protest. Serrane nodded and sighed, and she took a
moment to pace around the war room and collect her thoughts. City
hall had effectively been abandoned—they were the only two people
in the building right now aside from the guards outside. The
petitioners who usually filled the corridors were all huddled in
their houses, as were the servants and plenty of the nobles. It was
harrowing to consider that the Inquisitrix and her minions might be
standing in this exact spot as early as tomorrow…

The war isn’t over yet, not by a long shot.
Before I know it, city hall will be crawling with nobles desperate
to buy or beg for their own seat on the Council. Maybe I should ask
Jorem to burn the building down just to spare me the trouble.

Serrane snorted softly to herself and
brushed several tousled strands of golden hair out of her eyes as
she turned back around. Mannick’s scowl had mostly faded from his
weathered face, though he still looked as irritated as ever. At
times today, he had even seemed a little uncomfortable in
Guardsman’s armor. Perhaps he had finally started to recognize his
own mistakes…or, more likely, he was realizing he would actually
have to be out there on the front lines of the coming battle if he
wanted to maintain his image. Demagoguery was all well and good
until the fireballs started exploding.

“Look, what we’re really going to need are
fireteams spread throughout the city,” Serrane said, stepping back
to the table and tapping the map. “I want at least a dozen mobile
squads who can respond to whatever chaos the enemy tries to sow.
Back at Icewatch, the wyverns dropped crates filled with soldiers
over the walls. If that happens here, we need to be ready to
contain the enemy wherever they drop. I’d also bet half the
moonsilver in Nelu’Thalas that there are still Senosi Huntresses
lying in wait inside the walls.”

“My guardsmen are no match for Huntresses,”
Mannick conceded. “And frankly, neither are Crowe’s knights or your
Duskwatch rangers. We don’t have anything capable of—”

“My men can handle the Senosi,” a calm,
collected voice said from the open door to her left. “Drow warriors
are trained to fight in small teams behind enemy lines. They’re
fast and powerful, and if the enemy attacks at night as we expect,
they can see far better than humans.”

Serrane turned her head as a slender,
fey-like figure emerged from the darkness of the adjacent chamber
behind Mannick. Solemi the Black Mistress glided toward them, a
semi-translucent white dress cradling her curvaceous half-elven
figure. Her silvery-blond hair fell loosely upon her bare
shoulders, and her green eyes sparkled with the same calculated
mischief as always. For a woman whose grandiose plans to take over
the city had been thoroughly thwarted, she didn’t appear the least
bit shaken or upset.

“And here I thought you had crawled back
into the sewer for good,” Serrane said, leaning up straight and
crossing her arms. “Who in the bloody void let you back in
here?”

“I invited her to join us,” Mannick
said.

Serrane snorted. “Of course you did…”

“The Constable is hopeful that we can set
aside our personal enmity long enough to defend Highwind from its
enemies,” Solemi said as she stopped in front of the war table next
to her minion. “And so am I.”

“That’s especially hilarious coming from the
woman who tried to pull a coup and take over the city,” Serrane
said. “It must have been truly humbling for a fake dragon to get
shown up by a real one.”

Solemi didn’t even flinch. “The Wyrm Lord
requested my aid in defending Highwind from a dangerous fanatic,
and I happily agreed.”

Serrane rolled her eyes. “Spinning a
humiliating defeat as some kind of victory…gods, maybe you do
belong on this Council.”

“The Wyrm Lord rightly pointed out that we
all share a common enemy,” Solemi went on, still unfazed. “We stand
on the precipice of a new age, General. We cannot afford to allow
personal ambition to cloud our judgment.”

“Right,” Serrane muttered. “I’m so glad
we’re all suddenly best friends here.”

Solemi eyed the small figurines marking out
troop deployments. “We don’t need to be friends in order to be
allies,” she said. “But back to the matter at hand, you were saying
you wanted several fireteams scattered across the city. I can
provide you with two dozen experienced drow scouts who are more
than capable of handling the job.”

Serrane took in a deep breath and once again
reminded herself that this wasn’t the time to settle personal
grudges. Whether Solemi was being disingenuous or not (and she
obviously was), they did have bigger problems right now.

“I’m not worried about your men’s
competence,” Serrane said. “I’m just not in the business of
trusting drow.”

Solemi smiled almost imperceptibly. “I
wonder, is that the only Ilwetharri tradition you still cling to?
Prejudice against your Vaetharri kin?”

Serrane scoffed. “My point is that the
people of Highwind probably aren’t going to appreciate a bunch of
dark elves roaming through their city during a battle. You of all
people should realize that surface raids were a real and terrible
scourge for a long time.”

“The drow who joined me in rebellion have
forsaken the Spider Queen,” Solemi said. “They are looking for a
new home. They will not jeopardize their future with petty
larceny.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” Serrane said. “But
I’m still not going to allow a bunch of your assassins to roam the
streets in the middle of a battle.”

The half-elf’s eyes glimmered in thought,
but they didn’t waver. If she decided to be stubborn about
this…

“Perhaps a compromise is in order,” Solemi
said, flashing another tight smile. “What if you assigned some of
your rangers to accompany them?”

Serrane pushed her tongue hard into the back
of her teeth. “That could work,” she said. “We’re stretched pretty
thin, but the fireteams are too important to ignore.”

“I agree. My loyalists will do all they can
to defend this city. Like I told you, they are fighting for a new
home—a new future. I only hope that when the battle is over, the
people of Highwind show their forsaken brethren the respect they
deserve.”

Serrane stared at the other woman for a
long, hard moment before she turned to Mannick. “Leave us.”

Mannick frowned. “What?”

“Leave us. I want to speak with your
mistress alone for a few minutes.”

The constable’s confusion quickly
transformed into anger. “I am still part of this Council whether
you like it or not,” he said. “I will not be dismissed by—”

“Please, give us a moment, Gerrard, would
you?” Solemi interrupted, her green eyes never leaving Serrane.

Mannick glanced between the two women,
plainly incensed, but when Solemi calmly pointed to the door, he
grumbled under his breath and shuffled out.

“I see you still have him on a tight leash,”
Serrane commented. “So tell me, how difficult was it to convince
him to sell out the city and the people who trusted him? Did he
come to you, or did you twist his mind with your magic?”

“I doubt there is anything I can say that
would allay your suspicions or soothe your anger,” Solemi said
matter-of-factly. “Perhaps we should simply move on?”

“Not just yet,” Serrane said, uncrossing her
arms and bracing her palms on the table. “Jorem said that the two
of you came to an agreement, but a woman who backstabbed and
schemed and manipulated her way to power isn’t just going to walk
away without a fight. So what do you really want here
now?”

“I told you before, General: I no longer
seek a seat on this Council, and the armies of Darkwind are yours
to command as you please. My only wish is that you will keep your
word and give my people a chance to make a new life for
themselves.”

“Such a noble sentiment,” Serrane
muttered.

“I’m telling you the truth, whether you wish
to believe me or not,” Solemi said. “If it will set your mind at
ease, you should know that I plan on leaving Highwind
altogether—and soon.”

Serrane’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. “You
built your own little empire beneath the streets…and now you’re
just going to give it up?”

“I liberated my fellow slaves in
Vel’shannar, and I have done my best to secure them a prosperous
future.” Solemi shrugged. “The Wyrm Lord made it clear that my
lingering presence will only create conflict, and I do not wish to
make the coming reconstruction any more difficult. You will have
your work cut out for you in the months ahead.”

“I’m focused on surviving the next few
days,” Serrane said, still searching the other woman’s face
for any signs of duplicity. But unsurprisingly, Solemi’s expression
revealed nothing about her actual plans or motivations. The veil of
a master illusionist wasn’t so easily lifted.

“My soldiers will do everything in their
power to aid you,” Solemi said. “And I’ve no doubt that you will do
everything in yours to ensure that their sacrifices are properly
rewarded. Highwind cannot afford to repeat the mistakes of the
Winter War.”

The half-elf stared hard into Serrane’s eyes
for several long moments before a pleasant smile returned to her
lips. “I will order the drow commander to meet you in the Duskwatch
Lodge in a few hours,” Solemi said. “And I will inform him that you
will be assigning one of your rangers to each of his squads.”

“Good,” Serrane said as she finally leaned
upright again. The prospect of openly working with any drow still
raised her hackles, but this wasn’t the time to allow old
prejudices to interfere with her judgment. If the drow wanted to
roam the city fighting threats that no one else could…well, so be
it. Highwind was going to need all the help it could get.

“It was an honor working with you, General,”
Solemi said, curtseying. “I only wish we had been able to see
eye-to-eye sooner.”

Serrane snorted softly. A part of her was
tempted to slap a set of manacles onto the half-elf and lock her in
the Gray Citadel. To this day, no one knew the full extent of the
crimes she had committed over the past few years. Smuggling in
dangerous magical artifacts from across Torsia was a trifle
compared to the accusations that the Black Mistress had somehow
orchestrated the deaths of multiple Highwind Councilors, not to
mention her short-lived takeover of the whole bloody city.

Justice was a laudable goal, but it meant
nothing without the power to enforce it. So long as the city needed
Darkwind’s army to survive, Solemi was untouchable. And that
was the real reason she was about to leave everything behind.

“Namaarie mellonamin,” Solemi said
with another curtsey. “Tenna lye ento omenta.”

She stepped back into the shadows of the
storage room and vanished as if she had never been there at all.
Serrane glared down at the map of the city on the table, her jaw
clenched and her fingers scratching into the wood.

“Le’thos,” she hissed. She wasn’t
thrilled about the prospect of meeting with Solemi’s drow henchmen,
either, but at least Valuri could help with that. The Huntress’s
brutal honesty and wry humor would be very welcome right now…as
would her strong hands and soft lips.

And then there’s Julian. I’m still not sure
if I want to tell him the big news before the battle or not. I
don’t want him to treat me any differently or take any stupid risks
on my behalf. Then again, we could both use a few moments of joy
before we’re back to fighting for our lives. I’ve barely even seen
him since he returned to the city…

“That’s going to change tonight,” Serrane
promised herself. It had been far, far too long since she had felt
his strong arms around her waist…or holding her down while his
manhood plunged inside her. She had a feeling that her good news
would inspire him to take her harder than ever, and she was tempted
to head straight for the Silver Fist temple and make the drow
wait.

But her duties had to come first—Highwind
had to come first. The people of this city had entrusted her to
protect them, and she had no intention of letting them down
now.

Especially now that I’m pregnant.

Grinning, Serrane reflexively touched her
flat stomach, bared proudly by her cropped leather breastplate. The
mere thought of swelling with Julian’s child made her giddy, and
she could only hope that he would feel the same way when she told
him—which she would tonight, she decided. Neither of them had ever
needed an excuse to fight for the people they cared about, but a
little extra motivation couldn’t hurt. Somehow, they would figure
out a way to win this war. There was simply too much at stake.

Taking one last look at the war table,
Serrane spun around and strode for the door.
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The Watcher’s
Will

 


Despite how much Jorem had been looking
forward to taking a nap after flying around the Reaches that
morning—and after fucking the girls raw that afternoon—he never
actually got any sleep. He simply laid there in the middle of the
bed, the warm, naked bodies of Kaseya and Valuri pressed up tightly
against him, and tried to figure out what in the name of the Pale
they were going to do next.

His meeting with Solemi in a few hours
weighed heavily on his mind, but there was another more pressing
problem he needed to deal with first. He had almost managed to push
it from his thoughts when he heard the front door open
downstairs.

“We owe Selvhara more than this,” Kaseya
whispered, her eyes still closed. “There must be something
we can do to help her.”

Jorem let out a heavy sigh and nodded. He
could hear Selvhara rustling in the kitchen with the food she had
brought home from the market. He had no doubt that she would
diligently prepare dinner for them without a single word of
complaint, just like she had the past few days. Even if he
completely ignored her, she would still try to serve him to the
best of her ability.

Right up until her master ordered her to
destroy us.

“She has spent a dozen human lifetimes
yearning to serve a Wyrm Lord,” Kaseya said, her blue eyes
fluttering open. “And now that she has the chance, we have done
everything in our power to push her away.”

“Gods, you two are hopeless,” Valuri
grumbled into the pillow.

“I am serious.”

“You think I’m not?” The Huntress leaned up,
half her black hair still matted to the side of her face. “Wolf
girl isn’t really missing out on anything. She probably got off
when I shoved that phallus up your ass. If anything, I did her a
favor.”

“Selvhara has not attempted to harm us in
any way,” Kaseya insisted. “It is not right to punish her for
something she has not done.”

“You’re the one who can see the strange
tethers binding her to her master,” Jorem pointed out. “Have you
noticed any changes?”

The amazon looked away and shook her head.
“No. They remain strong—much stronger than when I first noticed
them.”

“So for all we know, he may already be
exerting his influence over her.”

“Yes,” she conceded.

“Then Val is right to be cautious,” Jorem
replied soberly. “We can’t afford to let our guard down around
her.”

“I can’t believe you’re even allowing her to
cook,” Valuri groused as she sat all the way up, uncaring as the
sheets slid from her breasts. “You should have just let me deal
with her a long time ago.”

“No one is going to hurt her,” Jorem
admonished. “Kaseya is also right—none of this is Selvhara’s fault.
There must some way to free her from Dathiel’s
influence.”

“And what happens if she tries to kill you
before we figure it out?” Valuri scoffed and rolled off the bed to
retrieve her clothes. “I can only save you from yourself so many
times. We need to make a decision—you need to make a
decision.”

Jorem leaned up and squeezed the bridge of
his nose. She wasn’t wrong. The time for procrastination was over.
Gods, it had been over for several days now; he just hadn’t
wanted to admit it. He really did like Selvhara despite her quirks
and eccentricities, and not just because she was a pretty, ageless
elf who was desperate to please him (though if he was being honest
with himself, that certainly didn’t hurt). Despite her initial
deception, she had a good heart. He only wished he knew how he
could free her from Dathiel like she wanted. But in the
meantime…

“I have a thought,” Jorem said.

“One more than usual for you,” Valuri
muttered as she slipped back into her panties.

“We shouldn’t allow Selvhara to roam freely,
given what she could do if Dathiel is controlling her,” Jorem went
on, ignoring the jibe with practiced ease. “And there’s only one
place in Highwind that could possibly contain a werewolf.”

Kaseya recoiled. “The Gray Citadel,” she
breathed. “You want to lock her in that horrible prison?”

“Temporarily, for her safety and for ours.
We can try to figure out a more permanent solution after the
battle.”

The amazon’s face creased in clear
disapproval. “I do not like this plan.”

“Look, I’m not saying I like it either, but
it’s the only one I can come up with,” Jorem protested. “It will
buy us some time. If she’s in there, Dathiel can’t use her against
us.”

“Nor will she be able to aid us in the
battle against Marcella,” Kaseya said pointedly. “Vorsalos’s
soldiers are not prepared to fight a werewolf.”

“Yeah, well, I doubt the Highwind Guard are
prepared to fight with a werewolf,” Valuri pointed out as
she bent to pick up her pants. “They’ll probably try and shoot her,
and with good reason.”

“The point is that if Dathiel is able to
control her somehow, she could do a tremendous amount of damage,”
Jorem said. “We can’t afford to take that chance.”

Kaseya glanced between the two of them
several times before she let out a long, resigned sigh. “Very well.
It is better than some alternatives.”

“The good news is that wolf girl already
considers herself your slave, so I doubt you’ll have a problem
locking her up,” Valuri said.

“Unless her master does not allow it,” the
amazon murmured, her eyes lost in thought as she stared up at the
overhead panel of their four-poster bed.

“In that case, we still have our backup
plan,” the Huntress said, picking her gauntlet off the floor and
springing the silver blade concealed within. “I’ll try to resist
saying ‘I told you so.’”

Jorem scoffed. “You’ve literally never been
able to resist saying that.”

“I didn’t promise I’d succeed,” the Huntress
replied dryly. “But while we’re on the topic of annoying,
treacherous women you’ve fucked, are you still planning on meeting
with Solemi tonight?”

Jorem started to swing his legs off the bed
but froze halfway. Gods, Solemi…

“I don’t think I have much choice,” he
muttered.

“You’re a dragon—of course you have a
choice,” Valuri said. “You could just burn down her brothel,
preferably with her still in it.”

“We’ve had this argument ten times already,”
Jorem said wearily. “We need her army to defend the city, and this
was the only way to get it.”

“I don’t care how many times you tell me
that. This plan is insane. Absolutely insane.” Valuri
crossed her arms and glared at Kaseya. “Feel free to jump in any
time, Red.”

“Jorem has made his decision,” the amazon
said softly. “If he believes this is the only path forward, so be
it.”

The Huntress scoffed in disgust. “How can
you possibly be so calm about this? He agreed to get another woman
pregnant!”

An awkward silence settled over them, and
Jorem rubbed his hands over his face. This bargain sounded even
more ludicrous when someone else said it aloud. Solemi had agreed
to hand over her army and give up her aspirations to sit on the
Council. In return, she requested a single night alone with Jorem—a
night with a very singular purpose.

He had very nearly refused the offer. He
had refused, actually, though she had eventually convinced
him to change his mind. Even though he’d put her on the defensive
in their confrontation a few days ago, this bargain was the only
way to get everything he wanted. He could have killed her, sure, or
threatened her into submission, but doing so would have doomed
Highwind in the process. His power had grown beyond anything he
could have ever expected, but even as a dragon, he couldn’t defend
this city against Marcella’s fleet all by himself and guard
against betrayal by a woman who brought down Vel’shannar. The city
needed an army, and hers was the only option.

“After tonight, we put all of this behind
us,” Jorem said, taking a deep breath and standing. “Who knows,
maybe I’ll be able to talk her out of it.”

“That’s not going to happen and you know
it,” Valuri told him sourly. “Solemi wants a dragon baby in her
belly. Did you even stop to think about what that might mean in
twenty years?”

“I’m worried about surviving the next two
days. I’ll worry about the next two decades later.”

“Unbelievable,” she muttered, glancing back
and forth between him and Kaseya. She looked as annoyed with Kaseya
for not joining her side as she did with Jorem. “You two have lost
your minds.”

From the moment he’d heard Solemi’s offer,
Jorem had known that he would never earn Val’s approval for
something like this, but he was honestly more worried about Kaseya.
Her continued silence roiled his stomach. For some strange reason,
he almost wanted her to fight him on this. But instead she
had quietly accepted his decision, and the guilt was slowly gnawing
away at him.

A little guilt is a small price to pay
for victory. The cold, hard reality is that this is a good
deal for us and for Highwind. After today, everyone will be much
better off—assuming the city survives. And if it doesn’t,
well…

“There’s no point in dwelling on this when
we have other problems to deal with first,” Jorem said. “Let’s go
and speak with Selvhara.”

 


***

 


Selvhara felt Kaseya’s concern and anxiety
several minutes before the amazon arrived in the kitchen alongside
Jorem and the Senosi. The bonding collar didn’t allow the druid to
actually read Kaseya’s mind, however, so she genuinely had no idea
what was about to happen. All she knew was that none of them, even
the Huntress, seemed particularly happy about whatever they had
been discussing.

“It smells good,” Jorem said, smiling at the
stew simmering in the cauldron. “General Starwind will be pleased,
I’m sure.”

“I hope so,” Selvhara replied, and meant it.
The One God had released her from his direct control, though she
could still feel his presence in the back of her mind. She had no
doubt that he would reassert himself if she tried to beg for help
or spoil his plans in any way.

“We, uh…we need to talk,” Jorem said,
straightening his new brown jacket. The draconic transformation had
destroyed his old clothes, and General Serrane’s tailor had
provided him with significantly higher quality—and far more
fashionable—attire. Selvhara enjoyed how uncomfortable the finery
seemed to make him most of the time. He was far more roguish than
rakish, all things considered, and it was yet another thing about
him she found charming.

“Of course, my lord,” the druid said,
turning from the pot and bowing her head. “Anything you
desire.”

“He’s planning to tie you up,” the Huntress
said snidely. “Try not to get soaked just thinking about it.”

Jorem shot the raven-haired woman a baleful
glare before he turned back to Selvhara. “Look, I’m not sure how to
preface this, so I’ll just come out and say it.” He took a deep
breath and offered her a sympathetic smile. “I know you’re
convinced I’ll figure out a way to free you from Dathiel, but I
still don’t know if or how that is even possible.”

“You will find a way,” Selvhara said, and
again she meant every word. “You are a Wyrm Lord. You are the only
one who can save me.”

“I hope you’re right, I really do,” he said,
his voice grave. “But you warned us that your master might focus
his attention upon you at any moment, and when he does…well, you
were worried about what it could mean.”

He knows, Selvhara thought.
Somehow, Jorem knows what is really happening…

She wanted to smile but stopped herself at
the last moment. She sensed that the One God’s attention was still
mostly focused elsewhere, but she also knew that could change in an
instant if she reacted to anything too strongly. This might be the
opportunity to subvert his will that she had been waiting for. If
Jorem was already suspicious of her, betraying him wouldn’t be as
easy as Dathiel hoped…

“The bottom line is that I think it’s
probably safer for you and everyone else if you’re kept out of
harm’s way during the coming battle,” Jorem went on. “There are
cells in the Gray Citadel capable of restraining almost anyone,
even a werewolf. If you’re willing, I would like to—”

“That’s a marvelous idea!” Selvhara said, a
little too eagerly. She tried to force herself to contain her
elation but couldn’t.

This is perfect! They just have to secure me
before Dathiel realizes what’s happening…

Jorem arched a brown eyebrow. “You…you
really think so?”

“Absolutely,” she replied, her trembling
fingers setting down the stirring spoon. “You should take me to a
cell right away.”

Valuri groaned and folded her arms. “Gods, I
told you this would get her wet.”

“The Inquisitrix’s forces are still
downriver,” Jorem said. “They might not attack until tomorrow…or
they could even wait and form another blockade.”

“Regardless, it would be safer for everyone
if you secure me as soon as possible, my lord,” Selvhara told him.
Her heart fluttered anxiously as she waited for the One God to
reassert control, but he still seemed distracted. Perhaps she could
quickly tell Jorem what was really going on…

It’s too risky. If he focuses upon me now, I
could lose everything.

Kaseya stepped forward and placed a
comforting hand on the druid’s bare shoulder. “Are you certain
about this? The Citadel is not a pleasant place. We will not force
you to go.”

“We won’t?” the Huntress asked, frowning.
“Then what the fuck—?”

“Pleasant or not, I will endure,” Selvhara
said. “Temporary discomfort is a small price to pay to ensure our
safety. And as much as I would prefer to aid you during the battle,
I have no doubt that you will prevail on your own.”

The amazon eyed her for a long moment,
searching for any signs of dishonesty or doubt, before she smiled
and nodded. “Very well. Perhaps this is for the best.”

She turned back to Jorem, and the three of
them had a brief, hushed conversation while Selvhara finished
chopping the last few vegetables and tossed them into the stew. The
kavla would need to cook for several hours, but she was no longer
worried about providing the Ranger-General with authentic old-world
cuisine. She wished that Jorem had the ability to simply teleport
her to the Citadel—anything to restrain her before the One God had
a chance to realize what was happening.

Fortunately, Jorem didn’t tarry for long.
The four of them set out for the Citadel a few minutes later, Jorem
and Kaseya walking at her sides while Valuri trailed close behind.
Selvhara was thankful that the looming tower was just across the
bridge to the west of General Serrane’s estate. The druid’s heart
pounded harder with every step; she knew it was only a matter of
time before her master refocused his gaze on her.

Perhaps he has finally grown weary from
extending his consciousness beyond the walls of the Pale. He has
never focused on me this intently for so long.

Selvhara did her best to set aside her
latent dread and hope for the best. As a group, the four of them
attracted plenty of attention wherever they went. Most of
Highwind’s citizens still didn’t recognize Jorem as the dragon,
though the growing rumors of his amazon companion were probably
starting to change that. Kaseya’s statuesque physique drew long
looks from men and women alike wherever they went, and Selvhara
felt plenty of eyes upon her revealing clothes and willowy elven
figure as well. The Huntress should have drawn just as much
attention, given how much the people here rightly feared her Senosi
sisters, but Valuri wisely concealed her familiar leather armor and
red scarf behind the folds of a brown cloak.

The Citadel guards did recognize
Jorem, and Selvhara could see the combination of fear and reverence
in their expressions while he explained his plan to them—without
telling them specifically about her lycanthropy or connection to
Dathiel, of course. He was a surprisingly smooth talker, charming
and charismatic, and she wondered where he’d acquired such a useful
skill. Technically, Jorem had no official standing among the city’s
ruling elite; he wasn’t on the Council or in the Guard, and he
obviously wasn’t a noble. He wasn’t even from Highwind.

But if there was one thing that hadn’t
changed from the days of the Avethian Empire to the modern era, it
was that when a dragon spoke, everyone listened. Power was the one
constant in the multiverse, and the world quaked at Jorem’s passing
whether he wished to see the tremors or not.

The guards eventually led them inside,
though they seemed more than a little suspicious about why anyone
would wish to imprison a waifish elven woman who barely looked
strong enough to hold a sword, let alone swing one. Jorem had
eventually framed his request in terms of her needing protection;
he wove a reasonably clever tale about her fictitious escape from
Vorsalos and how she was concerned about the Senosi hunting her
down. Valuri added several gruesome details about what the Senosi
would do to an elven fugitive—all while casting a few meaningful
sideways glances at Selvhara—and eventually the men were convinced
enough to go along with the plan.

The Citadel itself was virtually empty,
which wasn’t particularly surprising given the current situation.
The Knights of the Silver Fist had been the prison’s official
wardens, but the Order’s near destruction in the wake of the
Shattering had made that arrangement impossible. Selvhara wondered
if anyone had escaped during the chaos…or if many of the inmates
had simply been left to rot.

Either way, this certainly wasn’t a place
she would have volunteered to stay in if the situation had been
different. The walls were dark and thick, and her sensitive nose
twitched at the pungent stench of death and despair lingering in
the cold air. Each of the levels appeared to be reserved for a
specific type of prisoner, from regular humans to dangerous
sorcerers to actual monsters. Their escorts were even more shocked
when Jorem suggested they put Selvhara on the level normally
reserved for monsters, but his deft tongue once again saved the
day—that, or the guards simply didn’t care enough to try to stand
up to a dragon.

He convinced the guards to give them a bit
of privacy once they reached the actual cell, and Kaseya swore
under her breath when she examined it.

“This is beyond inhumane,” the amazon said,
her blue eyes flicking about the widely spaced walls and high
ceiling, then finally settling on the heavy chains piled on the
floor. “This cell is meant for a beast.”

“That just gives her plenty of room to
shed,” Valuri grumbled. “Would you rather we stick her in a closet
somewhere?”

“This is perfect,” Selvhara assured them.
The cell was easily large enough to hold half a dozen minotaur—or
perhaps even a small dragon. The architecture didn’t suggest
Avetharri design, but it was possible that the humans who had taken
control of this land after the Empire’s fall could have built it to
imprison their elven enemies…

“There is nothing perfect about it,” Kaseya
said. “The smell is foul, and the shackles are degrading.”

“They are sufficient to contain me, and that
is all that matters,” Selvhara said, lifting one of the long chains
from the ground. The restraints were clearly designed for a much
larger creature. There was a chain connected to either wall, plus
another dangling from the ceiling. An actual beast could have been
immobilized or perhaps even held aloft if the chains were
tightened.

“This thing will barely fit around your
waist,” Jorem said, holding up one of the cuffs at the end of a
chain.

Valuri pointed to the small runes inscribed
upon the metal. “We should be able to activate the enchantment and
shrink them until they’re usable—there are plenty of manacles like
this in the Castarium.”

The Huntress was right. It only took a few
moments to resize the cuffs and fit them around Selvhara’s slender
wrists and neck. She tried to avert her eyes and keep herself as
calm as possible the whole time, lest the One God ruin their plan
at the last moment.

“Once we tighten the chains, she won’t be
going anywhere,” Valuri said, pointing to the crank on either
wall.

“I doubt that’s necessary,” Jorem said. “The
walls and door should be more than enough.”

His expression soured as his guilt visibly
ate away at him; he didn’t want to make Selvhara any more
uncomfortable than she already was. The sentiment brought a smile
to her lips—and a tingle to her quim, just as the Huntress had
predicted—but she knew she couldn’t afford to allow his compassion
to jeopardize his safety. This was about stopping Dathiel, not
her.

“I will endure, my lord,” Selvhara told him.
“Please, tighten the chains…just in case.”

Jorem studied her for a long moment, and she
could see the battle waging behind his brown eyes. She wanted to
cry out that they needed to hurry—they might only have a few
moments to subvert Dathiel’s plans—but she managed to keep herself
calm and smile sweetly instead.

“All right,” he whispered. “Let’s get this
over with.”

He and Kaseya cranked the chains until they
were taut. Once Selvhara’s arms were fully outstretched, they
adjusted the chain around her neck as well. The subtle pressure on
her throat sent an unbidden shiver of delight through her body, and
she desperately wished she could beg him to take her from behind
right there. The mere thought of a man—a dragon—having his
way with her while she was completely helpless…

The Huntress is more right about me than I
want to admit. If Jorem so much as kissed me right now, I would
melt into a puddle at his feet.

“That’s good enough,” Jorem said, his lip
curling with revulsion as he examined the three separate chains.
“Gods, I wish there were another way.”

“She’ll live,” Valuri muttered.

“Yes, I will,” Selvhara said. And so will
you and Kaseya.

Even in chains and with a cold, slimy grate
beneath her bare feet, she felt herself relax in a way she hadn’t
in days. She almost wished that the One God would shift his
attention back to her right now just so he could realize the depths
of his failure. A part of her still refused to believe that this
had actually worked.

“I promise, we will liberate you as soon as
it is safe,” Kaseya said, placing a strong hand on the elf’s
shoulder. “This injustice will not stand any longer than it has
to.”

Selvhara smiled as she sensed the amazon’s
sincerity. Kaseya might have hated this arrangement even more than
Jorem. She truly was a worthy companion for a Wyrm Lord. Selvhara
just hoped that one day they would be able to share him together in
peace.

“I’ll check on you tomorrow if there’s news
about the war,” Jorem said. “And I want you to let me know if the
guards mistreat you in any way.”

“I will, my lord,” Selvhara assured him. “I
only hope I am able to serve you again soon.”

“Oh, for the love of…” The Huntress smacked
her forehead and groaned in disgust. “I’ve had enough of this for a
lifetime.”

She spun on one of her stiletto heels and
left the cell. Jorem lingered for a few moments, and he eventually
placed his hand on Selvhara’s cheek and leaned in to give her a
quick kiss. The instant their lips touched, she felt a surge of
delight ripple through every part of her body. He could have asked
her to do literally anything and she would have eagerly
obliged.

“I swear, we’ll get you out of here the
moment it’s safe,” Jorem said.

“I will be waiting for you, my lord,”
Selvhara breathed.

He brushed her cheek one last time before he
finally turned and stepped out of the cell with Kaseya. Once the
doors were locked and Jorem was out of her sight, Selvhara’s eyes
immediately flooded with tears of joy. All she had to do now was
wait for—

Sarodihm!

The One God’s voice thundered into her mind
as the searing heat of his divine gaze focused upon her. Her arms
stiffened in her restraints as his power crashed over her, and for
a moment, she swore she could actually feel invisible Aetheric
tendrils clutching at her throat. Her master’s rage swelled like a
gathering storm, and she knew she would soon be a prisoner within
her own body again—but this time, he wouldn’t be able to break her
free.

“You’re too late,” Selvhara rasped as the
tendrils began to choke her. “The dragon is already gone…and soon,
he will destroy you!”

Her arms, no longer under her control,
tugged and tested the restraints. They didn’t budge—they
couldn’t budge, not even if he forced her to transform. In
between staggered breaths, Selvhara chuckled. Finally, after all
these centuries, she was beyond the reach of his—

Fool, the One God spat. Did you
honestly believe you could deny my will so easily? You are
mine, elf—now and forever.

Her smile faded. Her master’s divine
presence suffused her entire body, but she didn’t feel rage. On the
contrary, he almost seemed…amused.

You cannot hide from your destiny,
Sarodihm. You will destroy the amazon and drive the dragon to
madness. His fury will burn this city to ashes, and those that
survive the Reckoning will once again look to the rightful gods for
guidance. Only I can save them from the plague of
sorcery.

“Kill me if you wish,” Selvhara snarled
through clenched teeth. “But you cannot make me serve you—not
anymore!”

The pressure on her throat abruptly ceased,
and she felt his power recede from her body. For an instant, she
thought he might have shifted his attention away from her again…but
then she felt his presence lingering in the back of her mind, as
strong and oppressive as ever.

My servants will find you when the time is
right, Sarodihm, and the Wyrm Lord’s concubine will no longer be on
watch for your betrayal. He should have listened to the Senosi and
destroyed you when he had the chance. Like all the dragons before
him, his hubris will be his undoing.

“No,” Selvhara insisted. “No, I will
never…”

She trailed off when Dathiel’s presence
faded. She couldn’t sense him lurking in the farthest reaches of
her mind anymore; it was as if he had completely vanished. She
paused, panting for breath, as the first pangs of the Vastien
Glamor—the Wasting Echo—crept into her limbs. Elves were
typically less sensitive to Aetheric withdrawal than humans, but a
thousand years of bondage and dependence had likely changed that.
Over the next few hours, her body would begin to wither and rot
from the inside. The pain would intensify until she could barely
draw breath…

And the One God knew it.

He will leave me alone and broken until his
agents set me free, then he will order me to destroy Kaseya. And
thanks to the wolf’s blood and the Dal’Rethi collar, I’ll be able
to track her down anywhere in the city…

“Oh, gods,” she breathed, tugging futilely
at her restraints. “Jorem! Jorem, come back!”

Selvhara’s cries echoed through the empty
Citadel until all that remained was suffocating silence.

 


 



4

The Bargain

 


The last waning rays of the setting sun
greeted Jorem’s eyes when he strode out of the Gray Citadel, and he
was only slightly less relieved to leave the ominous tower than
when he and the girls had been actual prisoners a few months ago. A
guilty knot had been roiling in the pit of his stomach ever since
they had settled on this plan, and he still felt awful about it.
Selvhara’s gleeful acquiescence had honestly made him feel worse
rather than better; it just highlighted the injustice of such a
sweet woman being trapped in this position.

“Gods, you two look like we just walked out
of a crypt,” Valuri said as they passed the guards and started down
the steps. “Wolf girl will be fine. Better than fine, actually,
since she’ll be farther away from me.”

Jorem shared a quick glance with Kaseya. The
amazon could already sense how he felt, obviously, and he knew she
didn’t like this arrangement any more than he did. But there was
also no going back at this point, and given the available options,
he was still convinced they had made the right decision.

Or at least, the only decision.

He sighed wearily as he came to a halt at
the bottom of the steps. The air was already getting colder as
nightfall beckoned, and he could see snow flurries dancing in the
crimson sky over the eastern side of the city. He almost hoped for
a blizzard—snow and rough winds would seriously impede the
Vorsalosian ships and their wyverns. It might even open the
possibility of hit-and-run attacks to whittle down the approaching
army.

“General Serrane should be back home soon,
if she isn’t already,” Jorem said. “You two should head back to her
estate and continue strategizing. With any luck, her scouts
downriver have reported back with good news.”

“Or they never came back because they were
eaten by wyverns,” Valuri muttered as she tightened her red scarf
beneath her cloak. “And for the record, I still think it’s insane
for you to meet with Solemi alone. Actually, I think this entire
plan is—”

“We’ve been over this,” Jorem interrupted
more forcefully than he’d intended. “And I don’t want to argue
about it anymore. Just head back to the estate, all right? I’ll
return in a few hours.”

It took him a while to muster the willpower
to turn and look them both in the eye. Kaseya could surely sense
his lingering doubts about this whole arrangement. Solemi’s
“bargain” was objectively crazy in about ten different ways, not to
mention disturbing on multiple levels, but it would get them
what they needed to win this war. As for the price…

Well, at least he would be able to bear it
alone.

“If that is your wish, Maskari,”
Kaseya said after a moment. “We will coordinate with the
Ranger-General and await your return.”

Valuri glared at him for another minute, her
green eyes glittering as if they were probing his soul. She might
not have been wearing a bonding collar, but she knew him better
than anyone. She understood that difficult times demanded difficult
choices.

She just thought he was making the wrong
one.

“Let’s go, Red,” Valuri said at last,
tugging at the amazon’s arm. “If you’re worried about wolf girl
being miserable in there all alone, I’d be happy to strap on the
phallus and fuck you a few more times. Who knows, maybe I can
convince Serrane to join in…”

The Huntress turned and gently pulled the
amazon along. Jorem watched the two of them walk back toward the
bridge to the Artisan District, still wondering if this was all a
big mistake.

It’s too late to change my mind now. I might
as well get this over with.

Sighing heavily, he pulled up his hood and
walked northwest toward the Redwater District. Once again, he was
thankful that no passersby recognized him, and he made excellent
time despite the crowded streets. The Guard would most likely start
enforcing curfew soon, but at the moment, everyone was busy making
final preparations for the coming battle. Stores were boarding up
their windows, people were buying up whatever food they could find,
and soldiers were madly trying to erect barricades to cordon off
certain streets in case the enemy breached the walls.

When he rounded the corner, the Silken
Rose looked just as empty as when Jorem had come here a few
days ago. Even if Solemi still had a staff, her wealthy clientele
had either shuttered themselves in their mansions or fled east
upriver as quickly as they could. The city’s other brothels
were as busy as he had ever seen them, which spoke to Highwind’s
yawning class divide as much as anything could. The men who were
about to spill blood for the richest city in the Reaches—and the
whores who were serving them—were all too poor to leave. They would
all spend the night before the battle trading their last few
coppers for a final taste of joy.

Jorem wondered what was happening in
Vorsalos right now. He didn’t think of home much these days, given
how difficult it was to get wistful about hiding from the Senosi in
a cistern, but a small part of him couldn’t help but think about
what was going to happen in the wake of this battle. If the
Inquisitrix and her fleet prevailed, Vorsalos would become the seat
of a new empire almost overnight. Every city-state in the Northern
Reaches would fall under her sway, and if Selvhara was right about
Dathiel—an actual Fallen God—acquiring enough power to destroy the
Aether and escape the Pale…

Well, Jorem couldn’t even begin to imagine
what that kind of world would look like. Thankfully, he didn’t have
to, because he would almost certainly be dead.

If Highwind prevailed, on the other hand,
Vorsalos would surely fall into chaos the likes of which no one had
seen since the War of the Three Cities. Jorem didn’t know what the
Huntresses and Sanctori would do without their mistress to guide
them, but it surely wouldn’t be anything good.

Maybe Valuri will want to return home and
try to set things right. Escar knows that Kaseya will want to go
back to Nol Krovos and aid in the recovery. No matter what happens,
everything is about to change for better or worse…

Jorem buried the thought as he approached
the Rose. The future could wait; right now, he still had a
bargain to keep.

He strode up the polished steps, and he
wasn’t the least bit surprised when the door opened before he had a
chance to knock. Solemi’s brutish half-orc bodyguard was standing
on the other side, fully armed and armored but not actually holding
his giant ax. The man pointed past the foyer with a giant green
thumb, and Jorem silently nodded and stepped into the main room
with its empty stage surrounded by a ring of equally empty
tables.

“It really is incredible how much can change
in just a few short months, isn’t it?”

Solemi’s cool, cultured voice seemed to come
from everywhere at once. She materialized from the shadows around a
table by the wall, stepping forth like some kind of fey spirit…or
demon. She was clad in a diaphanous silver dress, and she floated
toward him with her usual ethereal grace.

“It feels like only yesterday that you were
sitting at that table weaving charm spells on my employees,” Solemi
went on with a smirk. The sweet scent of her perfume threatened to
weave a spell over him as surely as her actual magic. “And of
course, neither of us will ever forget what happened next.”

“You mean when you reached into my head and
took control of my body?” Jorem asked. “You’re right, I haven’t
forgotten that.”

“I remember the feeling when you entered me
for the first time,” she said, her eyes fluttering shut. “And I can
still feel your strong hands at my waist…”

“I’m so glad I made an impression,” he
muttered.

“You should be. I doubt either of us fully
understood the events we set in motion that day.” Her green eyes
reopened, and her smile turned so winsome it was almost painful.
“You were even better than I hoped. And the look on Kaseya’s face
while she watched her Maskari take me…I knew right then that
she was something special. There wasn’t a single spark of jealousy
in her pretty blue eyes. She just wanted to watch and learn so she
could please you better in the future.”

Solemi chuckled and slowly dragged her
finger down the length of his jacket. “I almost asked you to bring
her along. I assume you’re planning on breeding her soon as well.
She will make an excellent mother…”

Jorem grimaced. There was something
disturbing about hearing Solemi talk about breeding in such
stark terms. He couldn’t deny that he had imagined what it might be
like to have children with Kaseya someday…but so far, it had all
been idle daydreaming.

“We’ve been a little too busy trying to
survive the present to worry about the future,” Jorem said.

“Fair enough, though a man in your position
should be careful about fixating too much on the day-to-day when
there is so much at stake for our people,” Solemi said. “When this
battle is over, the echoes of your victory will ripple across all
of Torsia. The balance of power will be upended, and sorcerers
across the continent will rise up in the name of the new Wyrm
Lord.”

Jorem swallowed, a tremor of unease rippling
through him. “I think you might be getting ahead of yourself. We
haven’t won the battle yet.”

“But you will.”

“How do you know?” he asked. “Are you a
prophet and an illusionist now?”

“Sorcery is destined to prevail over
divinity,” she said flatly. “The age of the gods ended a long time
ago, and the world has been waiting for a new generation of dragons
to take their rightful place as its rulers. You’ve read the history
of the Avetharri—it was infighting, not the gods, that doomed their
empire. But you don’t have to repeat their mistakes. History has
given our people a chance to start again, and it is imperative that
we make the best of it.”

Jorem stepped away and crossed his arms.
“You and I must have read very different books. The Wyrm Lords were
never benevolent sovereigns—they were brutal oppressors, just like
anyone else who has ever wielded real power.”

“But you don’t have to be,” Solemi
told him. “When this is over, the Northern Reaches will spend a
decade recovering from the war, and Vorsalos will descend into
total anarchy without a strong leader to take the Inquisitrix’s
place. Its people will look to you, the dragon, to save them from
the chaos and lead them into the future.”

“We’ll see,” Jorem said. “But you have to
remember that I’m nothing like you—I don’t spend every other second
planning my grandiose rise to power.”

“You should…and I’m confident that you will,
in time.” Solemi chuckled softly and traced her hand down the front
of his jacket again. “But there is far more to your heritage than
fire and death. Do you have any idea what will happen when the
great kingdoms of the world learn about you? Noble families from
here to Varellon will be begging you to breed their daughters and
sire a new generation of dragons. You will have the opportunity to
build alliances across the world. In time, you could forge your own
empire!”

Jorem shivered. “You’re already making me
regret this deal.”

“Oh, come now, it will be glorious!”
Solemi told him. “Queen Malareth of Nelu’Thalas, the Imperators of
the Crell Sovereignty…every ruler in the world who hasn’t blinded
themselves to the power of the Aether will wish to earn your favor.
And you, the true Dragon of Highwind, will be able to have any
woman you want.”

“I already have the women I want.”

Solemi chuckled again. “It’s obvious why
they’re drawn to you. You have a certain…presence about you.
I knew you were special even before I learned the truth about the
legacy in your blood.”

“Uh-huh,” he muttered. “Look, I didn’t come
here to be patronized. We made an agreement.”

“Yes, we did,” she said, arching an eyebrow
at one of the nearby tables. “You could take me right here, if you
wish, though I suspect we will both be more comfortable
upstairs.”

The offer triggered a wave of fierce,
familiar desire. Jorem was seriously tempted to spin her around,
bend her over, and rip her dress wide open—not out of lust, but out
of sheer frustration. His mind was more convinced than ever that
this was a bad idea—maybe even the worst idea he’d had in a long
time—but unfortunately his cock didn’t agree. He was already as
hard and ready as when he’d entered the Silken Rose for the
first time, an amazon he barely knew and scarcely understood at his
side, and he had no doubt that he could give Solemi what she wanted
despite the fun he’d had with Val and Kaseya this afternoon.
Selvhara must have been right about the legendary stamina and
libido of the Wyrm Lords…

“Upstairs,” he managed to get out.

Solemi gave him a smile that was somehow
warm and wicked all at once. “As you wish, Wyrm Lord.”

He followed, half in a trance, as Solemi
turned and led him to the spiral stairs along the wall, and he
wasn’t the least bit surprised when she ascended and finally
stopped outside the same private den where he had coupled with her
for the first time. A single glance down the hall revealed that all
the other rooms had been cleared out, but not this one. The purple
bedding and plush pillows looked as comfortable as ever, and the
air still smelled faintly of lilacs.

One day, I’ll look back on this and realize
Val was right—I should have just burned this whole place to the
ground.

“Please, have a seat,” Solemi said,
gesturing to the bed as she led him inside. “I want you to be as
comfortable as possible.”

Jorem swallowed anxiously as he idly
fidgeted with the collar of his jacket. He felt nearly as awkward
as the first time he’d entered a brothel as a teenager back in
Vorsalos. His stomach had started to flutter, and his hands were
getting clammy.

Gods, what was I thinking when I agreed to
this?

“Oh, don’t give me that look,” Solemi
scolded. “You and I aren’t guileless fools desperate to steal a
first kiss. There is no reason we can’t enjoy one another’s company
one last time.”

“I don’t know, I can think of several,” he
murmured.

She clucked her tongue as she effortlessly
lifted the straps of her dress from her shoulders. When the
shimmering silk garment fell to the floor, Jorem could no longer
ignore the half-elf’s otherworldly beauty. Just like the first time
he had looked upon “Silhouette,” he was enraptured by her
impeccable mix of human and elven features. Her slender figure and
plump breasts were flawlessly cradled by scant, silvery lingerie,
and she looked right into his eyes as she seductively sank to her
knees in front of him.

“I read every tome about the Wyrm Lords I
could find in the library of Vel’shannar,” Solemi whispered as her
skilled fingers expertly opened his trousers. “The vast breeding
harems of the dragons are well known, but many of them also kept
pleasure slaves as well. Even the carnal appetites of the modern
drow pale in comparison to the Avetharri…”

His manhood was stiff, aching, and ready
well before her fingers curled about the thick shaft and pulled it
free. She smiled hungrily as the swollen tip throbbed in front of
her waiting lips.

“As magnificent as I remembered,” she cooed.
“A stem worthy of power and domination—a stem worthy of a
dragon.”

Jorem moaned as she delicately dragged her
soft, experienced tongue up and then down the length of his shaft.
Hopefully, Kaseya had sensed his growing arousal soon enough to get
somewhere private…

I knew all along that I wouldn’t be able to
hide this bargain from the girls forever, but I really didn’t want
to argue about it until after the deed was done. Kaseya will accept
my decision eventually, but Val…well, she isn’t as easily
mollified.

“Do not worry yourself, my lord,” Solemi
said, holding her half-open mouth just in front of the tip. The
heat of her breath—and the sight of her abasing herself in front of
him—sent a shudder of delight cascading through him. “Your amazon
will barely feel a thing.”

Jorem blinked. “What?”

“Dal’Rethi collars can be suppressed the
same as any other work of artifice,” the half-elf replied with a
sly grin. “I shielded this room…I knew you would appreciate the
privacy.”

Before he could ask her how she had possibly
managed such a feat, Solemi opened her lips wide and swallowed his
cock whole. The fiery grip of her throat and tight suction of her
mouth were as intense as any cunt, and he couldn’t help but close
his eyes and clench his jaw. He could have easily let himself go at
any moment, and he couldn’t deny that there was a part of him that
wanted to quickly pull out and shower her face and tits in a
primal, masculine display of dominance. But their bargain wouldn’t
be complete until he spilled deep inside her.

Until he bred her.

“Oh…!” Solemi gasped in delight when she
finally pulled back, her lips glistening. “Your harem should thank
you every day for the chance to worship such a powerful idol.”

Jorem groaned as he raked the fingers of his
right hand through her silver-blond hair. Forget spilling all over
her—all of a sudden he wanted to hold her against him, gurgling and
helpless, as he pumped the seed she so desperately desired right
down her fucking throat. He wanted to suffocate her with his
cock.

Gods, what is wrong with me? For all I know,
she could be inside my head right now. She might want me to spill
just to keep me here longer. With her, anything is possible…

“I’m not like the rest of your harem, Wyrm
Lord,” Solemi crooned as she gently kissed his tip again. “I’m not
merely the woman kneeling before you—I can be anyone you wish.”

The Aether swirled around her almost like a
thick fog, and when Jorem blinked away the haze, he found himself
looking down upon a statuesque elven woman with brilliant sapphire
eyes, rich golden hair, and a pair of heels so high they made
Valuri’s boots look flat.

“Do you remember me, Jorem?” Solemi said in
the cultured, commanding voice of the Highwind Academy
Headmistress, Telanya. “I will never forget that night when you
conquered me in front of my husband…”

“Escar’s mercy,” Jorem breathed, rubbing at
his eyes even though he knew it wouldn’t help.

“Or perhaps you prefer something
more…familiar,” Solemi said, twisting the Aether and weaving
another illusion. Her hair, body, and skin all changed, and a
heartbeat later, Jorem was staring down at Kaseya. “So young, so
innocent, so eager to please…”

She swallowed his cock again, prompting
another uncontrolled gasp of delight. When his hands reflexively
squeezed at her red ponytail, he could have sworn that the real
Kaseya was eagerly performing her morning ritual.

“She is special, isn’t she?” Solemi asked in
Kaseya’s voice but her own intonation, leaning away and dragging
her fingertips down past her heaving breasts to her taut, muscled
stomach. “I’ve no doubt that you will breed her many times, and she
will rightfully thank you for the honor of bearing a Wyrm Lord’s
children.”

“That’s enough,” Jorem rasped. “No more
games.”

Kaseya—no, Solemi—smiled devilishly.
“Perhaps you are weary of the familiar and would prefer something
more exotic?”

This time, it was more than just her face
that transformed. Her olive skin turned a lustrous dark gray, and
her athletic human body shifted to a sleek, sinewy elven frame.
Solemi giggled, her painted red lips a stark contrast to her drow
visage, as her hair turned white and her eyes became an even
brighter luminescent blue.

“The dark elves consider lovemaking a skill
worthy of long study like any other,” Solemi said with Varassa’s
husky, accented voice. “The techniques I could show you would light
a fire in your dreams for centuries…”

She inhaled his manhood yet again, and
between the exotic allure of her visage and the furnace that was
her mouth, Jorem nearly lost control. Stories about the matriarchal
Underworld had pervaded the surface ever since he’d been a boy, and
every red-blooded human man had surely imagined what it would be
like to dominate a proud, arrogant dark elven woman.

Or maybe that’s just me. Then again, is
there any type of pretty woman I haven’t imagined on her knees?
Probably not.

He grabbed a handful of her white hair and
forced himself deeper into her throat. He had the satisfaction of
hearing her gag on his cock, and if he hadn’t already fucked the
girls that afternoon—and pumped a load down Kaseya’s gullet that
morning—he surely would have exploded.

Jorem finally had to yank her hair and pull
her off to maintain control. Her red lips were soaked, and yet
again he couldn’t help but imagine how sexy her gray skin would
look covered in thick, gooey ropes of his seed. Apparently, Valuri
had rubbed off on him even more than he thought.

“So good,” she said, panting and staring up
at him. “But this still isn’t what you really want, is it?”

She chuckled as her visage shifted once
more. Her half-elven figure returned, as did her familiar green
eyes. But her hair turned short and blond, and Jorem knew from
descriptions that this must have been what Solemi had looked like
years ago before she had been captured by the drow. She was every
bit as beautiful but a thousand times more sweet and innocent.

“You want the real me, don’t you?” she
asked. “You want a meek little half-elven girl ripe for
conquest…”

His right hand, still entangled in her hair,
nearly slammed her mouth onto his cock. A surge of primal
lust—primal need—crashed over him and washed away the last
of his inhibitions. He didn’t just want to fuck her—he wanted to
defile every part of her.

Grabbing hold of her slender shoulders, he
hoisted her off her knees and flung her onto the bed. She squealed,
surprised and delighted all at once, but he didn’t give her a
chance to recover. After pulling off his trousers and tossing aside
his jacket, he lunged on top of her. For a moment, their bodies
were one, her breasts pressed against him, her legs along his, his
weight pinning her to the bed as their faces hovered mere inches
apart.

But instead of shoving her legs apart, he
roughly flipped her over onto her stomach. While his right hand
pushed her face deep into the pillows, his left smacked her
pristine pale ass hard enough to leave a mark. Solemi squealed
again, and she eagerly arched her back and presented herself for
him like a bitch in heat. Jorem ripped apart her panties, jabbed
his swollen stem up to her yearning folds…

And drove into her as hard as he could.

Solemi let out a muffled cry of pure
fulfillment, pure ecstasy, as her flesh parted around him and he
buried himself to the hilt inside her. Her mixed-blood cunt was
every bit as tight and scorching as he remembered. Even before he
starting thrusting—even before he saw her hips churning in rhythm
with his—he could feel the walls of her quim squeezing and cradling
his cock, already trying to milk him of every drop of his draconic
seed.

“Take me!” Solemi demanded, her voice still
muffled by the sheets. “Breed me!”

Jorem growled as he slammed into her with
reckless abandon. Their past didn’t matter. What she’d done to him
didn’t matter. His blood boiled just like when the draconic
ascension had first taken hold of him down in the Underworld. He no
longer felt like he could control his actions; he had become more
of a beast than a man.

No, not a beast—a dragon. The true
rulers of this world.

He roared as he smacked her ass again, not
with a human hand but with a dragon’s claw. His skin shifted into
red scales, and he felt himself growing and growing until his tunic
began to rip…

“Wux…re…sini!”

The words, harsh and guttural, had come from
his mouth even though he didn’t understand them. If the thickening
girth of his manhood hurt her, Solemi gave no sign. On the
contrary, the harder he thrust, the more delirious she became.

“More!” she stammered. “Fuck me! Breed
me!”

Snarling, Jorem pushed her head even deeper
into the pillows as he slammed into her again and again and
again—

And then he finally gave her what she
wanted. He unleashed a bestial roar as he buried himself and
exploded deep inside her, flooding her womb with his seed. His body
heaved with every spurt, pleasure singing through him, and Solemi’s
slender body shuddered as if it were about to burst…

Jorem’s vision went black, and he lost all
sense of time and place as an undertow of exhaustion dragged him
under. When his eyes finally cleared, his hand—fleshy and not
scaled—was clutching a handful of Solemi’s blond hair. Her ass was
still held high in the air, and his slowly wilting cock remained
lodged within her tight, fleshy walls. If she were any other woman,
she would have looked completely and utterly dominated right now.
Yet when she turned her head to smile at him, something about the
sheer joy on her face made it appear as though she were the one in
control despite the man mounting her from behind.

“Perfect,” she breathed. “Lil ulin zhal
knan wund uns’aa…”

Panting for breath and slick with sweat,
Jorem released his hold on her hair and leaned away. His manhood
slipped out of her folds, and she quickly placed a hand over her
quim as if she were terrified to let even a single drop of his seed
escape.

“The bargain is fulfilled,” she said
breathlessly, her green eyes twinkling as she craned her neck back
to look at him. “Was it as unpleasant as you feared?”

Jorem watched, still stunned, as she
carefully rolled over. He knew he had filled her to the brim, but
the last time he’d awakened his dragon during sex, Selvhara had
literally overflowed. Gods, I wouldn’t be surprised if she wove
some kind of spell to keep it all inside her. The drow are rumored
to have all kinds of strange fertility rituals and magic…

“The Rebirth has begun,” said, her eyes
fluttering giddily. “I look forward to hearing of your victory
soon, my lord.”

“You know, you could always stay and help
fight,” Jorem said between gasps. “With your powers, you
could—”

A wave of darkness suddenly eclipsed his
eyes, and he recoiled and blinked as if he had just walked into a
cloud of smoke. When his vision finally returned, he was still
staring at the bed…except Solemi was nowhere to be found.

What the…?

Jorem glanced around the room. His trousers
and jacket were still on the floor, though her dress and ripped
lingerie were not. Even the sheets where she had been lying down
had turned cold. It was as if she had never been there at all.

“You’re fucking kidding me,” he groaned as
he rubbed his eyes one last time. He was really, really
starting to hate illusion magic.

Growling angrily, he hopped off the bed and
snatched up his trousers. This entire ordeal had been even stranger
than he had expected, but as long as the Darkwind army stayed and
fought like she had promised, it would be worth it.

Probably.

Maybe.

Hopefully.

“Fuck…” he hissed, tossing one last look at
the now-empty bed. He had a feeling that this wouldn’t be the last
time the Black Mistress set foot in Highwind—or the last time he
made a choice that would almost certainly come back later to bite
him in the ass. Dubious decisions—those might have been his
true blood legacy.

 Swearing under
his breath, he pulled on his jacket, ran a hand through his tousled
hair, and strode for the exit.
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Eternal Bonds

 


“Knight-Commander, huh? And all you had to
do was save the entire Order from annihilation.”

Julian Cassel turned and raised his brow at
the tall, dark-haired man approaching from inside the bell tower
atop the Silver Temple.

“If I’d known it was that hard to get a
promotion, I might have become a mason instead,” Sir Arden Kerth
said, a sly smile on his lips. “Then again, maybe you’re just going
about this all wrong, sir. All the rest of the Conclave had to do
was get old and nag the right people.”

Cassel rolled his eyes and turned to stare
back out over the walled courtyard surrounding the temple. The sun
had disappeared over an hour ago, and without its glare to keep the
cold at bay, a bitter chill had already taken hold over the city.
If not for the warmth of the Aether coursing through him, he would
have already retreated inside to huddle near a fireplace.

“Getting old helps,” Cassel said, shuffling
in place on the balcony. It was only forty or fifty feet off the
ground, but the wind was definitely stronger up here than down with
the aspirants. “Getting lucky is even better.”

“Luck didn’t break the siege, sir,” Kerth
told him. “Luck didn’t liberate the Silver Tower.”

“I suppose that depends on your perspective.
Tahira is the one who saved the Order, and the only reason I ever
met her is because I got captured.”

Kerth came to a halt and braced his arm on
the balcony’s marble railing. “When you put it that way, it sounds
more like incompetence than luck. I’ll have to remember to mention
my own embarrassing failings the next time I’m up for a
promotion.”

Cassel snickered and flashed the younger man
a smile. “Just for that, I should demote you back to squire. Or
maybe promote you to Knight-Captain—I’m not sure if you’d hate the
paperwork more than you hated cleaning out stables.”

“An impossible choice if there ever was
one,” Kerth said, chuckling softly before his expression finally
sobered. “I did everything I could to get the recruits ready. I
don’t know how effective they’ll be without magic, but I figure the
more swords we have on the walls, the better.”

“Our barriers will make or break us,” Cassel
said, tilting his head west. The overcast sky had almost completely
swallowed the moon, but there were enough scattered rays that he
occasionally caught sight of wyverns in the air over the mountains.
“We just don’t have enough men to protect the entire city. We’ll
have to consolidate our forces and hope that General Serrane can
defend our flank.”

“And the dragon.”

“And the dragon,” Cassel murmured. “Escar’s
mercy, it still doesn’t seem real…”

Shaking his head, he turned away from the
railing and gestured back into the temple. Kerth followed his lead,
probably just as happy to get out of the cold as everyone else.

“The rumors of the dragon’s power become
more outlandish every day,” the younger man said. “Though I suspect
most people just aren’t sure what to believe yet. First a giant
purple dragon seizes control of the city for the Black Mistress,
then a giant red one shows up and torches the warship blocking the
river. I can’t really blame anyone for thinking it’s the end of the
world.”

“Or the beginning of a new one,” Cassel
said. The temple’s enormous bell hung silently in front of them,
but when he peered over the railing, he could see all the way down
to the main hall on the bottom floor. Tahira was there right now,
her long red hair a stark contrast to her black priestly vestments.
The knights Cassel had handpicked to guard her were nearby, as were
several squires she had recently imbued with power.

“When we were out in the plains planning to
retake the city, I was a lot more concerned about the girl than I
was about the battle,” Kerth said, following his commander’s gaze.
“Now I’m worried that we won’t be strong enough to protect
her.”

Cassel nodded gravely. “There’s a story in
one of Highlord Kastrius’s old books about the Conduits who once
ruled most of Varellon. They were basically the mortal avatars of
the gods until the Wyrm Lords eventually destroyed them. Though
honestly, their lives seemed miserable in a lot of ways. They were
so important to the survival of their kingdoms that they were
locked away in vaults where no one could reach them. Everyone knew
that if their Conduit died, their entire civilization would
collapse. Their servants would lose the ability to channel in a
heartbeat…and then rot away and die from the Wasting Echo.”

“What a lonely life,” Kerth murmured. “But
frankly, sir, I wish we could lock her somewhere safe, at
least for now. The Inquisitrix will absolutely send her Senosi to
try and kill Tahira. If they succeed—”

“Then the battle is over,” Cassel finished.
“Dragon or not, Highwind won’t survive without us to defend
it.”

Kerth nodded gravely. “So what is
your plan, sir? By this time tomorrow, the city could be under
siege again. Perhaps we should stick her in the Citadel?”

“Absolutely not,” Cassel said. “You wouldn’t
even suggest that if you knew what it was really like in
there.”

“Uh…sorry, sir,” Kerth stumbled. “I just
meant that—”

“I would rather keep Tahira here where I can
keep an eye on her,” Cassel went on. “I had planned to defend her
myself, but Crowe wants me on the walls giving orders.”

“So that’s why he really promoted
you,” Kerth mocked. “He’ll get to sit back and finish off the wine
stores while the new guy gets eviscerated by wyverns.”

Cassel snorted. “If only it were that
simple.”

Kerth chuckled and eyed the massive sword on
the other man’s back. “Is that your new badge of office, sir? I
didn’t think the smiths had the resources to make any new
blades.”

“They don’t,” Cassel said. “It was a
gift.”

Kerth whistled softly. “Damn. Maybe I do
need to shape up so I can get one of those for myself.”

Cassel grinned. Thinking about the blade
reminded him of the unprecedented—and frankly
unbelievable—faith that Crowe had just shown in him. Whether
Retribution actually was one of the legendary Bâl
Frohim blades almost didn’t matter; the fact that it
might be was enough to make it feel ten times heavier than
it was.

He still felt a little uncomfortable lugging
it around, but he sure as the void wasn’t going to leave it lying
around his quarters unattended. While the sheath on his back was
far too awkward for actual combat, it allowed him to keep the
weapon close at hand.

“Morning will be here before we know it,” he
said. “You should get some sleep. I want you and the rest of the
men refreshed and ready to maintain as many barriers as possible
tomorrow.”

Kerth nodded. “We won’t let you down,
Captain. Sorry—we won’t let you down, Commander.” He smirked
again. “That’s going to take some getting used to.”

“You’ll manage,” Cassel said with a dry
smile. “And one last thing, actually: head down to the docks and
make sure the ballista crews have finished. I don’t want any
problems while we’re trying to shoot down those damn wyverns.”

“Yes, sir,” Kerth replied, offering a casual
salute as he turned and descended the stairs.

Cassel lingered for a few minutes, his eyes
fastened upon Tahira down below. He could feel the Aetheric energy
flowing from her to every paladin in the city, and he couldn’t help
but marvel yet again at the unfathomable turns the world had taken
in such a short time. If someone had told him a few months ago that
the Three Corridors would collapse, or that the Order’s only
salvation would be an Eternal Priestess…

Julian.

He didn’t so much hear the word as
feel it in every part of his body. Tahira was looking up at
him, her dark green eyes twinkling. He smiled and raised his
gauntlet before he started down the steps to join her.

“Every knight has been healed!” she
announced, practically bouncing forward to meet him the moment he
arrived on the main level. “And I didn’t need to restore a single
connection today.”

She was brimming with joy, and she probably
would have leapt into his arms if the hall weren’t so busy. Her
giddy expression made her look even younger than she already
was.

And more beautiful.

“Almost fifty knights,” Cassel said, smiling
back. “And you’re not having any trouble maintaining the
bonds?”

“It gets easier every day,” Tahira told him.
“Some of the aspirants have been asking me to grant them power as
well, but I have been reluctant to forge any new bonds. I wasn’t
sure what you’d think.”

“What I think is that we should take this
one step at a time,” he said, gesturing down the long hall leading
to his quarters. “If there’s any lesson to be had from the
Shattering, it’s that we need to be a lot more judicious about how
and when we use our powers.”

“Because of the Wasting Echo?”

“Because of a lot of things,” he said,
lowering his voice as they walked. The temple wasn’t normally this
busy after nightfall, but the constant flurry of preparation had
started to make him feel like they were living in a zoo. Aspirants,
priests, squires…they scurried about at all hours these days.

Still, given the option, he would obviously
choose the endless bustle over the quiet agony of the Wasting Echo
any day. The Order felt alive again. Even if it didn’t last,
it was a pleasant reminder of the way things used to be.

And, Escar willing, the way they could be
again.

They reached his quarters without being
harangued by anyone, which Cassel considered nothing short of a
minor miracle. He dismissed Tahira’s guards at the door, and once
the two of them were safely inside, he shut his eyes and took a
long, deep breath.

Or started to, until Tahira lunged into his
arms and kissed him.

“Nnn…!” Cassel moaned as he braced himself
against the door and kissed her back. A current of Aetheric energy
crackled between them, and he swore the tiny hairs on his arms and
legs stood upright. When she pulled him close, his hands
reflexively slipped inside the silky folds of her black robe and
settled upon her waist. The energy seemed to intensify the longer
he held her, and eventually he felt the current surging through
every part of his body.

Her tongue and hands seemed desperate for
his touch despite all the time they had spent alone together these
past few days. Since he didn’t completely trust anyone else to
defend her—and since the entire Order hinged on her safety—he had
insisted on staying with her every night. He had made love to her
in every imaginable way, but she always wanted more.

And the best part of every night is figuring
out how to give it to her.

Tahira smiled sweetly when she eventually
leaned back, her green eyes glittering. “I do not know if the
Eternal Lady can hear my prayers or not,” she said. “But I thank
her every night for sending me a protector in my time of need.”

Cassel grunted softly and forced himself to
breathe. The echo of her touch reverberated through him, begging
him to ask for more. It wasn’t quite as uncomfortable as the
Wasting Echo, but it felt far too similar for his tastes.

“I wouldn’t sing my praises yet,” he said.
“None of us can predict what’s going to happen over the next few
days, but we need to be prepared for the worst.”

“I am ready to do whatever is required,”
Tahira said. “The knights will all be drawing power from me at
once. I expect that the experience will be quite…harrowing.”

Cassel nodded silently. Her powers had grown
every single day since they had first realized she was a Conduit,
but that still didn’t mean she was ready for the storm the
Inquisitrix was about to unleash. Empowering a dozen knights to
battle a token army outside the walls of the city was one thing;
empowering those same knights to project massive barriers was
something else entirely.

The Silver Fist had used the same technique
to hold off the orcs during the Winter War, but they’d also had
hundreds of knights rather than dozens. And at the time, they had
all unwittingly been drawing from the Fount of Velhari, not a
living person. They had no way of knowing how well—or even if—she
could hold up.

If she can’t, this battle will be over
before it begins. The dragon will be our only hope…

“I have been waiting for this all day,”
Tahira breathed as she pulled open the front of her robe and gave
him a clear, unobstructed look at her porcelain breasts and bare
belly. “Please, take me however you—”

Cassel reached out and caught her wrists
just before she could undress. She looked up at him, her dark green
eyes as full of confusion as disappointment.

“Wait,” he said despite the growing fire in
his loins. His codpiece was getting more uncomfortable by the
moment, but they really did need to talk.

“Have I done something wrong?” Tahira asked,
her voice so soft it was almost pitiful.

“Not at all,” Cassel assured her. “I just
want to make certain we’re as prepared as possible for tomorrow. We
still don’t know when the Inquisitrix will attack, but I doubt
she’ll just sit by and allow us to keep bolstering our
defenses.”

Tahira nodded slowly as he released her
wrists. “I understand. I promise, I will not disappoint you.”

“I’m not worried about that in the least,
believe me,” Cassel soothed as he leaned away and began to unstrap
the sword from his back. As he approached the nearby equipment rack
on the right side of the room, he remembered that he would probably
be given new quarters soon. He was almost ashamed, considering how
lavish his accommodations already were. The living area of the
L-shaped quarters was already twice the size of the one he’d
started with as a full knight, as was the adjoining bedroom behind
the door on his left.

“I know we’ve talked about it before, but I
think it’s worth repeating,” he said, setting Retribution
upon the rack. “There are still Senosi hidden somewhere in the
city, and I guarantee they’ll come for you—soon.”

“And you will be here to defend me,” Tahira
replied. “Together, we shall defeat them.”

“Commander Crowe wants me to take command of
our forces,” Cassel told her. “I can’t do that from in here, but
I’m also not willing to leave you alone.”

Tahira paused, her eyes flicking anxiously
between him and the blade. “I will be able to sense everything that
is happening, and I can easily pass along orders to the knights
through the bond.”

“I wondered about that. You can communicate
with everyone now, not just me?”

“Yes—though our bond remains the strongest,”
she said a little too quickly, as if she were afraid he might think
otherwise. “I sense the others all the time. I can feel their hopes
and their fears. It can be somewhat…distressing.”

Cassel nibbled at his lip, and he braced his
hand on the back of the plush chair in front of the smoldering
fireplace. He couldn’t even imagine what it must be like to be
intimately connected to so many other people. She was the nexus of
the entire Order, a living river feeding a multitude of lakes and
streams.

A Conduit to the unfathomable power of the
gods.

“I wish I knew how to help,” Cassel
murmured. “We know so little about the Conduits of the old world.
They must have learned all sorts of tricks we can’t even
imagine.”

“I don’t need tricks—I have you,” Tahira
said, gently pushing her robe from her shoulders. As always, the
sight of her plump breasts and smooth, unblemished skin made his
heart race. “That is more than enough.”

She leaned forward and kissed him. Her
fingers had grown quite adept at unfastening his armor, and they
demonstrated their prowess yet again tonight. It only took her a
few minutes to strip him down to his smallclothes, and he was just
about to sweep her up into his arms and carry her into the bedroom
when a heavy gauntlet knocked at the door.

“What is it?” Cassel asked, annoyed at how
hoarse he sounded.

“Sir, Ranger-General Starwind just arrived.
She wishes to speak with you.”

Cassel wilted. He knew he shouldn’t have
worried—Serrane had made it clear many times over that her people
didn’t view sex or relationships the same way as humans. In theory,
she wouldn’t bat an eyelash if she walked into the room while he
was busy fucking another woman senseless. But for whatever reason,
he still felt like a squire who had just been caught in the stables
with a farmgirl.

“Send her in,” he said, clearing his throat.
He tossed a glance back at Tahira, assuming she would be scrambling
to get dressed, but she hadn’t moved an inch. She simply eyed the
door, her nakedness on full display. Cassel’s blood froze when he
realized she had no intention of covering up, and he practically
dove to the floor to grab her robe and toss it over her
shoulders.

The door opened a few moments later, and
Serrane’s scowling face and determined stride revealed her mood
before she uttered a single word. “There you are,” she said. “I
figured you’d—”

She paused and arched a golden eyebrow at
the sight of him in his underclothes. “Did I interrupt
something?”

“Uh, n-no, not really,” Cassel said as his
face flushed with embarrassed heat. “W-we were just—”

“Julian was about to make love to me again,”
Tahira declared proudly.

The air rushed out of Cassel’s lungs. His
knees went so weak he had no idea how he managed to stay
upright.

“Is that so?” Serrane said, crossing her
arms over her chest as she glanced between the two of them. “And
here I assumed he would be working hard all night to prepare the
city for an attack.”

“He has been training the squires and
organizing the city’s defenses all day,” Tahira said. “He was also
promoted to Knight-Commander.”

“So that’s what Crowe was doing instead of
attending the Council meeting,” Serrane muttered, her eyes settling
on Cassel again. “It sounds like you’ve had a busy day.”

He cleared his throat and turned to Tahira.
“Could you, uh, could you give us a few minutes to speak in
private?”

Tahira glanced between the two of them, her
eyes hardening ever so slightly when she looked at Serrane. “Of
course,” she said, finally closing the front of her robe. “I will
be in the bedroom whenever you wish to copulate.”

She turned and walked away, and Cassel
didn’t breathe until she had shut the door behind her. His cheeks
were probably beet red, and he would have given just about anything
to be somewhere else right now.

“Well, that was…illuminating,”
Serrane said, unable to hide a wry smirk. “Apparently, I should
have taken my time walking over here.”

“You’re not making this any easier,” he
mumbled.

“Maybe that’s the point.” Serrane snickered
and sauntered close enough to place her hand on his chest. “As much
as I love watching you squirm, I don’t understand why you’re so
embarrassed. The moment you left the city with that girl, I knew
what would happen.”

Cassel pursed his lips. “Why?”

“Because I’m not an idiot, Julian. You’re a
handsome man in his twenties, and she’s a pretty girl who thinks
you’re her savior. Besides, I saw the way she looked at you when
you returned to the city.” Serrane shook her head knowingly. “Do
you really think I’m that dense?”

“No!” he protested. “It’s just that…well,
we’ve barely had time to talk about anything these past few days.
We’ve pretty much been in our own little worlds trying to get
ready.”

“I know, and it’s time to change that,” she
said, stretching up on her tiptoes until her lips could reach his.
“That’s why I’m here.”

She leaned forward to kiss him, and every
spark of tension left in his body drained away when he wrapped his
arms around her slender waist. He had fallen in love with Serrane
for more reasons than he could count, but this reminded him of just
how special she really was. She didn’t feel the least bit
threatened by the fact he had been spending so much time with
another woman.

Not that she should have been. She remained
the best thing that had ever happened to him. Even a Bâl
Frohim blade—literally a sword out of legend—was nothing
compared to the affection of a highborn elf. And he wasn’t the
least bit afraid to say it.

“You should know by now that I’m not the
type of woman who shies away from a little competition,” Serrane
said slyly. “You shouldn’t be, either. You could learn a lot from
Valuri.”

Cassel grunted softly. “Is that so?”

“Absolutely. Do you think there’s anything I
could learn from that priestess?”

“I may be a big, dumb paladin,” he said,
“but even I’m smart enough to avoid that trap.”

“Clever boy,” Serrane said, cupping his
cheeks in her hands. “Gods, I’ve missed you these past few days.
We’re both finally back at home and we still haven’t been able to
find time to be together.”

“The burdens of command,” Cassel whispered.
“What about the dragon? Is he as tame as you’d hoped?”

Serrane snorted. “Jorem is…well, he’s not
what anyone would expect when they think about a dragon. But his
powers are real, and he has as much reason to hate the Inquisitrix
as anyone.”

“If he can sink the rest of the fleet like
he did that war galleon, we might all live to see a new tomorrow
after all.” Cassel shook his head. “There are times when none of
this feels real. Conduits, dragons…it would be nice if we had a few
years to figure all of this out instead of a few days.”

“We’ll manage,” Serrane assured him. “We
always do.”

Smiling, Cassel kissed the tip of her nose,
ran his fingers through her lustrous golden hair, and then abruptly
hoisted her up into his arms. She giggled as she clamped her thighs
around his waist and her arms around his neck, and she kissed him
again when he pushed her up against the wall. His manhood swelled
against her; he could feel the heat of her quim even through her
trousers. If they had been alone, he would have already buried
himself deep inside her.

But they almost never were these days, and
that was the whole problem.

“There’s…there’s something we need to talk
about,” Serrane whispered between his frantic kisses.

“Is it about why you don’t wear skirts more
often?” he asked, nibbling at her lips. “Because they’re a lot more
convenient.”

She snickered. “It’s freezing outside!”

“But it’s scorching in here,” he said,
pressing his cock against her so hard that a soft moan escaped her
lips.

“I won’t stop you from buying me something
nice with your new Commander stipend,” Serrane breathed. “But this
is important. I wanted to talk before…well, before whatever is
going to happen tomorrow.”

He frowned. She almost seemed
nervous, which was incredibly out of character for
Highwind’s stoic Ranger-General. He feared that something had gone
wrong, but then she smiled and placed her hand on his face.

“I have good news,” Serrane said. “I’m…I’m
pregnant.”

The air rushed out of his lungs again, but
this time he wasn’t sure if it would ever come back. He stood in
place, paralyzed and uncertain, and his grip on her thighs faltered
until he dropped her altogether.

“Pregnant?” he gasped. “But…how?”

Serrane cocked an eyebrow. “Do they really
not teach you about that in knight school? I suppose it
would explain the behavior of some of your squires over the
years.”

“No, I mean…” He coughed and struggled for
words. “When?”

“You’ve tried your best plenty of times
since Icewatch,” she pointed out. “Though not nearly enough
recently for my tastes.”

Cassel continued staring down at her, heart
hammering, still wondering if all of this—the war, the dragon, the
sword, the beautiful elven woman standing before him—was merely an
illusion after all.

“You don’t seem thrilled,” Serrane said
quietly.

He blinked and snapped himself out of his
stupor. “Are you kidding? This is…this is amazing.” He
reached out and placed his hands on her exposed belly. “I
just…shit, I’m sorry. I just wasn’t expecting…Escar’s mercy!”

Cassel knelt in front of her and kissed her
stomach. She giggled and held him against her as her hands ran
through his short brown hair.

By the gods, she’s pregnant. Pregnant! How
does this seem more incredible than dragons and Conduits and swords
of legend?

“This…this changes everything,” he breathed,
kissing her belly again.

“It’s a lot to think about, I know,” Serrane
said. “I honestly wasn’t sure if I would ever want to start a
family, but—”

“We should get married,” Cassel blurted
out.

She stared down at him incredulously.
“What?”

“We should get married,” he repeated with a
grin. “Whenever the war is over.”

Now it was her turn to stare blankly,
paralyzed and uncertain, as he kissed his way down her stomach and
started unfastening her belt.

“Julian,” she whispered, shaking her head.
“I told you before that my people don’t marry.”

“Your people also don’t live in human
cities,” Cassel said. “Or sleep with human paladins.”

Her mouth opened several times, but no words
escaped her lips until he finished opening her belt and pushing her
trousers off her hips. Her bald elven quim was every bit as slick
and scorching as he expected, and the rich scent of her arousal
wafted from her pink, barely parted labia.

“Julian, are you really…?” Serrane swallowed
and clutched the sides of his head in both hands. “Are
you…proposing?”

“Absolutely,” he said, smiling. “I want to
marry you. I’ll summon one of the priests right now if you want to
make it official.”

He had never seen her so dumbstruck, not
even back in the White Ridge when he had first told her that he
knew about her secret identity as “Faewyn.” This moment felt far
riskier. He should have been terrified that she would refuse, or at
the very least rebuff the idea as silly human nonsense. She had
explained her people’s traditions at length. Highborn slept with
whoever they wanted, whenever they wanted. Even their queen took
multiple lovers.

But for whatever reason, Julian Cassel had
never been as certain of anything in his entire life. He was going
to marry her, and he was going to spend his life making her the
happiest woman in the Reaches.

“Serrane Starwind,” he whispered, “will you
marry me?”

She stared down at him, blue eyes wide and
body trembling. He leaned up and kissed her belly again, his gaze
never leaving hers. “Please say yes.”

Her lips slowly but surely curled into a
smile. “Yes.”

Cassel smiled so wide his face hurt. “Now
hold still,” he told her. “I don’t have a ring yet, but I have
another gift I hope will tide you over.”

With his hands still holding her waist, he
crouched down low enough for his mouth to kiss her quim. Her entire
body seized up as he dragged his tongue across her swollen clit,
and he swore she almost fainted when he pushed inside her puffy
folds. Her carnal nectar was as sweet as ever, and he feasted upon
her hungrily, ravenously, his tongue sweeping her hot, silky
walls until she cried out and clutched the back of his head to hold
her against him.

Her knees wobbled so unsteadily after her
climax that Cassel was genuinely surprised she didn’t slide down
the wall and melt onto the floor. He would have gladly devoured her
all night, but he knew from ample experience that she would want
him inside her as quickly—and as roughly—as possible.

He had never been more eager to oblige.

Squeezing the outside of her smooth thighs,
he promptly stood and lifted her back up into his arms. Her long
legs clamped around him once more, and she moaned in delight when
he pushed her against the wall again. Her core was like an inferno
with only the thin layer of his underclothes separating his cock
and her quim. All he needed to do was—

“Wait!” Serrane interrupted in between
gasping breaths. “Not yet…”

Cassel frowned. “Not yet? But
what—”

“Take me into your room,” she said, her eyes
glinting devilishly as she locked her arms around the back of his
neck. “Tahira is in there waiting for you.”

His mouth opened, but his throat went so dry
it took a moment to find his voice. “But…”

“I don’t have a ring for you, either, but
you still deserve a gift,” Serrane said, flashing him another
coquettish smirk as she brought her lips to his ear. “I want to
watch you fuck her, Julian. Can you do that for me?”

His fingers clawed into her thighs.
“Anything for you.”

“Good,” she whispered, biting down on his
earlobe. “Because when you’re done, I expect you to fuck me twice
as hard.”

 


***

 


Serrane swore she could actually feel the
blood rushing into Julian’s cock as he swelled against her wet,
waiting core. She couldn’t believe he didn’t burst free—frankly,
she couldn’t believe she wasn’t begging him to throw her onto the
floor and mount her like an animal. She had never wanted to feel
him inside her more than this moment, but she was also so
deliriously hot right now that she wanted a cunt on her tongue
almost as much as a cock down her throat.

If they were going to get married, the least
he could do was share.

Julian was sprinting toward his bedroom a
heartbeat later, Serrane still held aloft in his strong arms. When
the door burst open, Tahira was lying naked in his bed, her knees
parted as if waiting for him to come ravage her nubile flesh. She
looked up at the two of them, her eyes wide in confusion.

“I need your help with a little problem,
dear,” Serrane purred, hopping out of Julian’s grip and unclasping
the straps of her breastplate. “A big problem, actually,
from the looks of it…”

Serrane dropped to her knees the instant she
tossed her breastplate aside. Julian’s hard, throbbing cock sprang
out of his underwear at the slightest touch, and she eagerly
lathered the tip with her tongue. She wondered how the human girl
would react. Would there be outrage? Jealousy? Fear?

But Tahira didn’t hesitate for a second. Her
emerald eyes lit up with delight, and she practically dove off the
bed and slid down onto her knees next to the elf.

“Here,” Serrane said, offering the girl his
stem. “Show me what you can do.”

Tahira smiled as she curled her fingers
around the shaft and began stroking him. Her eyes quickly flicked
up to his, and she leaned forward and swallowed the tip. Julian
moaned in appreciation as he feathered his hand through her flowing
red hair.

Personally, Serrane was more interested in
the rest of the girl’s bountiful assets. The elf reached out and
gently squeezed Tahira’s plump human breasts, then leaned in to
suckle her increasingly hard nipples. The priestess let out a
muffled moan of ecstasy, though whether it was from Serrane’s
ministrations or Julian working his cock down her throat was
difficult to tell.

“Don’t you dare spill,” Serrane warned him
between licks. “You better have enough to fill us both
up.”

Snickering impishly, the elf turned her
attention back to the girl’s wonderful tits. Serrane rarely found
herself jealous of human women, but she couldn’t deny that their
bulkier frames had a few advantages over their elven
counterparts—two, to be precise. Serrane continued greedily
suckling Tahira’s nipples while Julian took a firm hold of the
girl’s skull and fucked her throat. She was clearly up to the
challenge of taking his full length, and Serrane couldn’t help but
wonder how many times he had already broken her in.

If only Valuri could be here, too. Gods, I
should have brought the enchanted phallus along…

Serrane eventually let the girl’s pert
nipples slide from her mouth as she kissed her way down to Tahira’s
stomach and eyed the faintly glowing red tattoo on her belly. The
symbol almost looked like the top of a decorative staff or scepter,
and it seemed oddly familiar. Serrane wondered if she had seen it
somewhere in the libraries of Nelu’Thalas when she had been
younger…

Either way, the symbol wasn’t made of ink
like a normal tattoo, nor was it inscribed with vatari dust like
Valuri’s Senosi markings. It was more like a birthmark…and when
Serrane gently grazed it with her fingertips, she could feel an
enormous current of Aetheric energy coursing through the girl’s
body.

“Faarea,” she whispered. Even having
seen what Tahira could do, actually feeling the nexus of
power inside her was…well, awe-inspiring, to say the least. This
girl may have been the closest thing to a real goddess the world
had seen in eons.

That just makes watching Julian ruthlessly
throat-fuck her even more arousing.

“Oh, gods!” he cried out as he abruptly
pulled his cock from the girl’s mouth. Serrane half expected him to
burst all over Tahira’s face, but thankfully he kept his stem under
control.

“On the bed, dear,” Serrane said, tapping
the girl’s arm and pointing with her chin. “I want to watch him
fuck you.”

Tahira’s eyes widened, and Serrane swore she
could hear the girl’s pulse quicken. The priestess’s lips, still
glistening with spittle, curled into a girlish smile as she leapt
to her feet, raced over to the bed, and laid down on her back. When
she spread her legs, chest heaving with anticipation, Serrane was
seriously tempted to rush over and sample her quim. Human women had
a unique, heady taste she had always found irresistible.

But they would have time for that later.
Julian was ready to burst, and Serrane desperately needed
something inside her while she waited for him to finish.
Besides, she had already enjoyed a taste of the girl’s nubile body.
Now it was time to return the favor.

After planting a quick kiss on the tip of
Julian’s cock, Serrane stood and sauntered over to the bed. She
swung her leg over Tahira and straddled the girl’s face, wondering
distantly if the Eternal Priestesses learned how to pleasure one
another like the Senosi did. Valuri’s skills were unparalleled, but
if Tahira was inexperienced, she concealed it with raw enthusiasm.
Her tongue rapidly lashed at Serrane’s clit, driving the ranger
inexorably toward another climax.

She beckoned Julian to join them, though it
wasn’t as if he needed the invitation. He was on the bed before she
even saw him move, and he took hold of Tahira’s soft, smooth calves
as he positioned his cock at her yearning entrance. Serrane smiled
and cupped his face in her hands.

“Take her,” she breathed, pulling their lips
together for a kiss. “Take her hard.”

Julian clenched his jaw and groaned as he
thrust his manhood inside her. Serrane had never watched him fuck
another woman before, but the sight of his cock vanishing between
Tahira’s thick folds didn’t make her the least bit jealous—on the
contrary, it made her quim burn so hot that even the girl’s
enthusiastic tongue couldn’t quench the flames.

“Oooh!” Serrane cooed as Julian began
slamming deeper and harder into Tahira’s cunt. The tiny hairs on
his chest had begun to stand upright, and a crackle of Aetheric
energy surged throughout his entire body. Serrane could feel it
even without touching him—it was like he was fucking a living
lightning bolt. She felt the same spark of power surging through
the girl’s tongue as she delved deeper into her folds, and Serrane
threw back her head as a climax washed over her.

Seeing his lover—no, his
fiancé—trapped in the throes of passion pushed Julian over
the edge as well. He growled like an animal as he pushed Tahira’s
legs farther apart, their slick skin slapping together over and
over and over…

“Give it to her!” Serrane demanded
breathlessly. “Fill her up!”

He spent with a triumphant roar, flooding
the priestess’s womb with his seed. Tahira cried out at the same
instant, her tongue freezing in place within Serrane’s molten quim.
Shudders of ecstasy rippled back and forth through all of them like
the aftershocks of a quake, and Julian practically fell off the
edge of the bed from weariness.

The instant his wilting stem slipped out of
Tahira, Serrane crawled over the girl to take his place between her
legs. The ranger spun all the way around, head down and hips high,
so she could properly feast on Tahira’s velvety folds—as well as
share in Julian’s bounty.

And a copious one it was. His seed was
already seeping from the girl’s quim, and Serrane made sure to lap
up every drop. The excitement of tasting his offering from another
woman’s cunt ignited her own yet again, and apparently Julian found
the sight irresistible as well. She felt him grab her belt and pull
her trousers from her slender legs, and his manhood was hard and
swollen again when his tip nuzzled between her folds.

She couldn’t imagine how sodden she must
have been, though a part of her was tempted to beg him to take her
ass. Her bowels had been neglected for far too long…but then again,
so had her quim. And something just felt right about having
him spill inside his women one after the other…

“Fuck me, Julian!” Serrane practically
screamed, utterly unconcerned about anyone hearing them through the
walls. “Fuck me hard!”

She was so wet he thrust all the way inside
her tight elven cunt with ease, and she buried herself back in
Tahira’s glistening folds while he pounded into her. The girl
seized up in another climax when Serrane nibbled gently at her
clit, and she seemed to lose the ability to breathe entirely for
seconds at a time. Meanwhile, Julian grabbed a firm hold of
Serrane’s golden locks and jerked her head backward as he slammed
and slammed and slammed into his fiancé…

He is going to be my husband. I am going to
be the mother of his child. Oh, gods!

Serrane climaxed so hard her vision nearly
blacked out, and she felt Julian’s glorious release flooding into
her mere seconds later. Just thinking about the fact that his seed
had already taken root inside her womb made her fingers claw into
the sheets and her toes curl in delight.

“Escar’s…oh…” Julian breathed, releasing his
hold on her hair and smacking her ass before a wave of exhaustion
crashed over him. She felt his manhood slowly slip out of her as he
leaned away, spent and sated.

Grinning impishly, Serrane climbed back up
over Tahira. The priestess, still breathless, looked up in
confusion until the elf straddled her face again. When Julian’s
seed began to drip forth, the girl smiled and began to enjoy her
own feast.

“It’s still early,” Serrane said. “We still
have plenty of time to learn how to share.”

 





6

Stormfront

 


For the better part of the last century,
Vorsalos had been the most important naval power on the Broken Sea.
The City of Ravens commanded an armada of nearly a hundred
warships, and their dread fleet had dominated the merchant trade
along the coast from Vorsalos to Talisham for decades. By all
rights, Vorsalos should have won the War of the Three
Cities—Graygale and Ostvara had only mustered a few dozen vessels
each, and Highwind had never been a naval power. Yet somehow, the
Knights of the Silver Fist and their defensive magic had turned the
tide of the war. A ragtag fleet of merchant vessels and galleys had
managed to sink the Raven’s Pride and kill the Lord Admiral.
Vorsalos had nearly torn itself apart in the chaos following his
death.

The age of anarchy is nearly over. A new
order rises, and the gods shall once again bring peace and harmony
to the faithful.

Inquisitrix Marcella steered her wyvern
higher and higher above the Reachwend until the beast nearly
touched the clouds. A few thousand feet below her, the new
Vorsalosian armada filled the Reachwend like a flock of waterfowl.
The glint of the setting sun off the waves and sails reminded her
of home, and she couldn’t help but wonder what might have happened
if the amazons of Nol Krovos had ever seriously assaulted the
mainland. Her people may have been few in number, but they never
would have made the same tactical mistakes as arrogant nobles. They
could have brought order to this chaotic land themselves had they
so desired.

But if they had, the moshalim cowards
would have controlled everything.

Marcella ground her teeth. Her thoughts had
turned to Nol Krovos quite often these past few days, and she was
eager to return and finish what she had started by destroying the
Fount. The Fas’Gor rebellion had probably gained
considerable strength by now. The Unblooded of Nol Pratos had long
been denied basic dignity by the Matriarch and the Mosh’Dalar, but
all of that would change once Marcella destroyed the last Wyrm Lord
and harvested the Godsoul fragment from the Eternal Priestess. Soon
piety and faith, not chance, would be the sole corridor to
power.

One Conduit. One Goddess. One hope for the
future.

Her wyvern screeched when she kicked its
flank and urged it into a dive. The evening air whistling through
her mask was like ice on her skin, and a massive winter storm was
gathering on the eastern horizon. Visibility was already poor and
getting worse by the second; she could barely even make out the
ships of her fleet from here. Her forces weren’t planning to attack
until tomorrow, since it would allow her armada extra time to
properly spread throughout the channel, and if anything, the
brewing storm should have encouraged her to stay the course. The
advantage was hers, after all, and conventional military logic held
that intervening factors like weather would only benefit the weaker
force.

But there were more variables at play here
than the elements. Highwind’s entire defensive posture relied on
two individuals: the dragon and the priestess. The sooner Marcella
destroyed them, the sooner this wretched age could come to an
end.

Her wyvern leveled its descent as she
finally approached the fleet below. A vast array of caravels and
galleys surrounded her flagship, the Queen’s
Vengeance. Built just a few years after its sister ship, the
Purity’s Hammer, the Vengeance was a marvel of modern
engineering and artifice. Stretching two hundred feet long and
another fifty wide, the mighty galleon could have easily blockaded
the Reachwend all by itself…if not for the presence of a Wyrm
Lord.

Marcella’s mind flashed with images of the
dragon’s fiery breath annihilating the Hammer and its crew.
Even now, days later, she could still feel the echo of her bound
channelers dying as the flames consumed them. She hoped that the
dragon’s victory would make him overconfident; much of her strategy
depended upon it, in fact. If he wished to destroy the
Vengeance, he would open himself up to dozens upon dozens of
ballistae mounted on the rest of the fleet, not to mention the
scores of wyvern riders waiting patiently for a chance to avenge
their fallen comrades.

Tightening her grip on the reins, she
steered her mount down onto the main deck of her flagship. One of
her golden-armored Sanctori was waiting for her, as were several of
her Crimson Flame channelers. The former held her spear straight as
she stood at attention, while the latter dropped to a knee and
lowered their heads in the presence of their Conduit. When Marcella
climbed down from her saddle, even her wyvern laid completely flat
against the deck in its own display of deference.

“Your honor us with your presence, my
queen,” the Sanctori, Veleca, said from behind her golden helmet.
“The fleet is at your command.”

Marcella strode forward and eyed her
servants from behind her mask. While her bound channelers had
obviously sensed her approach, they were all still confused (and
more than a little terrified) by her impromptu appearance on the
front lines. They all knew that their fates were bound to hers; if
she fell in battle, the Wasting Echo would destroy them even if the
warriors of Highwind did not.

In the ancient world, mortals understood
that no power came without a price, the voice of the Godsoul
said into her mind. They pledged their bodies and their souls to
the gods, and in return for their service, the gods protected their
people. That is the world you must resurrect.

Marcella lifted her clawed gauntlet and bade
her servants to rise. Many of her bound channelers had never
touched the Aether before she had empowered them, yet they were
already reliant upon its energies. Had circumstances been
different, she likely would have rationed her power more
carefully…though perhaps the Godsoul was right and this was the
correct path forward. Her channelers understood their place far
better than any mere soldier ever could. She was more than just
their queen—she was their goddess, and they were quite
literally nothing without her grace.

“Report,” Marcella demanded, bolstering her
voice with the Aether to ensure that it carried across the whole
ship despite the fluttering sails and the waves breaking against
the hull.

“The fleet is nearly in position, mistress,”
Veleca said. “The lead ships will be ready to cast anchor by
daybreak, and we can begin bombardment by mid-afternoon…assuming
the storm cooperates.”

Marcella cast her gaze east upriver. The
deepening fog was already too thick to actually see Highwind from
this distance, but she knew it wouldn’t be far now. They were only
a few hours away from Hastien’s Fall, and the city would roll into
view on the horizon shortly thereafter.

My Sarodihm servant waits within the walls
of the Citadel. Unleash her, and she will ensure the dragon’s
destruction—and your final ascension.

“I have no intention of waiting for the
storm’s permission,” Marcella said. “Nor are we going to wait until
tomorrow to strike.”

Veleca’s golden helmet tilted fractionally.
“Mistress?”

“Jurisa and her Huntresses are already in
position, and the enemy has provided us with a unique opportunity
to sow chaos,” Marcella said. “We may even have a chance to destroy
the dragon before he can threaten the fleet.”

Veleca shook her head. “I don’t
understand.”

Marcella grinned beneath her mask, once
again struck by just how much her relationship to her servants had
changed in such a short period of time. Before Nol Krovos—before
the Fount—the Sanctori and the Senosi had been her most trusted
advisors. But since the vatari crystals tattooed into their flesh
severed them from the Aether, they could never be truly
bound to her will. She couldn’t communicate her desires to
them in an instant, nor could she properly discipline them for
their failures unless they were brought directly before her. The
Senosi traitor, Valuri Sorvaal, was proof enough of that.

Once you have consumed the Aether and
destroyed sorcery, your former servants will no longer serve a
purpose. If you cannot control them, you cannot trust
them.

“I trust them more than I will ever trust
you,” Marcella spat.

Veleca took a step back and shared a
confused glance with the channelers behind her. “I…I beg your
pardon, mistress?”

“Never mind,” Marcella said, balling her
claws into a fist and pacing across the deck. She had clearly spent
too much time brooding in her throne room surrounded by the voice
of the Godsoul. Her outburst had sent it into retreat, but she
could still feel its presence lurking somewhere deep inside her. It
seemed to be growing more insistent by the day. The change was
disturbing, to say the least.

“I do not recommend attacking before the
storm clears, my queen,” Veleca said carefully. “The wind and ice
will severely reduce the accuracy of our ballistae, and the wyverns
will not be nearly as fast or maneuverable in a storm.”

Marcella took a deep breath and pivoted back
around. “The enemy archers will be similarly impeded, and the
darkness will greatly benefit our forces already hidden within the
city.”

“Perhaps, but…” Veleca paused for a moment
and gathered herself. “With all due respect, my queen, I am
concerned about your presence here above deck. Perhaps you should
go below where I can ensure your safety from—”

“I will not cower in a cabin below decks and
hide from the battle,” Marcella interrupted. “Not now, not with the
stakes as high as they are. In fact…” She returned to her wyvern’s
side and placed her gauntlet upon his scales. “This time, I plan to
join the fighting myself.”

She could feel the collective gasp of her
servants even with the wind whistling in her ears. When she turned
around, Veleca was frozen and speechless. The channelers behind her
were stiff with dread.

“You should have more faith in your queen,
Sanctori,” Marcella said. “I led our forces into battle on Nol
Krovos, and I shall do so again here.”

“O-of course, mistress,” Veleca said,
tipping her golden helmet. “I meant no disrespect.”

Marcella snorted and raised her voice again.
“This battle will be unlike any other fought in this age,” she
said, as much to the crew as to her channelers. “A Wyrm Lord had
arisen, and the forces of discord are already gathering under his
banner. He cannot be defeated by arrows or catapults or swords.
Only my power—the power of divinity—can destroy the dragons
once and for all.”

Veleca slowly nodded. “I understand,
mistress. What are your orders?”

Marcella glanced out over the edge of the
ship as the silhouette of Highwind finally rolled into view on the
crimson horizon. “My orders are simple,” she said, smiling beneath
her mask. “We attack.”

 


***

 


“Off-hand, I can’t decide what’s crazier,”
Valuri commented as she peered out of the bedroom window and down
the moonlit streets. “The fact that a bunch of drow exiles are
going to help defend the city, or the fact that I’m barely even
fazed by it. Half the orc clans from the Shattered Peaks could show
up at the gates and I’d almost consider it normal at this
point.”

“It is strange…and unsettling,” Kaseya
commented beside her. Her eyes were locked on the throng of
Serrane’s Duskwatch rangers and Solemi’s dark elf assassins
congregating in the street just outside the Ranger-General’s
estate. In theory, they were about to break into small squads and
spread across the city. While the Knights of the Silver Fist would
defend the walls, these fireteams would try to hold the
streets.

Assuming the drow didn’t just loot the city
blind and crawl back beneath the surface.

“I suppose war often breeds strange
alliances,” Valuri muttered. “I wonder how many of them backfire in
the end?”

She folded her arms over her chest and paced
over to the bed. Serrane had just set out for the Silver Fist
Temple, and Jorem still wasn’t back from his “meeting” with Solemi.
Under different circumstances, Valuri would have insisted on making
the most of her quiet time alone with Kaseya. The amazon’s tight
little cunt could always use more punishment, and Valuri’s Senosi
hunger would never refuse a fresh meal.

But for the first time in as long as she
could remember, the Huntress simply wasn’t in the mood. Her stomach
churned every time she thought about Jorem’s “bargain” with Solemi.
He was almost certainly correct that the Darkwind army was worth a
small personal sacrifice, but that didn’t mean Valuri had to like
it.

“What in the bloody void is taking him so
long?” she muttered, crossing her legs as she sat down on the edge
of the bed. “You felt him finish a while ago.”

“He is on his way,” Kaseya said, closing her
eyes and touching the ruby in her collar. “I can feel the chill of
the air on his skin.”

Valuri sighed. “I still can’t believe you
agreed to this. You’re the one who has to feel him fucking another
woman.”

“I have felt him copulate with other women
many times.”

“I know, and I don’t understand why it
doesn’t bother you. I mean, it’s one thing to know he sleeps
around, but having to feel it every time he does?”

Kaseya turned and arched a red eyebrow. “You
would rather I be upset when he makes love to you?”

“No, but that’s different,” Valuri said.
“You and I, we’re…I don’t know, we’re a team.”

“I see. Well, should Jorem or I be upset
that you slept with General Serrane?”

“That’s also different.”

The amazon cocked her head. “I fail to
understand how.”

“It just is,” Valuri grumbled. She closed
her eyes and ran her hand through her hair, annoyed at her own
frustration. Genuine emotions were strange and uncomfortable
things, and she really hated it when they crept in on her
unexpectedly.

“I do not trust the Black Mistress any more
than you do,” Kaseya said, striding over and sitting on the bed
next to the Huntress. “But I do trust Jorem. He is my
Maskari, and he will always return to me. He is also a Wyrm
Lord—spreading his seed will ensure the revival of the
dragons.”

Valuri snorted. “Are we sure that’s a good
thing?”

“Selvhara believes it is.”

“Selvhara believes a lot of crazy
things.”

Kaseya arched another eyebrow and gently
brushed her fingers through Valuri’s dark hair. “You would prefer
the dragons die out?”

“The dragons have been dead for a
long time, and the Wyrm Lords weren’t exactly the benevolent
stewards of civilization. The Dragon War did almost destroy the
entire world, you know.”

“What I know is that our ignorance of
history is vast,” Kaseya said. “Even Selvhara said she only lived
during the final days of the Avethian Empire. There are thousands
of years of history that she isn’t familiar with.”

Valuri sighed and placed a hand on the other
woman’s smooth, athletic thigh. “What are you getting at, Red?”

She shrugged. “Only that our
kind—sorcerers—have been harassed and hounded and killed for a very
long time. What if Jorem is meant to change all of that? What if
his seed is destined to restore the world?”

“Then you better stop swallowing every
morning.”

Kaseya blinked. “What?”

“Never mind,” Valuri said, squeezing the
amazon’s leg. “Look, I don’t really believe in destiny or any of
that bullshit, but maybe that’s just because I’m not a sorcerer. I
also have a hard time wrapping my head around the fact that Jorem
is…well, I met him in a cistern, remember? And now he’s fucking
flying around as a dragon.”

She felt Kaseya’s big blue eyes studying her
face even without turning. “What is really bothering you?”

Valuri pursed her lips. This is Kaseya,
not one of my Senosi sisters. I can open up to her—she won’t use
what I tell her to backstab me later. So why is it still so fucking
hard to say anything?

“I suppose it’s all this talk about him
‘spreading his seed’ or whatever,” Valuri said. “It’s just that…I
don’t know, you pledged yourself to him, Red. You’re his girl in a
way I can never be.”

“That is not true,” Kaseya insisted,
touching the Huntress’s shoulder. “We share his affections. He
cares deeply for both of us!”

“I know, but…” Valuri pushed her tongue hard
into the back of her teeth as a realization slowly washed over her.
“Look, you can give him something I never can, Red.”

The amazon shook her head. “To what are you
referring?”

“You can get pregnant!” Valuri said,
gritting her teeth. “And considering all you’ve done for him, it
seems…wrong for him to plant his first dragon baby in the
belly of a treacherous whore, that’s all.”

She closed her eyes and averted her face,
though she could still feel Kaseya’s gaze upon her burning cheeks.
A moment later, the amazon embraced her in a warm, loving hug. It
was only then, when she felt a warm droplet slide down her cheek,
that Valuri realized she had started crying.

“You hide your feelings so well I sometimes
forget that you have them,” the amazon said, lifting Valuri’s chin
and giving her a soft kiss. “You regret that you cannot give him a
child?”

“I don’t know, maybe,” the Huntress
whispered. “I’ve never really wanted to be a mother. For one, I
don’t ever want to see my tits sag. For two…well, I’d be terrible
at it.”

Kaseya smiled. “I doubt that very much.”

“It’s a moot point regardless. All Senosi
are barren.” Valuri paused and touched the other woman’s face. “But
you aren’t, and you deserve more.”

The amazon’s eyes filled with warmth. “You
really do care about me.”

“Obviously,” the Huntress sniffed. “I
wouldn’t fuck you so hard if I didn’t.”

Kaseya chuckled and pulled her in for
another kiss. Normally, Valuri’s hunger would have flared out of
control and compelled her to feed, but not this time. She wasn’t
aroused so much as…contented. It was a bizarre and frankly
uncomfortable feeling.

When their lips finally parted, Valuri
shrugged and dragged her fingertips along the amazon’s golden
collar. “You told me before that the magic in this thing keeps you
sterile, right?”

“It shields my womb so that my
Maskari can enjoy me whenever he wishes,” Kaseya confirmed.
“Amazons would not be effective warriors if our moshalim
were constantly getting us pregnant.”

“I suppose that makes sense. But when Jorem
gets back…” Valuri awkwardly clicked her tongue against the roof of
her mouth. “Maybe you should consider taking it off for a bit. You
know, to see what happens.”

“The outcome is not in doubt. Considering
how often we fornicate, he would likely impregnate me very
quickly.”

“Is that something you want?”

Kaseya smiled. “Very much so, yes.”

“Then it’s settled,” Valuri said. “When he
gets back, we’ll have to change up your morning ritual.”

The amazon giggled and kissed her again.
This time, Valuri couldn’t contain her hunger; the sparks of magic
on Red’s tongue were just too irresistible to ignore any
longer.

“All right, enough of this girly shit,”
Valuri said, pulling away and wiping the tears from her cheeks.
“Where’s the phallus?”

“Right where you left it,” Kaseya replied
breathlessly. “But Jorem will be back soon.”

“Who cares? Your cunt is mine
tonight, bitch.” Valuri snickered as she traced her fingertips down
the amazon’s soft neck. “I’ll leave your pretty mouth for him if he
wants to join in.”

“But you told me that I needed to
stop swallowing if I want to get pregnant,” Kaseya replied
playfully.

“Yeah, well, I’d still love to see him shove
his dragon cock down your throat and snap your collar right then
and there,” Valuri said with a wink. “The night is young, after
all.”

 


***

 


The trip from the Silken Rose to
Serrane’s estate felt longer than ever before, but Jorem knew he
was just walking slower than normal. Even the chill of the
nighttime air and the accompanying haze of snow flurries couldn’t
motivate him to pick up the pace. The truth was that he didn’t
want to go back, at least not right away. He was still sour
at Solemi for disappearing and sour at himself for agreeing to her
insane bargain in the first place. But every time he spotted a
cluster of Darkwind soldiers in the streets, he was promptly
reminded that he had done this for a good reason. Without the Black
Mistress’s forces, Highwind wouldn’t stand a chance.

It might not stand a chance anyway, of
course, in which case he would have planted the seed of his
potentially deadly progeny in the belly of a woman of dubious
intent and gained nothing in return. It wasn’t exactly the kind of
glorious legacy one would read about in the history books.

Then I guess we better win, huh? As if we
needed any extra motivation.

Jorem spared a glance back at the Gray
Citadel as he crossed the bridge to the Artisan District. Even the
imperious tower was getting harder to see thanks to the thickening
fog, but he hoped that Selvhara was doing all right in her cell.
Locking her away was yet another decision he could easily live to
regret. If anything happened to her while she was in there…well, he
wasn’t sure he could forgive himself—or stop Kaseya from going on a
rampage.

He arrived at the estate a few minutes
later. Dozens of Serrane’s Duskwatch rangers were scattered about
the streets nearby, and most of them were grouped together with
Solemi’s dark elven loyalists. It was a strange sight, to be sure,
but for some reason it actually made him feel a lot better about
their chances. The Inquisitrix and her Senosi wouldn’t shy away
from playing dirty, so perhaps having a few drow on their side
would level the playing field. If nothing else, their presence
would certainly come as a surprise to any Vorsalosian soldiers who
made it over the walls.

Serrane’s guards let him inside the estate
without any hassle, and he could hear the moans and cries of the
girls having fun upstairs the moment the door opened. He smiled
despite himself—he should have known that Valuri would take it upon
herself to keep Kaseya’s mind occupied while he was gone. Rather
than rushing up to join them, he went down into the cellar and
snagged himself a bottle of highborn brandy. The sweet, cool liquor
helped set his mind at ease, and he grabbed a few empty glasses
before heading upstairs.

The girls were a hot, sticky mess, just like
he expected. They had apparently taken turns with the phallus,
though at the moment Valuri was still buried deep in Kaseya’s cunt.
At any other time, Jorem would have gladly jumped in, but even his
draconic libido had finally reached its limit for the day. He
poured them drinks instead of trying to join in the fun, and he
gave them both long, passionate kisses in between glasses. He
perched on the side of the bed and watched as Valuri came inside
Kaseya once, then kept on thrusting until they both reached another
grunting, moaning climax. They didn’t even speak until half the
bottle was gone. Valuri was the first to finally break the silence
as she withdrew from Kaseya’s embrace.

“So let me guess,” the Huntress said,
sliding up behind him on the edge of the bed and massaging his
shoulders, “the bitch packed her bags and ran out the front gate
the moment you finished, didn’t she?”

“More or less,” Jorem murmured, dragging the
tips of his fingers across Kaseya’s flat, sculpted stomach as she
lay naked on the bed. “Whatever happens, I doubt we’ll be seeing
her again for a while.”

“It figures. I’m glad she’s gone, but it
would have been nice if she had tried to use her little illusory
dragon trick on the enemy. The Huntresses wouldn’t have bought it,
but the rank-and-file soldiers would have.”

“I am not worried about Solemi,” Kaseya
said, her blue eyes sparkling. “Are you all right?”

Jorem arched an eyebrow at her. “You’re
worried about me?”

“You are troubled,” she said. “You feel
guilty despite my best efforts to assuage you.”

He snorted softly and shook his head in
amazement. Despite all of Kaseya’s amazing qualities—her
earnestness, her loyalty, her integrity—he still sometimes took for
granted just how amazing she really was. He had just gone off to
fuck and impregnate another woman, and she was worried about how
he was dealing with it.

“I just want to make all of this up to you,”
Jorem said. “Both of you deserve better. You deserve a man who
will—”

“I have the man I want right here,” Kaseya
interrupted, squeezing his hand. “And I have never been more eager
to fight alongside him.”

Jorem smiled. Whatever else he might
accomplish in his life, he made a promise to himself right then and
there that he was going to make her the happiest woman in the
world. She deserved nothing less.

“There is something else we discussed while
you were gone,” Valuri said, pressing her bare breasts against his
back and nibbling at his neck. “The two of you have a lot of work
to do once this is all over.”

He frowned. “What do you mean?”

Val took his hand from behind and placed it
back upon the amazon’s belly. “Red’s going to change up her morning
ritual for you. No more wasting that precious dragon seed of yours
in her mouth when you could be—”

She was cut off by the clamor of warning
bells in the streets outside the estate. All three of them froze in
place, wondering what in the name of the Pale had just happened,
when an unmistakable high-pitched screech cut through the air.

Jorem dove for the window before the girls
could even move. It was difficult to see much of anything, thanks
to the darkness and the fog, but he could still make out the
shadowy figures of a dozen wyverns in the distance. Flashes of
Aetheric fire trailed in their wake, lighting up the southern part
of the city like an encroaching thunderstorm.

“Please tell me that Serrane decided to take
Garadros out for a midnight ride,” Valuri whispered, her already
pale skin turning a ghostly white.

“No. It looks like the Inquisitrix decided
to start the party earlier than we thought.”

“Zor kalah,” Kaseya gasped, springing
upright. The sweet, loving face that had been staring up at him a
moment ago had been replaced by the hardened scowl of an amazon
warrior. “Why now?”

“I have no idea,” he said as another
fireball flashed in the sky. “But it doesn’t really matter, does
it?”

He turned, the dragon blood burning hotter
than ever in his veins. The skin on the back of his hands had
already started to turn red, and for the first time since Selvhara
had told him the truth about his heritage, he wasn’t sure he could
stop the transformation even if he had wanted to.

Marhaak kûl drakatharri!

“This war ends tonight,” Jorem said, his
hands balling into fists at his sides. “One way or another.”

 


***

 


Serrane had always been a light sleeper. All
rangers had to be, otherwise they wouldn’t last long in the untamed
wild. Yet even after spending nearly two human lifetimes fighting
gnolls, orcs, and Chol, she wasn’t prepared for the intensity of
the chill that raced down her spine when Tahira gasped in
horror.

“She is coming.”

Serrane inhaled sharply and opened her eyes.
The human girl was sitting nude and cross-legged on the floor of
Julian’s bedroom, her own eyes fluttering rapidly behind closed
lids. The Aether swirled around her as if she were the nexus of a
great magical storm, and goosebumps broke out along Serrane’s
back.

“What?” the ranger asked, rolling off Julian
and onto her side.

“The Inquisitrix…I can feel her approaching
the city,” Tahira said. “Her forces have begun their attack.”

Serrane swung her long legs off the bed.
They couldn’t have been asleep for long; she was still sore from
Julian’s not-so-tender ministrations, and the flickering candles
hadn’t made much progress on their wax.

“But how…?” she rubbed her eyes. “Are you
certain?”

“Yes,” Tahira said, her green eyes slowly
opening. The red tattoo encircling her navel had begun to glow with
a faint inner light. “I can see through the eyes of knights
guarding the southwestern wall.”

Julian stirred a heartbeat later, his dark
eyes blinking groggily. “Escar’s mercy…”

Serrane squeezed his bicep once before she
stood and dashed over to the lone window. The glass was almost
completely frozen over, and she couldn’t see anything past the fog
and flurries of snow. By all appearances, it was a calm, quiet
winter night just like everyone had expected. Even the Roskarim
barbarians from the perpetually frozen lands of the White Ridge
wouldn’t be foolish enough to attack in the middle of a
blizzard.

“I can’t see or hear anything,” Serrane
said.

“The enemy wyverns are focusing their
assault on the southwestern wall by the Iron District,” Tahira
said. Her eyes didn’t appear to be looking at anything in
particular—at least, nothing in this room. “The knights are
attempting to erect a barrier, but there are not enough of them to
protect the entire wall. They will not be able to hold out for
long.”

“Son of a bitch,” Julian hissed as he lunged
off the bed to retrieve his smallclothes. “Tell them that
reinforcements are on the way.”

He snarled under his breath as he and
Serrane got dressed as quickly as they could. She had stationed
plenty of sentries outside the city to prevent exactly this from
happening, but the storm had obviously blinded them—and probably
lowered their guard. No one had seriously believed that the enemy
would attack under these conditions. The element of surprise was
all well and good, but the storm would impede the Vorsalosian ships
and wyverns far more than Highwind’s defenders. Most of the
Darkwind soldiers could also see far better at night than humans.
Serrane probably should have been pleased that the enemy had
committed such an obvious tactical mistake.

And yet…

Warning bells were ringing across the city
by the time Serrane and Julian were armed and ready. They rushed
through the temple, Tahira closely in tow, until they saw
Knight-Commander Crowe barking orders to a throng of aspirants and
squires.

“There you are,” Crowe said, waving them
over. He looked calm and in control, just like a leader should,
though Serrane could see the tension in his jawline. “Every
able-bodied knight is heading to the walls. All but the ones
assigned to Tahira’s guard.”

“How bad is it, sir?” Julian asked.

The older knight gestured to Tahira. “She
knows better than anyone. No one can see a damn thing out
there.”

“The barriers are holding, but there are
scattered fires across the Iron and Temple districts,” Tahira said.
She looked even paler than usual, and she braced her hand on
Julian’s pauldrons as if she were struggling to keep her balance.
“The knights are having trouble seeing the river from the
battlements, but the enemy ships have not yet fired a single
ballista.”

“This might not be a full-scale attack,”
Serrane said. “They could be testing our defenses and trying to
cause a panic during the storm. I wouldn’t be surprised if the
wyverns back off soon.”

“Maybe, but we can’t take that chance,”
Crowe said gravely. “We planned for this contingency. What about
your fireteams?”

“They should already be sweeping the city.
Most of them are drow—they can navigate in the dark just fine.
Hopefully, they can contain the enemy if your men can hold the
wall.”

“We will, but you need to get out there.”
Crowe turned to Julian. “Take her wyvern if you have to.”

Julian grimaced as he glanced at Tahira.
“Sir, I can’t—”

“I will protect her myself,” Crowe said. “I
can coordinate our defenses through her—we’ll stay in the temple
and relay orders through her bond. But you need to be on the
wall.”

“We’ll take Garadros,” Serrane said. “I can
drop you off on the way to the Lodge.”

Julian’s jaw clenched, and she could tell he
wasn’t buying it. They had discussed this decision many times, but
now that the moment was here, he clearly didn’t want to leave
Tahira’s side. Serrane sympathized, personally and strategically.
The Eternal Priestess was the most important person in Highwind
right now, second only to Jorem. But unlike the Wyrm Lord, she
didn’t have an amazon warrior and a Senosi Huntress to defend
her—or impenetrable scales, for that matter.

If I were attacking this city, my first and
only goal would be to find the source of the Silver Fist’s power
and destroy it. Breaching the walls would be an afterthought.

“No harm will come to her, Julian, I swear
it,” Crowe said, clapping the younger man’s shoulder. “Remember
what we talked about in the crypt.”

Julian tossed a final glance at Tahira. His
eyes were filled with the same knightly overprotectiveness that
Serrane had always found slightly patronizing but also irresistibly
charming. He would gladly put his life on the line for anyone here.
He was, without a doubt, the best paladin—the best man—she
had ever met.

“Go, Julian,” Tahira said with a tight but
determined smile. “I will be fine.”

He took a deep breath and nodded.

“I’ll make sure the defenses hold, sir.”

“I know you will, Knight-Commander,” Crowe
said. “Now get moving.”

“Escar watch over you both,” Julian said. He
nodded to Serrane, and the two of them dashed toward the door. A
bitter wall of cold air greeted them the moment they stepped
outside, and if anything, the storm might have actually been
worse than it looked out the windows. There may not have
been enough snowfall to call it a true blizzard yet, but the fog
was so thick Serrane could barely see the wall surrounding the
temple even though it was only twenty yards away.

“My archers won’t be able to hit a damn
thing!” she said, pulling her cloak around her body as a blast of
wind threatened to rip it from her shoulders.

“Their ships won’t be able to see the city
from the river, either,” Cassel said. “And I doubt the fires will
last long.”

He pointed past the courtyard walls into the
city, where they could barely make out some flickering flames in
the Temple District to the south. Julian was right: if the enemy
wyvern riders were hoping to burn Highwind to the ground tonight,
they were going to be disappointed. Even magical flames wouldn’t
spread far in this mess. But the Inquisitrix had to be smart enough
to know that…

Shaking her head, Serrane raced across the
temple courtyard to the Silver Fist stables. Most of the horses
within weren’t going anywhere thanks to the storm, but there were
still plenty of grooms scurrying about. Garadros didn’t have his
own stall here, but he was waiting for her next to the barn. The
wyvern’s yellow eyes were frantically flicking about the sky, and
every few moments he would let out a strange half-whining,
half-chittering sound.

“It’s all right,” Serrane soothed, reaching
out through the Aether and touching the beast’s mind. He was clever
enough to understand what was happening; he could hear his fellow
wyverns screeching in the distance, and he was already anticipating
a fight. The cold didn’t seem to be bothering him in the slightest,
though the wind would be a different story once they actually
lifted off.

“On second thought, maybe I should walk,”
Julian said, shielding his face from the snow with his gauntlet.
“Are you sure he won’t crash into something?”

“If the enemy riders can fly, so can we,”
Serrane said. “Come on!”

Garadros lowered his head for her to climb
into the saddle, and she took Julian’s hand and pulled him up with
her. His armored, bulky frame felt a lot different sitting behind
her than Valuri’s sleek Senosi figure, and she wasn’t overly fond
of how freezing his metal gauntlets felt when they clutched onto
her bare waist. Thankfully, the wyvern didn’t seem the least bit
impeded by the extra weight, and he rushed forward and leapt into
the air as easily as ever.

Holding steady once he was airborne proved
considerably more difficult. Serrane crouched as low as she could
as the wind pummeled them from seemingly all directions at once,
and Garadros struggled to gain altitude and turn effectively. They
had almost reached city hall by the time he finally banked south,
and Serrane feared they might crash into the Gray Citadel on their
way to the harbor.

Fortunately, her wyvern could see through
the storm better than she could. She allowed him to guide them
rather than the other way around, and soon they were soaring
several hundred feet above the harbor. Despite the low visibility,
a few fortuitous gaps in the fog gave her a bird’s-eye view of the
walls and the river. The situation wasn’t as dire as it could have
been, but it was bad enough.

“Le’thos,” she hissed as she tried to
shield her eyes with her forearm and squint against the wind. The
bulk of the Vorsalosian fleet was still anchored few hundred yards
downriver, but a half dozen caravels appeared to be on course for
the harbor. She couldn’t believe that their sails hadn’t torn in
the wind; the Inquisitrix’s new channelers must have been
protecting the vessels somehow. A steady stream of wyverns launched
from the decks of the larger ships, and they were blasting away at
the shimmering blue barriers protecting the most vulnerable
portions of the southern wall. Occasionally, she would spot another
flicker in the dark as the enemy rained magical fire down upon a
barricade or watchtower deeper within the city.

I won’t be able to shoot anything through
this wind unless I’m right on top of it, she thought to
herself. Maybe the Inquisitrix really does just want to whittle
us down and wreak havoc in the middle of the night.

Tugging on the reins, Serrane steered
Garadros west along the wall until they reached the command post
where the knights were busy projecting the barrier. Landing was
trickier than normal—the walltop was so icy she worried that
Garadros might break a leg, but his mighty talons proved up to the
challenge. She should have known better than to doubt him, given
that the frosted peaks of the mountains were his natural home.

“There you are!” a familiar voice blurted
out. “Escar’s mercy, I thought assassins might have finally gotten
to you.”

Serrane turned as Constable Mannick and
several of his men emerged from the fog. He looked as harried as
Serrane had ever seen him, and not just because several straps on
his breastplate were improperly fastened. If she didn’t know
better, she would have thought he was a fresh-faced recruit about
to stare down his first cavalry charge. He also looked genuinely
relieved to see her, which immediately raised her hackles.

Gods, it is tempting to mock and humiliate
him in front of his men. He deserves worse.

“Commander Cassel and I got a good look at
the harbor from above,” she called out over the wind, pointing
toward the battlements just south of them. “The enemy ships aren’t
positioning themselves for an attack.”

Clapping a hand to his helmet as if afraid
it might blow away, Mannick’s brow furrowed in confusion.
“What?”

“They’re keeping their distance,” Serrane
went on. “A few of the caravels are drifting toward the harbor, but
the transports are hanging back with the flagship. They don’t look
like they plan to unload soldiers anytime soon.”

“Then what are they doing?”

“Testing our resolve, most likely. We’re
still not sure how many wyverns they have, but I would guess at
least three or four dozen—enough to fly sorties all night.”

The constable visibly clenched his teeth and
glanced back along the wall. “They weren’t supposed to be here
until tomorrow at the earliest!”

“War is unpredictable,” Serrane said,
turning and raising her voice enough that the soldiers on the
walltop could hear her. “But we’ve been preparing for this all
week. Every man here knows what he needs to do. This is our
city, and we’re ready for anything that bitch wants to throw at
us!”

None of soldiers cheered or anything so
dramatic, but she saw plenty of encouraged nods and resolved
scowls. This was the moment where a leader’s reputation was put to
the test. Every single member of the Highwind Guard had heard about
her exploits at Icewatch and about the destruction of the hatchery
in the mountains. With luck, those stories would bolster their
resolve.

The Darkwind soldiers were more difficult to
gauge. There were hundreds of them positioned along the wall here
just like she had ordered. Half-orcs with spears and shields, drow
with swords and crossbows, even a few imposing minotaur with axes
the size of tree trunks. Most of them didn’t even turn to look at
her.

Serrane almost couldn’t believe that such a
motley army hadn’t already turned upon itself. Never in a million
lifetimes would she have predicted that this would be the
force defending her adopted home against a religious fanatic.
Highwind had a well-deserved reputation for wealth and prosperity,
but also for deep-seated divisions. Perhaps this really was an era
of change in more ways than one.

“I need to get back in the air,” Serrane
said, lifting the reins. “I’ll try to contain the—”

“Incoming!”

The warning shout came from farther down the
wall, and Serrane turned just in time to see three wyverns
materialize from the fog just over the river. The beasts and their
riders streaked toward the wall in a tight arrow-shaped formation,
allowing a single channeler to project a shimmering Aetheric
barrier over all three mounts. The other two riders unleashed a
barrage of fireballs as they strafed overhead, but Julian and his
men were up to the challenge: the flaming spheres splashed
harmlessly against the knights’ barriers like water splitting over
stone.

“Gods protect us,” Mannick breathed as he
crouched down behind the battlements. “My men can’t even fire back
in this fucking fog!”

“Calm down, would you?” Serrane scolded as
she watched the trio of wyverns soar over the city. “Panicking
isn’t going to help anyone.”

“Neither is sitting here with our thumbs up
our asses,” the constable growled. “Where is that dragon? He was
supposed to—”

The words had barely escaped the man’s lips
before a deep roar thundered across the sky. For just a moment, the
whole world went quiet. Then Serrane caught a glimpse of Jorem’s
massive silhouette in the distance. A brilliant cone of fire
erupted from his maw, illuminating half the damn city as it
incinerated one of the wyverns. The others split off in opposite
directions, but she quickly lost sight of them in the fog.

“We have a dragon,” Serrane said, raising
her voice again. “We have the Knights of the Silver Fist. We have
an army that’s ready to fight tooth and nail to drive this bitch
back to the sea! Now, who is with me?”

This time, the soldiers didn’t hold back
their cheers. She had no doubt that plenty of them still feared the
dragon—who wouldn’t?—but they also knew what Jorem was capable of.
Despite the cold wind and the murky fog and the scores of enemy
wyverns darting through the darkness, these men still had hope.

And now it was her job to keep it
kindled.

“Hold the line, Gerrard,” Serrane told him.
“I’ll do everything I can to keep those flyers off you. Just make
sure your men are ready to fire whenever they get the chance.”

Mannick’s lip twisted as a thousand
different emotions vied for supremacy on his face. “We’ll be
ready,” he said eventually. “Escar watch over you, General.”

Serrane lifted her eyes to share one final,
knowing glance with Julian. Every trial they had faced these last
two months, from Icewatch to Hastien’s Fall to the hatchery to the
siege, had all led to this moment. She should have been terrified
or at the very least nervous, but all she felt right now was grim
determination. They were going to hold the line, not just for
Highwind and its people, but for the entire Northern Reaches.

And for their unborn child.

“Aether protect us,” she whispered. “Let’s
finish this.”
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The Battle for Highwind

 


“All things considered, I preferred fighting
the Inquisitrix and her army of fanatics back on a tropical
island,” Valuri grumbled into her scarf as a gust of wind whipped
through the street. “Gods, it’s even colder than Icewatch
here.”

“I’m more worried about the fog than the
cold,” Jorem said. “I’d rather not crash into any buildings if I
can help it.”

“I get nauseous enough when you fly
straight,” she muttered. “Maybe I should just walk to the
walls…”

Valuri had only been outside for a few
minutes, but she already wanted to run back into Serrane’s estate
and curl up by the fireplace. They were a few blocks away from the
Duskwatch Lodge, in Jorem’s usual “landing zone,” and Kaseya was
theoretically on her way back from the stables with the special
dragon saddle the rangers had designed. Valuri wasn’t overly
thrilled at the prospect of testing it out in the middle of a
blizzard, but anything had to be better than holding onto Kaseya’s
waist for dear life.

Several explosions sounded in the distance,
followed by the screeches of wyverns and the screams of terrified
citizens. Valuri hoped that Serrane’s rangers would be able to
contain the chaos, because it would spread quicker than any
flames—especially when the Senosi inevitably got involved.

Kaseya emerged from the frozen fog a few
moments later, an enormous saddle slung over her shoulders. It
looked like a much larger version of the one Serrane used on
Garadros.

“I should have insisted we practice with
this before using it in battle,” Kaseya said, scowling as she set
the saddle down. “An amazon should never be unprepared…”

“It wasn’t ready this morning,” Valuri
reminded her. “Besides, you and I both prefer riding bareback
anyway.”

Kaseya frowned. “I do not under—”

“Let’s just hope it fits,” Jorem
interrupted. “And that I can actually do this when it counts.”

“You’ve never had trouble performing under
pressure before,” Valuri said with a sly grin. “That’s the one and
only nice thing I’ll ever say about you.”

He didn’t even snicker, which told her
everything she needed to know about his current mental state. His
brown eyes had been heavy with doubt ever since the alarm bells had
started ringing, and she knew how much pressure he was putting on
himself even if he didn’t say anything. He was the Dragon of
Highwind and the first Wyrm Lord in generations—that was a big
responsibility after spending a lifetime living in the cisterns of
Vorsalos and doing everything possible to avoid attention.

“Hey, don’t overthink it,” she said,
reaching out and squeezing his arm. “You’ve transformed every day
since the siege. Just pretend you’re about to take us for another
morning joyride.”

Jorem turned his head back to look at her,
and a bit of the tension seemed to drain out of his face. He was
annoyingly cute when he was anxious and vulnerable—almost as cute
as when he was holding her down and ramming his cock into her cunt.
If that wasn’t love, she didn’t know what was.

“Stand back,” Jorem warned as he pulled off
his jacket. “Let’s find out what we’re dealing with.”

Even now, after watching him change shape
several times, Valuri still didn’t quite believe it. The way
patches of red scales crawled over his pink flesh, the way his
bones cracked and popped into new shapes, the way he grew moment by
moment until he was the size of a house—she had seen all sorts of
twisted sorcery while policing the underworld in Vorsalos, but
this…this wasn’t even in the same plane of existence.

This was power—ancient, primal,
breathtaking power. The kind that broke unbreakable rules. The kind
that destroyed entire civilizations and built new ones to take
their place. Maybe this was why Valuri had been so inexplicably
attracted to a spindly sorcerer from the gutters of Vorsalos in the
first place.

At the very least, it probably explains why
he’s always tasted so good.

Jorem’s quaking roar thundered across the
city once he had fully transformed. The pupils of his orange-yellow
eyes narrowed as he peered through the fog, and Valuri wondered
what he could perceive that she couldn’t. Her Senosi powers allowed
her to see quite far in the dark, but he had the full senses of a
dragon at his disposal.

“Help me put this on,” Kaseya said, grabbing
hold of the saddle. Throwing it over Jorem’s scaly shoulders and
fitting it into place was every bit as awkward and cumbersome as
Valuri expected, especially since they were in such a rush. She
could practically feel the sand sprinkling through the hourglass.
Every second they lost gave the Inquisitrix’s forces more time to
wreak havoc uncontested…

But they finished as quickly as humanly
possible, and once the saddle was strapped down, Valuri had to
admit that having her legs secured by leather loops made her feel
about a thousand times safer than holding onto whatever she could
grab. She checked her crossbows as she settled in behind Kaseya,
though she had no idea how she was going to shoot anything in this
storm. Maybe they would get lucky and Jorem would just annihilate
the entire fleet for them.

Shit, this is going to be so cold…

“Here we go,” Kaseya said, smiling as she
grabbed the reins. As always, she was enjoying this far too much
for Valuri’s comfort.

“Red, you better make sure
you—ahhh!”

Valuri’s snapped her mouth shut and clutched
the amazon’s waist when Jorem abruptly rushed forward and leapt
into the air. His mighty wings stirred up a whirlwind of snow
around them, and she closed her eyes and whispered a silent prayer
to gods she didn’t believe in just in case they felt like helping.
A hurricane of frozen air whipped around them, and her ears popped
in protest as they swiftly gained altitude.

Once she finally mustered the courage to
reopen her eyes, Valuri swept her gaze over the length of the city.
From above, the scattered pockets of flame and destruction didn’t
look quite as severe or as rampant as she had feared. Hopefully,
that meant Serrane’s rangers were doing their jobs properly—and
making sure the drow did theirs.

Jorem took them straight toward the southern
wall, and she couldn’t help but be awed at the sight of all the
shimmering blue domes hovering over the battlements, shielding the
walls from attack. Her mind flashed back to Icewatch where a group
of Highwind wizards had attempted the same strategy against the
Roskarim. They had been stretched too thin to pull it off, but
hopefully the Knights of the Silver Fist were strong enough to
hold.

“Wyvern riders!” Kaseya called out. “They’re
heading for the barrier!”

Valuri followed the amazon’s gaze out to the
river where a trio of wyverns had just launched from the decks of a
Vorsalosian caravel. The storm was clearly making it difficult for
the beasts to gain altitude, but it was also shielding them from
retaliation—the archers on the walls didn’t have a chance in the
void of hitting anything. And when the wyverns soared over the
walls and the barriers, their strategy became clear.

“This isn’t a real attack,” Valuri
whispered. “It’s a cavalry raid.”

“What?” Kaseya cried out.

“They’re not even going to try and
breach the walls,” the Huntress explained, shouting over the wind.
“Not from the outside, anyway.”

Kaseya’s face twisted into a scowl as she
shielded her eyes and stared down at the fleet filling the river.
“We watched their warships deploy landing craft in Ostvara. There
could be thousands of soldiers below the decks of the larger
vessels!”

“I’m sure there are, but I guarantee they
won’t be trying to climb the walls,” Valuri said. “I know how
Marcella thinks. She’s not a Roskarim warlord or an orc
chieftain—she prefers diversions to brute force. Remember Nol
Krovos? The entire battle in the sea was just a distraction to thin
out the Fount’s defenses.”

Kaseya grimaced at the mention of her
homeland. “We cannot allow them to succeed.”

“No shit, Red,” Valuri snapped. “But we also
shouldn’t—”

Her voice caught in her throat when Jorem
abruptly banked hard to his right in pursuit of the wyverns.
Unfortunately, the smaller beasts were quicker and more
maneuverable, and their riders unleashed a volley of fireballs as
they strafed past the Highwind Academy. Explosions engulfed the old
tower and sent flaming chunks of masonry and glass raining down
upon the streets.

But the riders apparently hadn’t realized
just how close Jorem had gotten in the fog, and they didn’t leave
themselves enough room to climb and scatter before the dragon was
upon them. Valuri felt Jorem’s entire body shudder as he inhaled a
deep breath of frozen air, then unleashed a massive cone of flame
at the nearest wyvern.

Neither the beast nor the rider stood a
chance. Jorem’s fiery breath was so bright that Valuri had to
squint to protect her eyes, and she never even saw a corpse fall
from the sky. In one instant, they were bearing down upon a
frantically fleeing enemy; in the next, the wyvern was simply
gone.

“Zor Kalah!” Kaseya stammered as a
wave of heat washed over them. It only lasted a moment, but Valuri
swore it completely melted the frost and snow from her face.

Jorem wasn’t finished. The other two wyverns
wisely (or accidentally) darted in opposite directions, and he
banked hard to his right in pursuit of the one that had chosen to
streak north toward city hall. As Jorem closed in, a shimmering
barrier materialized around the wyvern as the rider tried to defend
his mount. Valuri wished more than ever that she could draw her
crossbow and shoot, but even without the storm, she doubted she
could shoot accurately under these conditions. The wind continued
blasting over her and Kaseya, threatening to freeze them both to
the saddle—

And then Jorem struck again. He inhaled so
quickly that Valuri barely felt his lungs fill, though his flaming
breath also seemed far less powerful—it barely even reached his
target’s tail. The wyvern still panicked and lurched out of the way
without his rider’s direction, and when the channeler nearly fell
out of his saddle, Valuri realized that Jorem had never intended to
vaporize his target outright. The barrier flickered as the
channeler’s concentration faltered, and Jorem reached out with a
mighty talon and swatted the wyvern instead. A stifled shriek cut
through the storm as the beast spiraled out of control, and a
heartbeat later it crashed into city hall and vanished in an
explosion of debris.

Valuri couldn’t help but snicker on
Serrane’s behalf. She had always hated that bloody building
anyway…

Jorem surged upward without warning, wiping
the smirk from the Huntress’s face. She nearly retched when he
rolled hard to his left—she and Kaseya would have surely fallen to
their deaths if not for the saddle. Valuri’s vision went black for
a moment, and she squeezed the amazon’s waist like her life
depended on it.

“We have to get down,” she croaked into
Kaseya’s ear. “You and I are useless up here!”

“He is taking us to the river!” the amazon
called back. “We can capture one of the caravels while he attacks
the command ship.”

“No,” Valuri warned, the hairs on the back
of her neck abruptly shooting upright only to be smashed flat by
the wind. “We can’t take the bait.”

“Wait?”

“I told you, this is all a diversion,” the
Huntress said, shifting in the saddle and scanning the buildings
whipping past beneath them again. “Don’t you see? That fleet will
have dozens of ballistae trained on us the moment we leave the
protection of the walls. She’s trying to bait us into
overextending.”

Kaseya visibly tensed. “We cannot allow them
to set fire to the whole city!”

“I know, but we need to be smart about
this,” Valuri shot back. “Marcella hasn’t made her move yet, I
promise. But when she does, we need to be—”

Before she could even finish the sentence,
one of the shimmering barriers protecting the southern wall
flickered and vanished. The resulting gap was enormous, and the
wyverns pounced on the opening with a coordinated assault that was
so swift and precise it seemed impossible. A barrage of fireballs
struck the battlements, engulfing dozens of archers in a blazing
inferno, and mere seconds later, another group of wyverns soared
through the smoldering gap with massive crates clutched in their
talons.

“Son of a bitch!” Valuri snarled, memories
of the bloodbath at Icewatch flashing through her mind. She could
see the Roskarim pouring out of the crates and into the
fortress…

But despite the odds, she and the others had
ultimately held the line in the north, and they would do so again
here. They might have been outnumbered, sure, but they also had the
fucking Dragon of Highwind on their side.

Marcella could be as clever as she wanted.
After a decade of tyranny, the reign of the Raven Queen was about
to come to an end.

“Set us down near the wall,” Valuri said,
triggering her claws. “It’s time for some payback.”

 


***

 


The Gray Citadel was quiet, dark, and
uncomfortable. None of the guards had come by since Jorem had
walked out of her cell, not even to leer at her through the bars.
Under different circumstances, Selvhara would have worried about
going mad from sheer loneliness.

Right now, however, she was about to go mad
from the pain.

In the span of a few short hours, the
Wasting Echo had gone from a dull, distant ache to a clawing,
full-body burn. Perhaps the One God had done something to
accelerate the condition’s effect, or perhaps this was simply the
result of being bound to the power of a Valathrim for so
many centuries. Either way, she didn’t know how she could possibly
endure this torment much longer. Her entire body was trembling as
if wracked by a persistent seizure, and if her restraints hadn’t
been holding her upright, she would have surely collapsed to the
cold floor long before now.

Perhaps the Echo will kill me before
Dathiel sets me free. I can’t imagine a more fitting
punishment than having his own cruelty deny him vengeance against
the Wyrm Lords…

Deep down, Selvhara knew she wouldn’t be
that fortunate. She never had been, so why should now be any
different? The wolf’s blood was already boiling in her veins, eager
to defend her the moment she surrendered to its bestial call. She
doubted that even the Echo could destroy a werewolf. Her curse had
allowed her to survive the centuries unscathed by time, and without
the One God’s will to keep it in check, it would soon consume her
mind as well as her body. She would be reduced to little more than
a feral beast.

I don’t know that for certain. The wolf’s
blood broke me free of Dathiel’s control during the siege, and I
was able to retain my own mind somehow. There must be some way to
do that again…

Selvhara was still alone in her cell,
desperately trying to endure the pain, when she heard the first
rumble of a distant explosion through the wall. There were no
windows in this lightless prison, for obvious reasons, and she
couldn’t have turned her head to look even if there had been, but
she doubted that more than half a day had passed since Jorem and
his harem had departed. They hadn’t been expecting the Conduit to
attack until dawn…

Another distant rumble shuddered through the
walls, so faint that even a normal elf would have had trouble
identifying the source. But thanks to the power of the wolf’s
blood, Selvhara could hear practically everything, even the mice
skittering about in the empty cells a hundred feet away. The din of
a far-off battle was practically deafening by comparison.

“The dragon will prevail,” she whispered
into the darkness, gathering her strength for the ordeal to come.
“The Wyrm Lords will rise to confront the last of the
Valathrim. A new era will…”

She fell silent when she heard a muffled
thud from somewhere across the cell block. When she held her
breath and closed her eyes, she could make out the subtle scraping
of serrated stiletto heels on stone growing louder and louder…

And then came the screams. They were so
brief and stifled that they were barely noticeable, and the bodies
that made them never actually hit the floor. If Selvhara didn’t
know better, she might have assumed she were imagining the sounds
altogether.

But she did know better. She was
hearing the last gasps of hapless guards being murdered—not by
random thugs or soldiers, but by a professional assassin.

A Senosi Huntress.

The assassin’s footfalls were little more
than a faint scratch on the stone, but Selvhara swore they sounded
like rolling thunder as they approached. A heartbeat after they
reached a crescendo, she saw the shadowy outline of a hooded,
distinctly feminine figure clad in black leather armor stalk into
view outside her cell.

“The mistress said you would be here,” a
husky voice said. “An invincible beast disguised in the frail body
of an elf…”

The shadowy figure stepped forward and
pulled back her black hood. A faintly glowing pair of green eyes
illuminated the bars to the cell, and when her arm emerged from
within her cloak holding a ring of keys, the exposed skin of her
bicep was covered in intricate, luminescent vatari tattoos.

“You hardly seem worth the trouble,” the
Senosi Huntress sneered, her cruel, pretty face lit by the emerald
glow of her markings. “The amazon will surely carve you to
ribbons.”

“Then leave me here,” Selvhara replied
hoarsely.

The Huntress smirked wickedly. “The Raven
Queen demands your service. If you attempt to betray us, I will
butcher you myself.”

The woman pushed a key into the lock and
opened the door. Selvhara clenched her teeth in anticipation,
desperate for something—anything—she could use to prevent
this. If she attacked, the Huntress might fight back…but that would
only unleash the wolf and deliver Selvhara unto madness. No, she
needed to figure out some way to keep herself restrained or—

The time has come, Sarodihm.

The One God’s voice slithered into her mind.
Selvhara gasped as his power once again flooded her body and washed
away the biting pain of the Wasting Echo like an angry tide. At any
other moment, she would have been grateful for the relief. But not
today.

“No,” she growled. “No, I will
never—arrgggg!”

Her voice transformed into a guttural snarl
as Dathiel unleashed the wolf’s blood in her veins. Fur sprouted
across her hairless limbs, and she felt her teeth and jaw snap and
twist into a bestial muzzle. The Citadel’s shackles held her fast,
but even the Senosi Huntress seemed taken aback by the scope and
intensity of the transformation. Selvhara growled so loudly that
the sound echoed across the Citadel like thunder rolling through a
canyon. Yet even her cursed blood couldn’t free her from the One
God’s yoke. If anything, his control was stronger than ever
before.

“You know what needs to be done,” the
Huntress said, keeping her glowing eyes warily fixed on the wolf
even as she unlocked the chains. “The Raven Queen demands your
obedience!”

Selvhara wanted to tear out the Huntress’s
throat. Instead, she leapt across the cell the instant her limbs
were freed. Dathiel didn’t even let her acknowledge the
Huntress—the druid simply sprinted through the dark tower on all
fours, past bodies crumpled in puddles of blood, her heart pounding
in her ears and her curse searing through her veins. After a
thousand years of waiting to serve a Wyrm Lord, her final act would
be to betray him.

You are mine, Sarodihm, the One God
said. Now and forever.

 


***

 


The Dragon of Highwind roared as he swooped
overhead, a curtain of flames spewing from his mouth and engulfing
yet another wyvern. Julian Cassel never saw the beast or its rider
emerge on the other side. Their blackened carcasses must have
either disappeared into the fog or been incinerated outright.

Unfortunately, the wyvern and its comrades
had already dropped their troop carriers into the Iron District.
The dragon could continue harrying the flyers and perhaps even pick
them off one by one, but the real battle for the city was about to
take place in the streets.

And it was going to be ugly.

“Son of a bitch,” Cassel swore as he knelt
over the body of the fallen knight lying at the bottom of the
steps. The young man—Sir Tanier—had only been knighted a few weeks
before the Shattering, and Tahira had restored his powers just
yesterday. Now he was dead in a tangled heap, a trio of perfectly
clustered crossbow bolts sticking out of his armor. The Senosi
who’d shot him had already vanished back into the fog, but not
before the gap in the barrier had allowed the enemy wyverns to set
fire to the battlements and kill several dozen defenders.

“We need to get the militia off the wall and
into the streets!” Sir Kerth said, holding his shield protectively
in front of them. “The soldiers in those crates will burn half the
city to the ground if we don’t contain them!”

Cassel squeezed Tanier’s unmoving shoulder
one last time before he rose back to his feet. “If there are any
channelers stashed in those crates, they’ll roast our soldiers
alive without us there to shield them.”

“And if there are more Huntresses out there,
they’ll be waiting on the rooftops to pick us off,” Kerth
countered. “We can’t take the bait, sir!”

Cassel grimaced as he glanced back up at the
smoldering wall above and behind them. He and the rest of the
knights were still spread around the base of the southwestern
tower. They had intentionally fortified this position since its
proximity to the river made it the most obvious initial target, and
their suspicions had been proven correct. The problem was a simple
question of mobility: they had to defend a massive static target
with a relatively small army while the enemy flyers could attack
practically wherever they wanted from the sky.

And that didn’t even take the Senosi into
account—the Inquisitrix could have had dozens of her operatives
concealed in the darkness and the fog. Kerth was right to be
cautious. The closer the knights stuck to the wall, the harder it
would be for any Huntresses to pick them off. Staying here was the
safer option.

But they were paladins, not militiamen. They
weren’t here to play it safe.

“It’s our job to protect these men,” Cassel
said. “I won’t send them to their deaths because we’re scared of
fighting the Senosi.”

Kerth’s cheek twitched. “But sir, we
can’t—”

“Do you see any enemy soldiers landing on
the shore or trying to climb the walls?” Cassel asked. “The
barriers are important, but we’re not trying to stop a breach. The
game just changed, and we need to adapt.”

Kerth started to argue, but then his eyes
abruptly flicked up into the sky. “Maybe they can help.”

Cassel heard the beating of powerful wings
that heralded Jorem’s approach before he turned all the way around.
The dragon’s bright red scales were clearly visible even through
the fog thanks to the reflection of the streetlamps lighting up the
snow, and Cassel still couldn’t believe that there was a man
somewhere inside that beast. Every nearby soldier clutched his
weapon tighter as the dragon descended, dreading that this might be
the moment when the Wyrm Lord showed his true colors and betrayed
them.

But the dragon didn’t incinerate anyone with
his fiery breath. He came to a heavy landing in the streets less
than a hundred feet away, a tempest of debris swirling beneath his
wings. Cassel could make out two figures leaping down from the
saddle on his back—Kaseya the amazon warrior and Valuri the former
Senosi Huntress.

Before anyone could approach, the dragon
rushed forward and leapt back into the sky to chase another group
of wyverns. Escar willing, he and Serrane could hold off any more
reinforcements…

“There you are, Golden Boy,” the Huntress
called out, her red scarf fluttering in the wind. “Looks like you
could use a little help.”

“Golden…what?” Kerth stammered, his eyes
narrowing at the Huntress. “The Knight-Commander is in charge
of—”

“We need to contain the enemy soldiers as
quickly as possible,” Cassel interrupted. “I’ll take any aid you
can give.”

“That already makes you smarter than half
the paladins I’ve met,” Valuri said, drawing a pair of sleek
crossbows from her belt holsters. “Where do you want us?”

Cassel grinned. He had only met Valuri once
(and briefly at that), but Serrane had warned him about the
Huntress’s irreverence. The amazon, by contrast, wore the cool,
determined look of a veteran warrior despite the fact that she was
probably the same age as half of the aspirants and squires.

“Head toward the Randel Street plaza and see
if you can contain the enemy there,” he told them. “I’ll send some
men to back you up as soon as I can.”

“We will hold the line, Commander,” Kaseya
assured him. “You have my word.”

She turned and jogged away, her round silver
shield glinting in the moonlight. Her pristine white amazon armor
and blue cloak looked incredibly out of place amidst the ragtag
outfits of the Darkwind soldiers and the mail-clad Guardsmen, but
most of them seemed downright awed by her presence. Aside from the
fantastical tales about the legendary warrior-women of Nol Krovos,
they had all seen her flying around on the back of the dragon these
past few days.

“Red will take out their whole army if she
has to, don’t worry,” Valuri said with a wink. “I’ll flush out the
other Huntresses.”

Cassel nodded. “Escar watch over you.”

“Sure, why not?” she snorted. “Just make
sure you stay alive, Golden Boy. If you break Serrane’s heart, I’ll
kill you myself.”

After flashing him a wry smirk, she turned
and dashed off. Cassel made a mental note to ask Serrane for
details about what had happened between the two of them while he’d
been gone…

“I suppose we can’t afford to be picky about
our allies right now,” Kerth muttered. “What are your orders,
sir?”

Cassel took a deep breath, then turned and
shouted up to the knights on the wall. “Aston, Curry, Norel—hold
your positions! Moraise, Kerth—you’re with me!”

The knights all signaled their
understanding, though between the roaring dragon, the screeching
wyverns, and the shouting morass of soldiers, he barely heard them.
Thankfully, he didn’t really need to: he could feel their
affirmations through their shared bond with Tahira. He had never
felt this close to his fellow knights before, not even prior to the
Shattering. Being connected to the same Conduit was unlike anything
he had ever experienced, and the more they fought together, the
stronger the bond became. He didn’t know whether it was because of
them, Tahira, or both, but it felt incredible.

In time, the Order could become more
powerful than ever. All it had to do was survive.

“Sergeant, get your men down Aisling,”
Cassel called out to one of the nearby Guardsmen. “And I want two
squads down Sutherland for containment. Go, go, go!”

He didn’t have any connection with the
regular soldiers, of course, but they still listened to him all the
same—for now, anyway. He didn’t even want to think about how
quickly their morale would crack if things really started getting
bad…

“We’re ready when you are, sir,” Kerth said,
his sword and shield in hand.

Cassel nodded and tossed a final glance back
up at the wall, then drew Retribution from his back. “Let’s
go.”

A minute later, he and the other knights
were stomping through one of the many crooked streets that wormed
through the Iron District. The frozen fog had cleared out a bit,
though clouds of smoke were quickly rolling in to take its place.
The glow of distant fires was just visible above the rooftops,
mixing with the softer light of the city’s lamp posts. The brutal
weather was probably the only thing preventing a true conflagration
now. The wyvern riders and their magical fireballs couldn’t keep a
blaze going for long.

Their soldiers on the ground were doing a
far better job.

Cassel heard the fighting long before the
fog parted enough for him to actually see it. An enchanted troop
crate had crushed a small merchant stand along the edge of the
street, and the soldiers who had been inside—probably thirty or
forty men, at a guess—had already poured out into the surrounding
alleys and byways. The good news was that they weren’t torching
houses or murdering civilians…at least, not yet.

One of Serrane’s containment teams had
managed to hold the attackers in a T-shaped intersection. A squad
of Duskwatch rangers fired from the rooftops, and the fog had given
them enough cover to quickly thin out the enemy. A half dozen
arrow-riddled bodies already littered the gathering snow, though
the survivors were now hunkered behind their shields while their
own archers fired back.

This was exactly the type of small-scale
warfare that the Duskwatch and the Knights of the Silver Fist
excelled at. Since Highwind didn’t have a conventional army, it had
always relied upon elite groups of soldiers to carry the day. So if
the Inquisitrix wanted to fight in the streets, then Cassel would
happily indulge her.

“For Highwind!” Cassel cried out as he
rushed forward, Retribution clutched in both hands. The
Aether coursed through him, strengthening his muscles until the
oversized sword felt like it weighed as little as a dagger, and he
quickly put the mighty blade to use. He carved though one man’s bow
and torso in a single swing, spraying his startled companions in a
mist of gore. Kerth and Moraise struck just as decisively: they
bashed with their shields and slashed with their swords until the
remaining enemies finally turned to meet them blade to blade, but
by then it was already too late. To make matters worse, the
Duskwatch rangers on the rooftops fired a volley straight into
their now-exposed backs, toppling them one after another.

A minute later, it was all over.

“Gods take you!” Kerth said, wrenching his
bloody blade from a corpse and glancing about the intersection. “Is
this all they have?”

“Not even close,” Cassel said. When he
closed his eyes and reached out to Tahira, he could feel the other
knights locked in their own battles across the city. They were
holding the line, but only just. A single push could easily tip the
fighting in either direction.

“There are more enemy soldiers to the north,
Commander!” one of the rangers called down from atop a building.
“We’ll move to cover you!”

Cassel nodded as he heard the dragon roar
somewhere in the skies again. “Move out! We’ll try to—”

The screech of a wyvern cut through the
intersection a split second before the beast materialized from the
fog. A barrage of fireballs rained down on the rooftops, and Cassel
barely had a chance to conjure a protective barrier over his forces
on the ground before they were all incinerated. His shield held,
thank Escar, and the wyvern vanished into the fog, gone as swiftly
as it had appeared.

The rangers weren’t as fortunate.

“Escar’s mercy,” Kerth hissed. The wind and
the cold had put out the burning shingles almost instantly, but
Serrane’s men were already dead. The charred remnants of their
bodies smoldered in the frozen night air.

“We have to keep moving,” Cassel said,
choking down the lump of bile in his throat. “Stay low and stick
close to the walls. We’ll sweep north and try to…”

Julian!

Tahira’s voice screamed inside his head,
followed by a flash of mortal terror. When he closed his eyes, he
swore he was standing in the Silver Temple alongside her. He could
hear the screams of knights fighting outside the barred sanctuary
doors and the buzz of Aetheric energy crackling through the
corridors…

“Sir?” Kerth asked, grabbing his arm. “Sir,
what’s wrong?”

Cassel inhaled sharply as his eyes opened.
The images flashing though his mind faded, but the fear cascading
through his bond with Tahira did not.

“It’s Tahira,” he rasped. “The Silver Temple
is under attack.”
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The Battle for Highwind II

 


Inquisitrix Marcella smiled as another of
the shimmering barriers protecting Highwind’s southwestern wall
flickered and collapsed. A flight of wyverns, circling at the
ready, soared through the gap with troop crates clutched in their
talons. Jurisa and her Huntresses were slaughtering the Knights of
the Silver Fist as planned, and another wave of wyverns was
preparing to strike. Three more of the beasts launched from the
deck of the Vengeance and vanished into the fog, though
Marcella could feel them drawing upon her power as they shielded
their mounts and summoned flames to their fingertips. The storm
severely limited the vision of everyone else on the battlefield,
but not her. A Conduit didn’t need to rely upon her own eyes when
her followers could see in her stead.

Break the heretics, she said through
the Aetheric bond. Cleanse their sins in righteous fire!

Her Crimson Flame channelers were eager to
oblige. They unleashed a barrage of fireballs the instant they
crossed the breach in the city’s defenses, decimating row after row
of hapless archers and militiamen. Highwind’s soldiers still
weren’t broken, however—their Ranger-General swept in and engaged
the riders from the back of her own wyvern, and her precise aim and
devastating highborn magic forced Marcella’s wyverns to scatter and
retreat. Only one of them made it back to the fleet.

“Dammit,” Veleca hissed beside her, banging
her gauntlet on the ship’s railing. “We must get rid of that elf
witch before—”

“General Starwind is a minor annoyance,”
Marcella said as her eyes fluttered back open. As always, she could
feel the terror and suffering of her channelers before they met
their grisly end, but she forced herself to stay focused on the
overall battle. All their deaths—all their sacrifices—would be
avenged soon enough.

“Starwind destroyed the Hatchery, mistress,”
Veleca said. “We cannot afford to—”

“Once I have harvested the Godsoul fragment
from the Eternal Priestess, the battle will be over,” Marcella
said. “The more forces the enemy sends to defend the breach, the
better.”

She could sense the other woman’s
hesitation, but it didn’t matter. Veleca wouldn’t allow her doubts
to get in the way; she would do her duty, as would all the other
men and women in the Raven Queen’s service. That was precisely why
they would prevail. Her followers weren’t merely fighting for a
city—they were fighting for a cause. They were fighting for
the future of the very world.

A future that only a true Goddess could
provide.

“It is time,” Marcella said, turning and
approaching her wyvern on the forecastle. The beast was waiting
patiently for its mistress, though that was only because she had
soothed its mind with her magic. “Launch the third and fourth
groups. Order them to shift their focus to the eastern quarter of
the city.”

Marcella sent most of the commands herself,
of course—through her Aetheric bond, she could communicate with
every single one of her channelers as easily as if they were
standing beside her, regardless of distance. Not all of the wyvern
riders were bound to her will, sadly, but every squad possessed at
least one member who was. No conventional army could ever hope to
compete with the unity and discipline of her soldiers. Horns and
flags and shouted commands were no match for the coordination of a
Conduit.

“Mistress, I must implore you to
reconsider,” Veleca said as Marcella hoisted herself into her
wyvern’s saddle. “The dragon has not taken the bait. If he comes
after you—”

“The dragon is about to have his own problem
to deal with,” Marcella said pointedly. She paused for a moment and
swept her masked gaze across the other soldiers on the
Vengeance. They were all looking at her, their bows at the
ready. “The end of our glorious crusade is finally within reach. Do
not fail me.”

Veleca nodded behind her own mask. “We
won’t, mistress.”

“I know,” Marcella said, and meant it. She
stretched out her right arm, and Veleca clutched and squeezed her
mistress’s hand. Marcella could feel the other woman’s worry even
through their gauntlets. They were more than master and servant—her
Sanctori were friends and warriors and lovers. For a moment,
Marcella could imagine herself back on Nol Krovos surrounded by an
army of loyal, powerful amazons united in glorious sisterhood.
Everything had seemed so clear and simple back when she had been
waiting for Zalheer to be named her Maskari…

Marcella pulled her hand away and clenched
her teeth. She had learned long ago that rage, properly channeled,
could provide much-needed clarity in times of crisis. It was
absolutely vital that she remembered why she was here—and what was
at stake. Her crusade was about justice, not merely
vengeance, and people across the world were counting on her to
succeed whether they knew it or not. She was the only one who could
spare them from the tyranny of sorcery.

She was the only one who could ensure that
the lies of the moshalim and the fury of the dragons never
claimed another innocent victim.

“I will return,” Marcella said. “Azien
tova kesh!”

She kicked her heels into her wyvern’s
flank, and the beast let out an eager shriek as he rushed forward
and leapt into the air. The wind and the cold should have greatly
slowed its ascent, but Marcella shaped a wide, protective bubble
around his body to block out the storm. She steered the beast far
enough northwest that the fog would prevent anyone from seeing them
approach, though it wasn’t as if the city’s archers could threaten
them at this distance. Besides, she had given them plenty of other
things to occupy them.

Through the eyes of her minions, she watched
as Highwind’s defenders spread through the streets to engage her
soldiers. Originally, she had planned to conquer the city this
way—the Hatchery was supposed to provide dozens more crates and
wyverns along with an arsenal of alchemical firebombs. The
Ranger-General and the Senosi traitor had thwarted that particular
plan, but it didn’t really matter. Thanks to the Eternal Priestess
and her Godsoul fragment, Marcella wouldn’t need soldiers to claim
Highwind.

She choked up on the reins and steered her
wyvern even higher into the clouds. The Ranger-General was still
soaring over the Iron District, providing lethal air support for
her soldiers, and the dragon was busy chasing her wyverns over the
city. Every time she felt one of her channelers die to his fiery
breath or vicious claws, she was tempted to intercede and destroy
him now before—

No.

Marcella seized up in the saddle as the
voice of the Godsoul reverberated through her entire body.
“What?”

You will not confront the Wyrm Lord
until after you have harvested the priestess!

“I am in command here, not you!” she snarled
into the rushing wind. The Godsoul hungered inside her,
desperate to feed and grow stronger. It yearned to consume the
power of the Eternal Priestess far more than it wanted to eradicate
the Wyrm Lord.

Marcella was tempted to ignore its warning
and attack the dragon now rather than later, if only to prove her
dominion over this strange presence inside her. She could easily
give the order; her wyverns could come about and distract the
dragon while she swept in and struck the decisive blow. She might
never have a better opportunity to confront him without the aid of
his companions.

You cannot defeat the Wyrm Lord without the
priestess’s power. He is stronger than he was at the Fount. He is
stronger than any sorcerer in generations…even you.

Marcella hissed beneath her mask. The voice
was probably right, even if she didn’t want to admit it. If Jorem
really had grown that powerful, then confronting him now would be
foolish. Her crusade against sorcery was decades in the making,
after all. She could afford to wait a few more moments…especially
when she considered just how pleasant those moments would be.

Curling her claws tightly around the reins,
the Raven Queen steered her wyvern straight east. The city walls
rolled into view, and just as she had anticipated, the western gate
and its towers were only lightly defended. The darkness and the fog
concealed her approach so thoroughly that the archers barely had
time to nock their arrows before she was upon them. A single stroke
of lightning leapt from her outstretched claws as she flew past,
electrocuting one soldier and then arcing wildly between the
others. Their scorched, quivering bodies dropped to the battlements
one after another, but she didn’t wait to see how many she had
killed. Her eyes remained locked on the only target that
mattered:

The Silver Temple.

Even with her vision obscured, the decadence
of Highwind’s Redwater District was readily apparent the moment her
wyvern soared overhead. Any one of the estates here was probably
worth more than an entire block of houses elsewhere in the city,
and the bastion of the Silver Fist was every bit as extravagant.
The massive bell tower, the gilded parapets, the marble statues in
the courtyard…

It was hard to believe that the so-called
paladins who dwelt within had once been humble and pious warriors
dedicated to defending the weak. Like all men tainted by power,
however, they had degenerated into twisted shadows of their former
selves. The Shattering might not have destroyed them, but Marcella
was more than ready to finish the job.

“You know what needs to be done,” she said,
reaching out through the Aether and touching the mind of her
wyvern. “Now go!”

The wyvern screeched as it beat its wings
and gained precious speed. At this point, the beast was little more
than a decoy—her attack on the gate should have drawn the attention
of the Ranger-General and perhaps even the Wyrm Lord. But just
before her mount passed over the eastern wall cordoning off the
Redwater District from the rest of the city, a mere block away from
the temple, Marcella gritted her teeth, squeezed her hands into
fists, and vaulted out of the saddle.

The fall should have crushed every bone in
her body. She landed with a thunderous crash, but her protective
barrier redirected the force of the impact outward rather than
upward. Stones exploded all around her as if she were a tiny
meteor, and an invisible wave crushed a nearby streetlamp and
merchant cart.

On any other night, the Silver Temple would
have surely been guarded by dozens of acolytes, knights, and
priests, but Marcella’s forces had obeyed her orders and left this
entire district completely untouched so far. She doubted that the
Silver Fist would be stupid enough to leave their temple
completely undefended, though it honestly didn’t matter one
way or another. No paladin was a match for a trained amazon
warrior, let alone a goddess.

Marcella drew her sword and strode toward
the temple. The runes etched into the surface of the steel flared
to life in the presence of her magic, casting the frozen streets
about her in an eerie blue glow. Like all blades wielded by the Tel
Bator Keepers, her weapon was designed to suppress and unravel
magic, though she doubted she would need to rely upon its special
powers to defeat a handful of pampered knights.

She was right. Three men were guarding the
entrance to the temple, two on foot and one on barded horseback.
They saw her coming well in advance, of course, but Marcella didn’t
sprint or even jog to confront them. She wanted them to see the
silhouette of her bladed armor approaching. She wanted their hearts
to fill with dread at the realization that the One Goddess herself
was about to bring them to justice. But most of all, she wanted
that fear to ripple through their bond with their own Conduit.

Then every paladin in the world would
realize that their decadent order was doomed.

“To arms!” the knight on horseback shouted
into the wind. “The Temple is—”

Marcella thrust out her hand and unleashed
an arcing bolt of lightning. The knight was smart enough to have
protected himself with magic, but it made no difference whatsoever.
The blast of energy effortlessly burned through his barrier, his
armor, and then his heart, killing him in a fraction of a second.
The residual charge conducted through his body and shocked his
horse, sending the beast into a wild panic. It shrieked and bucked
its dead rider from the saddle and dashed away in a random
direction.

Had the other knights been regular soldiers,
they surely would have fled at the sight of their comrade dying to
a literal flick of a wrist. But paladins were stubborn by nature,
and they drew their swords and charged Marcella instead. The first
one died as ignobly as his comrade when she pummeled him with a
wave of magical force, hurling him against the temple wall hard
enough to crumple his breastplate and crush every bone in his body.
The second one she met blade to blade, though he was so rattled and
unsteady that she casually countered his reckless assault, seized
him by the neck, and drove her glowing blade straight through his
chest. She stared into his wide, frightened eyes as his lifeblood
drained away, knowing that the Eternal Priestess would be
watching.

“Your paladins are doomed, imposter,”
Marcella said. “Order the rest of your followers to stand aside or
watch them die upon my sword.”

She released her grip on his throat and
allowed the corpse to slide off her blade. The runes still glowed
brightly through the blood, and she strode toward the temple’s
towering double doors. The thick wood was bolstered by a powerful
protective enchantment just like the rest of the structure, but it
couldn’t stop a goddess any more than the knights huddled within.
She lashed out with another wave of magical force, smashing the
wood with the combined strength of a hundred battering rams
striking at once.

Dozens of men awaited her inside, far more
than she would have expected the knights to leave behind under the
circumstances. But their simple armor marked most of them as
aspirants, still untethered to the Aether and its corruption. She
held out hope that some of them might still be saved, but the trio
of paladins leading them—seasoned veterans, given the insignia and
commendations upon their armor—immediately rushed forward to
confront her.

“Stay back!” one of them warned the
aspirants as he raised his flail and shield. A gust of frigid wind
had surged through the splintered doorway, stirring up a vortex of
dust and snow in the otherwise pristine foyer, but when the cloud
cleared and the man got his first good look at the Raven Queen, he
stiffened and nearly dropped his weapons. “Oh, gods…”

“Just one,” Marcella said, lifting her sword
in a salute. “Me.”

She lunged at the knight and hacked straight
down at his shield with a two-handed grip. The steel bulwark
shattered as if it were made of rotten wood, as did the bones in
the plate-clad forearm beneath it. The knight only had an instant
to scream in anguish at the sight of his broken limb before
Marcella slashed open his throat with her backswing. His body hit
the ground with a dull clank, and he spent his last few
seconds of life choking on his own blood.

Like the men outside the temple, the other
knights could have fled but didn’t. They rushed forth to avenge
their fallen comrade, and Marcella couldn’t help but admire their
zeal. In a different lifetime, she and her amazon sisters would
have stood their ground against impossible odds as well. The bond
between true warriors was as strong as any Conduit’s tether.

But courage alone couldn’t save the wicked
from the righteous. The paladins fought valiantly and furiously,
but they died as unceremoniously as their kin. Her runic blade
bathed in their blood one after another, and she left their bodies
twitching on the floor as a warning to the aspirants cowering
behind them. They shrank back as the last paladin fell, and she
swept their ranks with a pitiless gaze. She could have killed them
all, too, of course—a single stroke of lightning could have snuffed
out their lives in a fraction of a second—but most of them weren’t
tainted by the false Conduit’s power.

“Run back to your families,” she snarled,
the claws of her left gauntlet crackling with electricity. “Tell
them that Highwind is about to be reborn.”

Marcella didn’t wait for them to
scatter—which they did. She strode across the foyer and into the
main hall, her lips curling in disgust at the shameless wealth and
decadence on display all around her. The temple was every bit as
ostentatious as she had been led to believe, from the marble
statues of fallen Highlords to the sprawling murals depicting their
many victories over the orcs of the Shattered Peaks during the
Winter War. The Order’s arrogance might have been even more damning
than the tainted power they had channeled for so many years. The
Tel Bator Templar in Darenthi—warriors who also claimed to dedicate
themselves to Escar the Guardian—had won victories against far more
implacable foes without the corruption of magic.

The priestess draws close. You must find
her. You must harvest her power if you wish to destroy the
dragon!

Marcella winced at the sound of the voice
inside her head. It seemed to grow louder every time it spoke to
her, and it was becoming more ravenous by the second—ravenous…and
desperate. Only her Sanctori and Senosi ever experienced this kind
of primal hunger for magic.

“Halt!”

Her mind snapped back to the present as
another paladin appeared at the end of the hall in front of the
doors to the main sanctuary. The man was close to her own age,
judging by his graying hair and weathered face, and his resplendent
armor marked him as a Knight-Commander. Given what her Senosi had
told her about the current state of the Order, she knew exactly who
this was.

“I always assumed you were insane after
hearing of the tortures you’ve wrought on your own subjects,” the
knight said, shaking his head. “But attacking the Silver Temple all
by yourself…you truly are mad, aren’t you?”

“Knight-Commander Nathaniel Crowe,” Marcella
said, slowing her gait. “A rare member of your Order without a drop
of noble blood in his veins. You’re a veteran of the Winter War who
was appointed to represent the Order on the Highwind Council after
the death of Highlord Kastrius. You have a reputation for honor,
dignity, and fairness.”

She snorted and swept her gaze across the
hall. It was narrower here than the foyer but still quite spacious,
and the doors along the sides led all over the sprawling temple.
But she could feel the power of the Eternal Priestess somewhere
behind Crowe, and nothing was going to stand in her way.

“My Senosi could have assassinated you a
hundred times by now, but they assured me that the Echo would
destroy you,” Marcella went on. “Clearly, you are stronger than
they believed.”

“Strong enough to put down a murderous
despot, anyway,” Crowe said. “You underestimated us at the Silver
Tower and then again with your pathetic little siege. Surrender
now, and I might even ask the dragon to spare your fleet.”

Marcella grinned beneath her mask. He was
terrified of her, of course; she could feel his dread rippling
through the Aether. But his bluster was meant to slow her down, not
stop her. The false Conduit had assuredly summoned her servants
back to the temple already. Crowe probably hoped he could delay
Marcella long enough for his comrades to overwhelm her.

He didn’t understand the power she
wielded—he couldn’t understand it; not really. He was merely
a mortal man, after all, and she was a goddess.

“If you truly are a man of honor, you will
order your men to stand down,” Marcella said. “I will spare as many
of them as I can. Any who willingly offer themselves to me—any who
cast aside the promises of false gods and false Conduits—will be
reborn in righteous flame. Only I can save them from the
Echo…and only you can save them from my wrath.”

Crowe snorted contemptuously. “You honestly
expect me to hand over this city to a butcher and a tyrant? After
everything you’ve done? After all the innocent people you’ve
slaughtered?”

“There was nothing innocent about the men
who ruled Vorsalos when I arrived,” Marcella said. “Or the ones who
preyed upon its people from the shadows. I have brought order and
justice to my city. You have brought nothing but corruption and
debauchery to yours.”

She raised her sword and pointed the tip
directly at him. “Stand aside, paladin. I will not ask again.”

“You won’t need to, trust me,” Crowe said,
raising his own blade vertically in a duelist’s salute. “I will not
allow you to violate Escar’s sanctum.”

“Then you will die,” Marcella said. “Just
like every other man who has tried and failed to stop me.”

 


***

 


Fire rained from the sky as Selvhara prowled
through the debris-ridden alleyways of the Iron District. The storm
had prevented a true conflagration so far, but she knew it wouldn’t
last. Aetheric flames couldn’t be quenched so easily, and least not
without proper magic—magic the Knights of the Silver Fist would
soon lose forever.

It amazed her that she was still able to
think clearly. The moon curse had been unleashed, but it hadn’t
eclipsed her reason—yet. Not that it really mattered. Elf or
werewolf, she was still a prisoner in her own body, and Dathiel had
no intention of letting her go.

She could feel her master’s rage—his
hunger—growing by the second. Soon Dathiel would harvest the
Godsoul from the Eternal Priestess, and after an eon of
imprisonment within the walls of the Pale, one of the
Valathrim would finally be set free. Only the Dragon of
Highwind could possibly stop him now.

Find the amazon. Destroy the Wyrm Lord!

The One God’s voice was like thunder
exploding inside Selvhara’s skull. Even the bestial fury of the
wolf’s blood couldn’t liberate her from her master’s control now;
she was little more than a helpless passenger. But while she
couldn’t control her own limbs, she could still feel Kaseya’s
presence through the Dal’Rethi collar. In a few minutes, the amazon
would be dead, and instead of nurturing and protecting the last
Wyrm Lord, Selvhara would be the agent of his demise.

She tried to scream, but nothing escaped her
wolfish muzzle. Instead, she silently crawled forward until she
reached the end of the alley and caught her first glimpse of the
chaos engulfing the streets near the southwestern wall. The Senosi
Huntresses had already assassinated several paladins and brought
down a few of the protective barriers shielding the city. The
wyverns had dropped crates filled with soldiers through the gaps,
and Highwind’s defenders—mercenary and militia alike—were battling
in the streets amidst a flurry of sleet, fog, and flame.

For an instant, Selvhara was overwhelmed by
a memory of Tir Lanathel’s fall. The attacking armies, led by an
alliance of Conduits and their fanatical followers, had attacked
the glorious, ancient city in a final, desperate push to end the
Dragon War. She could still remember the buildings burning around
her and the terrified screams of the Faetharri servants trapped
inside. She could hear the pounding boots of human soldiers
storming through the streets as they cut down every elf before
them. Men and women, soldiers and laborers, nobles and slaves…

I doomed the Wyrm Lords then, just like I
will doom them again now. When I joined the Sarodihm Kalefarr,
I only sought to learn the truth about the past; I had no idea
what I was about to unleash. The Empire was already crumbling by
the time I was born, and accurate recollections of the Godswar and
the Reckoning were as rare as they are today. Back then, I truly
believed that restoring the knowledge and history of the Fallen
Gods would save the Empire, not destroy it.

Her reverie shattered when Jorem flashed
overhead in pursuit of more wyverns. Flames spewed from his mouth,
consuming the beasts and their riders. The dragons defending Tir
Lanathel had fought just as hard, and they also might have
prevailed if not for her foolishness. Now, a thousand years after
the fall, Jorem was destined to suffer the same fate.

And once again, Selvhara would unwittingly
destroy everyone and everything she loved.

“Watch out, Red!”

Valuri’s husky voice rang through the
streets, and Selvhara turned just in time to watch the Huntress
leap off a burning roof and fire her twin repeating crossbows in
midair. The bolts rained down upon a group of Vorsalosian soldiers,
piercing their hearts and throats with brutal precision. Valuri
landed on her feet with the same cool grace, seemingly unaffected
by the ice or wind. Her glowing green eyes pierced through the fog
like twin spectral lanterns.

About ten yards behind her, Kaseya was busy
battling a woman clad in full golden armor, their duel lit by the
glow of the blaze. The Inquisitrix’s Sanctori fought with spears
rather than swords, and ostensibly they possessed the same strength
and powers as the Senosi. Even so, the amazon was holding her own;
the two women clashed back and forth down a narrow street while
flames engulfed the rooftops and wyverns streaked by overhead.

Selvhara crouched behind a pile of
smoldering timber, her bestial claws curled at her side. Her hind
legs coiled like springs as she waited to leap into battle the
instant she spotted an opening. If not for the fog and fire and
general chaos, a werewolf would have been incredibly easy to spot,
but no one seemed to have noticed her presence yet. The wolf’s
blood boiled inside her, hungry for a kill, driven near frenzy by
the scents of death all around, and she found herself hoping that
Dathiel would lose his patience and strike. Valuri’s silver blade
was the only hope of saving Jorem now…

But the Huntress had problems of her own.
More soldiers rushed down the street to engage her, and after
firing off a few more bolts, Valuri holstered her crossbows and
flicked out her claws and wrist-blade. She lunged at the enemy with
a ferocious cry, as fearless as any dragon, and soon she became
little more than a blur of silver steel and black leather. Yet for
every soldier she cut down, five more seemed to emerge from the
darkness.

Kaseya had better luck. Despite the
Sanctori’s superior strength and reach, the amazon quickly took
control of their duel. Time and again, she slipped inside her
enemy’s defenses, scoring hit after hit until the Sanctori’s golden
armor was stained with blood. The vatari dust tattooed into the
woman’s flesh beneath that armor kept her on her feet, however, and
in theory she could eventually regenerate, while Kaseya could not.
The only way for the amazon to prevail was to score a quick, clean
kill.

And that was exactly what she did.

The maneuver was so flawless, so precise,
that even a true Dal’Rethi Blade Dancer would have been proud. In
one moment, the Sanctori was driving the amazon backward with her
spear; in the next, Kaseya dropped into a crouch, rolled across the
frozen street, and sprang back to her feet. Her sword cleaved flesh
from bone in a sweeping slice, and the Sanctori’s golden helmet
rolled across the street while her headless body clattered onto the
snow-covered ground.

Now, Sarodihm!

Selvhara’s body leapt out of her hiding spot
before her mind fully realized what was happening. The smell of
blood in the air brought the wolf’s hunger to a fever pitch, but
the One God was still in full control. She sprinted forward, the
yellow glint of her bestial eyes reflecting in the darkened windows
as she moved. She could feel the amazon’s fatigue and relief
through the collar, and between the crackling flames consuming the
rooftops, the clashing of swords down on the street, and the roar
of wyverns in the sky, Kaseya didn’t have a chance in the Pale of
hearing Selvhara coming.

Unless I do something.

Selvhara couldn’t control her body—fighting
the One God’s will had proven futile time and again, and the wolf’s
blood demanded a fresh kill as vehemently as her master. She
couldn’t fight Dathiel and her curse at the same time…but
perhaps she didn’t need to. What if she encouraged the wolf’s
blood-frenzy instead of fighting it? What if she fully surrendered
to the madness of her curse?

She had only an instant to choose. And
though it went against every impulse, though part of her screamed
that it was yet another foolish mistake, Selvhara reached for the
place where the wolf’s curse resided…and embraced it.

Mere seconds before Selvhara pounced upon
the amazon, the wolf’s blood took over, howling through her like a
searing hurricane. She snarled in anticipation of a feast, and her
muzzle opened and unleashed a bestial roar so loud it cut through
the din of battle—and alerted Kaseya to her presence. The amazon
whirled around at the last moment and raised her shield—

Just in time. Selvhara slammed into the
steel bulwark like a battering ram. She bowled the amazon over but
couldn’t strike with her claws or her teeth; Kaseya rolled onto her
back and kicked up her knees, effectively turning Selvhara’s
momentum against her. The druid flipped head over tail and crashed
down onto the street several yards away.

“Zor kalah,” Kaseya breathed, her
blue eyes wide in horror. “Selvhara?”

Her ambush had been thwarted, but Selvhara
was out of tricks. The wolf wouldn’t relent until its prey was
dead, and she couldn’t stop her body from lunging forward to strike
a second time. Kaseya sprang to her feet and expertly blocked slash
after slash with her shield, but she was no match for the power and
fury of a lycanthrope. Selvhara was faster, stronger, and virtually
invincible—every time the amazon’s sword sank into her flesh, the
wound healed within seconds. Only silver or sorcerous flame could
stop the wolf now, and Kaseya had neither at her disposal.

Thankfully, Valuri did.

The Huntress came flying out of the fog like
a wraith, her silver wrist-blade gleaming, and she would have
impaled Selvhara right then and there if not for the druid’s
heightened senses. The blade still slashed across her shoulder as
she attempted to dodge, however, and pain seared through Selvhara’s
body as if she had just dipped her entire arm in molten lava.

“Stay back, Red!” Valuri hissed, sinking
into a crouch and holding her blade in front of her. “I’m going to
do something I should have done a long time ago…”

The Huntress didn’t wait for her prey to
recover. She launched herself at the werewolf, her eyes blazing a
fearsome green. She had every reason to be confident—her Senosi
powers could heal almost any injury inflicted by a werewolf’s
claws, whereas Selvhara no longer had the same advantage. Her left
arm sizzled from the silver-wrought wound, and she could already
feel traces of the toxic metal seeping into her bloodstream.
Another clean strike might kill her outright.

You cannot escape from me that easily,
Sarodihm!

Valuri pressed in for the kill, but the
wolf’s blood wasn’t defeated yet. Even with one crippled arm,
Selvhara was still faster and stronger than any mortal, even a
Senosi. She snarled as she narrowly evaded the Huntress’s strikes,
awaiting an opening to counterattack. Where Kaseya was a calm and
patient duelist, Valuri was a leather-clad ball of fury and power.
She was used to overpowering her melee opponents with raw speed and
strength, and she knew she only needed one more clean strike to
prevail.

But the One God knew that, too, and he turned her
aggression against her. Waiting until she drove Selvhara halfway
across the street, he forced the druid’s body to slip and fall back
on its haunches. The Huntress rushed forward, eagerly taking the
bait. But a split second before her silver blade pierced the
werewolf’s heart, Selvhara’s good arm snatched Valuri by the
wrist.

They struggled in each other’s grip, the tip
of the blade hovering less than an inch from final victory.
Selvhara fought against her master’s bonds, desperate to break his
hold even for an instant, but she remained helpless as the One God
closed his trap. Rather than try to overpower the Huntress, he sank
Selvhara’s claws into Valuri’s gauntlet, then raked downward,
shredding the leather into ribbons. The silver blade clattered
harmlessly to the ground without the gauntlet to hold it on her
wrist.

Valuri realized her mistake an instant too
late. Before she could lunge for the blade, the werewolf slammed
into her with the full force of its bestial bulk, hurling the
Huntress across the street and into an empty merchant cart. The
woman screamed in pain when something audibly snapped on
impact, though she was far from defeated. Her wounds would
heal.

But not quickly enough to save Kaseya.

Selvhara swiveled back to face the amazon,
and she felt her muzzle twist into a bestial smile. The battle was
still raging around them—the Inquisitrix’s forces clashed with
Highwind’s defenders further down the street, and wyverns streaked
past overhead—but no one could save Kaseya this time. She should
have looked terrified…but instead, her brow was furrowed in
confusion.

“The tethers,” she breathed, her eyes
flicking up as if they were looking past her. “I can see them
all…”

Selvhara snarled as she threw herself at the
amazon. Kaseya’s skill and grace under fire were every bit as
impressive as before. She never panicked, no matter how
relentlessly her enemy attacked. Her feet kept moving like a master
swordsman even while she blocked the werewolf’s brutal strikes with
her shield. The One God’s impatience burned through the Aether, and
he spurred Selvhara into a ruthless frenzy until her strength and
speed finally won out. She caught hold of the amazon’s shield,
ripped from her grasp, and then tackled Kaseya flat onto her back.
Prone and pinned beneath the druid’s weight, the amazon stared up
helplessly as the wolf lunged in for the kill—

No. No!

Selvhara froze, her teeth mere inches from
the amazon’s exposed throat. The One God’s voice screamed into her
mind, and it was only then that she realized his control had been
broken—no, suppressed, and only momentarily at that. She
could still feel his presence suffusing every part of her, but his
marionette’s strings had suddenly and inexplicably gone slack.

Through the Dal’Rethi collar, Selvhara could
feel the amazon concentrating intently upon the Aetheric tendrils
binding the druid to Dathiel’s power. The fact that Kaseya could
perceive them at all was astonishing, but she had apparently
figured out a way to interact with them as well. It didn’t seem
possible…

“I will not allow you to control her!”
Kaseya growled. “Begone, fiend!”

Selvhara yelped when a spike of pain lanced
through her body. She glanced down, half expecting the silver blade
to be sticking out of her chest, before she realized that the agony
wasn’t coming from her body at all.

It was coming from Dathiel.

Insolent wretch! he snarled. The
Sarodihm is mine!

But despite his protests, Selvhara could
feel his control weakening as Kaseya focused upon the tendrils. The
druid didn’t understand how or why, but this nineteen-year-old
human girl had discovered a critical gap in the One God’s
defenses—a gap that no one else, even countless other sorcerers,
had ever perceived before.

Destroy her! Dathiel demanded.
Destroy the dragon’s whore and set this world free!

His commands shuddered through Selvhara like
tremors, but there was no power behind them. He couldn’t control
her body, but oddly, neither could she. It was as if she were
shackled in the Citadel again, except now the chains were
invisible…

“I cannot…I cannot stop him,” Selvhara
managed, her gruff, bestial voice little more than raspy growl.
“You have to kill me before…before…”

“Red!”

Valuri’s frantic cry cut through the din of
battle like a clarion horn. Out of the corner of her eye, Selvhara
watched as the Huntress emerged from the frozen fog and snatched up
her fallen wrist-blade. Her black leather armor was splattered with
blood—most of it her own—but she still sprinted forward with the
silver clutched in her hand like a short spear. She lunged right at
Selvhara, and the druid held her breath and waited for oblivion’s
embrace—

Only to suddenly topple over as Kaseya
rolled her hips and twisted both their bodies to the side. The
Huntress tripped over them and rolled across the snow before
flipping back to her feet.

“Red, what the fuck are you—?”

“Do not harm her!” Kaseya cried out. She
thrust out a hand to ward off Valuri while her blue eyes stayed
locked on Selvhara. “I know what I am doing.”

The Huntress snarled, “Are you insane? She’s
here to kill us!”

“I know,” the amazon said. “But I am going
to set her free.”

Selvhara was rolled all the way onto her
back, still mostly paralyzed, as Kaseya’s eyes widened in
concentration. The druid swore she could actually feel the other
woman mentally reach out and grab Dathiel’s tethers like they
really were a marionette’s strings. A wave of nausea crashed over
Selvhara as Kaseya squeezed the tether together—

And then they snapped.

At first, Selvhara’s body went numb. It was
as if she was floating in a still lake, weightless and adrift, as
the entire world faded into nothingness around her. Even the
presence of the One God faded. She felt calm, at peace…right up
until she started to drown.

“Red, what are you…oh, shit!”

Selvhara could hear the others talking, but
she couldn’t see them. Her vision had gone completely black, and
her lungs seized up as if they were filled with frozen water.
Spikes of white-hot pain pierced every part of her body, but she
couldn’t even muster the breath to scream.

“What the fuck did you do to her, Red?”

“I severed the tethers binding her to her
master.”

“You what? How in the—?”

“She has been bound to him for so long I
fear she cannot survive without him. The Wasting Echo will destroy
her. Unless…”

“Unless? Unless what? Red, what are
you—”

Selvhara’s vision returned as a warm wave
crashed over her. She gasped for air, breathless, as she stared up
at the amazon who was now straddling her. Kaseya’s hand touched her
chest, and a soothing pulse of energy seemed to ripple out from her
fingertips. It was only then, when Selvhara realized she could move
her arms again, that she realized she had slender elven hands
rather than bestial claws.

“Faarea!” she breathed as a gust of
winter wind whipped across the street and chilled her naked flesh.
“He’s…he’s gone!”

Valuri crouched down over her, the silver
blade still clutched in her hand. “How is that even possible?”

“I do not know…it shouldn’t be,” Selvhara
said, shaking her head. She couldn’t feel Dathiel’s presence at
all, but she could feel Kaseya’s more strongly than ever. It was
almost as if…

“I severed the tethers, but I could not heal
them,” the amazon breathed. “You have been bound to another for so
long that I am not convinced you could even survive alone.”

Valuri’s green eyes narrowed. “What are you
saying, Red?”

“I am bound to her now,” Selvhara
whispered. She had never been able to perceive the Aetheric tethers
binding her to the One God, but she could always feel
them—and she could feel that Kaseya had taken hold of the
marionette’s strings herself. “Just as I was to Dathiel.”

“What?” the Huntress gasped. “But
you’re not a god or a Conduit. How can you bind anyone?”

“I do not know,” Kaseya admitted. “Perhaps
it is because we both wear Dal’Rethi collars, or perhaps it is
something else entirely. Regardless, she is no longer in the thrall
of her master.”

Selvhara reached up and touched the collar
around her throat. From the first moment she had met Jorem, she
would have given anything to serve him. She had hoped that this
device would bind her to him like the concubines of the ancient
Wyrm Lords, but fate had chosen to bind her to Kaseya instead. What
if that had happened for a reason?

“You are the Wyrm Lord’s chosen mate,”
Selvhara said, reaching out to take Kaseya’s hand. “Through you, I
shall serve him—now and forever.”

Valuri groaned and smacked her forehead.
“You have to be fucking kidding me…”

“We can serve Jorem by defending the city,”
Kaseya said, leaning back and helping the druid sit up. “This
battle is far from over.”

Selvhara nodded and swallowed, a hundred
separate emotions flooding through her all at once. She still
couldn’t believe that a human girl a fiftieth her age had
been the one to set her free. Nor could she believe that Dathiel
was truly, finally gone…

“The One God wanted me to slay you to drive
Jorem mad,” the druid said. “But with his plan thwarted, he will
rely upon his Conduit to finish the job.”

Valuri frowned. “What?”

“The Inquisitrix is already moving upon the
Silver Temple,” Selvhara said. “If she destroys the Eternal
Priestess and consumes her Godsoul, none of this will matter.
Dathiel will finally possess the power to free himself from his
prison in the Pale. Even a Wyrm Lord will not be able to defeat
him.”

Kaseya shared a glance with the Huntress,
then dove to retrieve her blade and shield. “Then we must get to
the temple.”

“It’s halfway across the city!” Valuri
pointed out. “How much time do we have?”

Selvhara swallowed heavily. “Precious
little.”

“Fantastic. So what are we going to do?”

“We call for reinforcements,” Kaseya said,
touching the ruby at the center of her collar. “And finish what we
started.”
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The Battle for Highwind III

 


What are you waiting for? Destroy this fool
and harvest the girl!

The voice of the Godsoul screamed into
Marcella’s mind even as she parried Commander Crowe’s latest attack
and delivered a kick to his leg that sent the knight staggering
back to a small shrine built into the wall. The hunger inside her
was getting harder and harder to ignore; it had already evolved
from an annoying nagging sensation to a full-body ache in the span
of a few minutes. She was starting to seriously doubt whether she
could keep it under control…

“Not bad,” Crowe said, breathing heavily as
he readied his sword and paced a circle around her. “I’ve never met
a soldier from Vorsalos who knew how to hold a sword properly
before. Maybe if you’d spent more time teaching your men to fight,
we wouldn’t have broken your little siege so easily.”

Marcella didn’t take the bait. If anything,
she respected his strategy. He was more skilled than she had
expected, which meant he was also skilled enough to realize how
badly he was outmatched. His only viable strategy was to try and
throw her off balance, either to goad her into making a fatal
mistake or to simply delay her until reinforcements arrived.

Then why haven’t you killed him? A single
spark of your power could turn him to dust!

Marcella ignored the voice and lunged
forward with a sudden thrust, forcing Crowe onto the defensive. He
had clearly trained in basic fencing techniques as well as
traditional mounted warfare; he knew exactly when to parry and when
to dodge, and he had the calm, precise footwork of an expert
duelist. Her blood boiled in her veins, not from rage but from
exhilaration. She couldn’t even remember the last time she
had fought a real opponent blade to blade. Training with her
Sanctori—or even her former Hand, Ayrael—just wasn’t the same.

Her thoughts flashed back to Nol Krovos and
the myriad skirmishes she had fought alongside her amazon sisters.
Long before she had absorbed the power of the Fount—long before she
had even realized she was a sorceress—her entire life had been
dedicated to the art of warfare. Swords, spears, fists…there was
something intoxicating about the blood and sweat and pain of real
melee combat.

Grinning beneath her mask, Marcella pressed
her attack. The clash of their swords rang throughout the empty
temple, and the sparks thrown from their blades lit up the dim hall
like flickering candles. This was honorable combat, pure and
true. Warrior to warrior, weapon to weapon, muscle to muscle. No
flames, no strokes of lightning, no Aether—this had been her
destiny once, if the moshalim and the Matriarch hadn’t
betrayed her…

A flash of long-buried rage seared through
her mind, spurring her to advance—and make a mistake. Crowe
countered her relentless strikes with the patient grace of a
master, and he counterattacked the instant she overextended. After
parrying her reckless lunge, he slipped inside her defenses,
slammed his elbow into her chest to stun her, and then swept his
blade right at her throat.

A less-experienced opponent would have been
decapitated, but Marcella recognized her mistake just in time to
duck away. The sword still caught her mask, however, and the force
of the impact ripped it from her face and sent it skittering across
the hall.

“I have to give you credit,” Crowe said,
retreating several steps so he could catch his breath. “I never
thought you would have the courage to show your face on the
battlefield…what’s left of it, anyway.”

Marcella clutched her scarred cheek with her
empty gauntlet. She knew better than to allow herself to be
distracted like that. It really had been too long since she had
fought a worthy opponent…

This cretin is not worth our time! Destroy
him. Now!

“I am in command here, not you!” she
snarled. “I am the Conduit—I am the One Goddess!”

Commander Crowe frowned in confusion as he
studied her. “You’re a petty despot with delusions of grandeur,
nothing more.”

“Silence!” Marcella screamed as she lunged
at the knight once more, her blade clutched tightly in both hands.
She pummeled him with renewed fury, driving him back across the
hall toward the sanctuary door. Her assault was relentless, yet
somehow, inexplicably, Crowe still kept her at bay. His seemingly
supernatural poise allowed him to hold and wait for an opportunity
to strike…

And yet again, he found one. When Marcella’s
sweeping slash narrowly whistled past his head, her blade became
lodged in the sanctuary’s wooden door. She snarled and tried to
jerk the weapon free, but the split-second pause was all Crowe
needed. He slashed down across her body, shearing off the
decorative blades of her pauldron and penetrating the armor deep
enough to draw blood. She fell to her knees, overwhelmed by the
sudden spike of pain stabbing down her arm, as Crowe moved in for
the kill…

Enough!

The voice of the Godsoul thundered in her
mind, and the claws of her left gauntlet suddenly crackled with
Aetheric energy. Marcella didn’t understand how, but her hand
thrust outward of its own accord and unleashed a torrent of energy
at the attacking knight. The blast struck Crowe squarely in the
chest, shattering his thin Aetheric barrier and melting through his
breastplate with ease. He stumbled away, his arms and legs
twitching as residual electricity coursed through him, before he
collapsed to the floor.

You will harvest the girl, the
voice demanded. I will not tolerate any more delays!

“No…” Marcella breathed, staring down at the
sparks of energy still dancing across her claws. “How dare
you? This is my power. I am the—”

Without warning, a deluge of thoughts and
images poured over her as if a dam had suddenly burst inside her
mind. At first, the torrent threatened to drag her under—she
couldn’t move, she couldn’t think, she could barely even breathe.
But then the images began to crystalize one after the other, and
she realized she was staring at the sprawling canvas of history.
Decades, centuries, millennia…they all passed before her in an
instant.

And she finally understood.

It was all there for her to see, every
moment of every memory spanning a thousand human lifetimes. The
first gods and their ascension, the civil war that spilled their
blood across the world, the elven slaves who learned to channel its
power for themselves…

Everything she had ever learned—everything
she had ever been taught—was but a pale shadow of the truth. The
Fallen Gods, the Wyrm Lords, even the Dragon War that had sundered
the Avetharri and their empire…none of it had unfolded the way
everyone believed. History had been retold, rewritten, or outright
erased a thousand times over.

What if the Wyrm Lords weren’t the villains?
What if the gods weren’t gods at all? What if they had been locked
away for a good reason?

What if I am the fool who set them free?

“Zor kalah,” Marcella breathed.
“Ancestors forgive me…”

But it was already too late, for the
knowledge and memories had not come alone. The presence that had
once been little more than a whisper in the back of her mind now
suffused her entire body and eclipsed her very will. She was no
longer the master of the Godsoul; now she was merely a vessel for
its awesome power.

“Time grows short.” The words came from
Marcella’s lips, but they were no longer hers. Her wounded body
lurched to its feet seemingly of its own accord, and she stepped in
front of the sanctuary doors and stretched out both her hands. A
storm of energy gathered at her fingertips—

“You won’t…”

The Godsoul turned Marcella’s head and
glanced down at the knight sprawled at her feet. The smoldering
black hole in Crowe’s breastplate was even larger than she had
realized; she couldn’t believe he even had the strength left to
speak.

“The dragon…will…” Crowe’s lips bubbled over
with blood, and the life drained from his eyes.

“The dragon will die,” the Godsoul said.
“And this world will once again bow before its rightful god.”

 


***

 


Yet another brilliant gout of flame lit up
the night sky as the dragon pursued a pair of wyverns attempting to
drop troop crates into the harbor. At least one of the beasts was
caught in the blast, and even through the storm, Serrane could see
the crate slip out of its talons and crash sideways into the
streets below. Whether the soldiers inside survived the impact was
an open question, but she didn’t feel the need to wait for an
answer. Kicking her heels into Garadros’s flank, she ordered the
wyvern to swoop low enough for her to take a shot.

“Caro nin ilindyth thand!” she cried
out as she summoned a magical arrow to her bowstring and fired. The
glowing projectile only missed the crate by a few feet—a bloody
miracle considering her speed and the wind—and the resulting
explosion engulfed half the street in a brilliant but short-lived
fireball.

And then she was out of range again.
Gritting her teeth, Serrane hunched even lower in the saddle as she
slowly swung Garadros in a wide, low arc around the harbor. She
already felt like they had been fighting all night, though the
battle had probably been raging for less than an hour. Her arms
tingled from the early pangs of the Flensing, though that was
mostly because she had been forced to shield herself from the cold
this entire time. This really did feel like she was back in
Icewatch again.

Still, at least this time they were winning.
Between her, Jorem, and their soldiers on the ground, they had
mostly been able to contain the enemy troops, and the storm was
putting out the fires for them. If she and the others could keep
this up, the Inquisitrix might be forced to—

“Faarea…” Serrane breathed when
Garadros finally swung all the way back around to face the Iron
District and the wall beyond it. For an instant, everything seemed
fine—a half a dozen shimmering blue barriers were spread over the
battlements like interlocking domes, protecting the walls and the
troops stationed upon them.

But then, without any warning whatsoever,
they all disappeared.

“Oh, gods…” Serrane whispered, her head
immediately turning northwest. She couldn’t see the Silver Temple
through the fog, but something must have gone wrong. None of the
barriers reappeared, and dozens of tiny lights across the city—the
faint glow from paladins shielding themselves in the Aether—were
all snuffed out like tiny candles.

Tahira. The Huntresses must have found
Tahira.

Serrane choked up on the reins and pushed
Garadros hard toward the battlements. Without their powers, Julian
and his men would be completely defenseless. She had to try
and—

She felt the surge in the Aether before she
heard the sizzling crackle of a lightning bolt, but by then it was
already too late. The stroke of lightning seared through her
mount’s wing, blinding her and stunning Garadros. Her stomach
dropped when he abruptly lost altitude, and if she weren’t strapped
into the saddle, she surely would have plummeted from his back
entirely. An enemy wyvern screeched somewhere behind them, though
she could barely hear anything over her own mount’s agonized cries.
In desperation, she tried to blink the afterimage from her vision
and tighten her grip on the reins…

Too late.

Garadros clipped the edge of a tall building
with his wing and spiraled out of control. Serrane leaned forward
and grabbed onto the saddle with both arms, her gut churning and
her head spinning as they careened toward the ground. She channeled
as much power as she could muster into her own defenses, praying it
would be enough—

And then they crashed. Her vision went
black, and Serrane lost all sense of time and place. She didn’t
even realize she had lost consciousness until her eyes abruptly
shot back open. Her head was spinning so violently she nearly
retched, and while both of her arms were free, she couldn’t move—or
feel—either of her legs.

A wave of cold dread shuddered down her
spine, but Serrane clenched her teeth and forced herself to stay
calm. She could barely see anything besides a few thin strands of
light filtering in through a ruined wooden ceiling. The air was as
frosty as ever, though it was so filled with dust she could barely
even breathe.

“Escar’s mercy,” a deep male voice gasped
from somewhere nearby. “Just hold still, General! We’ll get you out
of there.”

Serrane craned her neck to try and see the
speaker, but she couldn’t seem to break free of what was pinning
her no matter how hard she wriggled. It only took a moment to
realize why.

She wasn’t buried beneath rubble—she was
buried beneath Garadros.

Hissing through clenched teeth, she placed
her hand flat against his scales and reached out through the
Aether. But when she tried to soothe his mind and keep him calm,
she found only emptiness.

Garadros was gone.

“Le’thos,” she swore, closing her
eyes and balling her hands into fists. A knot filled with rage and
pain and sorrow twisted in her stomach. She had only known him for
a short time, but he had completely changed her perceptions about
wyverns. They were dangerous and ill-tempered, yes, but they were
also far smarter than everyone believed—and fiercely loyal when
given the chance.

She wanted to scream. At the very least, she
wanted to take the time to mourn. But then she remembered that
Julian was still out there, probably stripped of his power…

“Just hold still, General,” the deep voice
repeated. “I have you…”

Serrane felt a firm grip take hold of her
right arm a moment later, and she pushed off with her left to try
and break free. Her legs began tingling the moment her rescuer
pulled her clear, and the uncomfortable pins and needles of blood
rushing back into her legs promptly followed. She grimaced and
swore under her breath again, struggling to concentrate through the
pain.

“Gods, I thought we’d lost you,” her rescuer
said. “Everything’s going straight to the bloody void…”

Serrane’s eyes fluttered back open, and her
vision finally cleared enough to make out the middle-aged human
crouched over her, helmet askew. His face was covered in blood and
soot, but she still would have recognized him anywhere.

“Mannick?” she breathed.

The constable nodded as he tried to help her
sit up. “I don’t know what you saw while you were up there, but we
had to abandon the wall,” he told her. “The knights…something
happened to them. They lost their magic again.”

“I know,” she grunted, bracing herself
upright on an elbow. They were clearly somewhere in the Iron
District, though she wasn’t sure what street. The building Garadros
had crashed into looked like one of the many old smithies, though
there wasn’t much left of it at this point.

“That beast twisted in midair a moment
before you crashed,” Mannick said, following her gaze. “It saved
your life.”

Serrane swallowed heavily. As much as she
wanted to lie here in the falling snow and cry, they simply didn’t
have the time. “We have to find Commander Cassel and figure out
what happened,” she said, holding out her arm so he could help her
up. “Without the barriers, we can’t hold the walls.”

Mannick nodded. “I already ordered my men
off the wall,” he said, hauling her upright. “They were too exposed
on the battlements. At least they’ll stand a chance fighting in the
streets.”

Serrane braced herself against his arm and
took a few tentative steps. Aside from a few nasty scrapes and
bruises, she appeared to be fine. Her legs still hurt like hell,
but the constable was right that she should have been dead. Only
luck had saved her.

Luck, and the loyalty of a creature I had
promised to set free.

She turned and glanced at the wyvern one
last time. Considering how many knights and soldiers might die
today, it almost seemed foolish to shed a tear over a mount. But
she felt one slide down her cheek nonetheless.

“The last I saw, Julian was busy fighting
near Aisling and Sutherland,” Serrane said, gritting her teeth and
grabbing the handle of the slender sword at her belt. Her bow had
fallen from her hand during the plunge, as had her blade’s
twin.

“That isn’t far,” Mannick said, pointing.
“This way!”

They rushed across the street and through an
adjoining alley. More wyverns roared overhead on their way back to
the fleet, presumably to retrieve more troop carriers, while others
strafed by and ignited the rooftops. The nighttime air, once frozen
but clean, now reeked of sulfur and death; the streets, once empty
but safe, were now littered with corpses and painted with blood.
Serrane didn’t even want to imagine the devastation in other
districts where their forces were thin…

“Sutherland is just ahead,” Mannick said as
they twisted through another unfamiliar alley. Glimpses of the main
thoroughfare told a grim tale of recent carnage. The adjoining
street had clearly been the site of a major skirmish; dead
Vorsalosian soldiers were everywhere, many riddled with arrows from
her rangers.

“Julian must be close,” Serrane said as they
reached another intersection. “We should—”

The distant click of a crossbow was
her only warning. A barrage of bolts shot out of the fog to their
left, pelting Mannick in the chest and shoulder. He crumpled to the
ground with a choked-off yelp, and if Serrane hadn’t reflexively
ducked and rolled, she would have suffered the same fate. Her
ranger training took over: she hopped back to her feet and charged
into the fog, knowing she only had moments to reach her attackers
before they reloaded. There were three of them crouched behind a
toppled merchant cart, all regular Vorsalosian soldiers armed with
the heavy, armor-piercing crossbows the City of Ravens was famous
for. Serrane had no idea what their orders were aside from
spreading mayhem, and at this point, she frankly didn’t care.

She killed one of them from a distance with
the throwing knife on her belt, but the other two had a chance to
recognize their killer before she pounced upon them. Her slender
elven sword, Gwathren, drank deeply of the first man’s blood
when she slashed open his throat, but the second finished reloading
his crossbow and leapt back before she could strike him down.

A more seasoned soldier might have had the
poise to fire and kill her, but this man looked as terrified as if
he were fighting his first battle. His hands trembled as his
fingers searched for the trigger, and that heartbeat of hesitation
was all Serrane needed. Lunging forward, she smacked the oversized
weapon at its base with the flat of her blade, shifting his aim and
forcing him to fire uselessly into the sky. His jaw sagged in
horror when he understood his fate, but she was long past the point
of offering mercy to the Inquisitrix’s toadies. She plunged
Gwathren straight into his gut, stared into his eyes as
blood frothed over his lips, then kicked him away and sprinted back
to Mannick.

The constable was barely moving. Her free
hand flashed with Aetheric energy as she called a healing spell to
her fingertips and crouched over him, but by the time she touched
the quarrels jutting out of his heaving chest, she knew it was
already too late.

“For…Highwind,” he gasped, clutching her arm
with the last of his strength. “It was all for…”

The magic dissipated from Serrane’s hand
when the constable’s head slumped limply to the ground. She swore
under her breath, then an elven prayer escaped her lips as she
gently closed his eyelids.

“For Highwind,” she whispered, balling her
empty hand into a fist. Another wyvern roared overhead a second
later, blasting the roof of a nearby building with a salvo of
fireballs. This battle was far from over, and if she couldn’t find
Julian soon…

Leaping back to her feet, Serrane dashed off
down the street to join the fray.

 


***

 


I did this. My thirst for vengeance did
this. The Fount was never meant to be opened. The power inside was
never meant to be unleashed!

Inquisitrix Marcella’s gauntlets crackled
with electricity, but she was no longer in control of her own body.
The Godsoul she had freed from beneath Nol Krovos—the Godsoul she
had once commanded—had swept her consciousness aside and claimed
her body as its vessel. She could feel its hunger and desperation
to feed upon the Eternal Priestess; she could feel its rage at the
mortals who had dared imprison it within the walls of the Pale.

She could feel its exhilaration that now,
after an eon of darkness, it was finally about to be free.

The Godsoul thrust out her hands and
unleashed a burst of Aetheric energy that blasted apart the
sanctuary doors in a single strike. Grinning, it summoned her
fallen blade back to her hand as if her gauntlet were a magnet,
then strode through the cloud of dust and smoke. Marcella wasn’t
the least bit surprised to see that the sanctuary on the other side
was completely empty aside from a single feminine figure wrapped in
a scant black robe. She was cowering behind the altar on the
elevated stage at the far end of the room.

“The child who dares to call herself a
priestess,” the Godsoul said through Marcella’s voice. “You have
something that belongs to me.”

“Stay back!” the girl shrieked, her dark
green eyes glancing past Marcella to the bodies strewn across the
hall in her wake. “Or I will—”

“You will do nothing but cower and die,” the
Godsoul said, striding forward past the empty rows of polished
wooden pews. “Your knights are all but broken, and the dragon will
soon be consumed by his own fury. There is no one left to protect
you.”

Her back to the wall, the girl glanced
around the sanctuary as if searching for something—anything—she
could possibly use as a weapon. Her fear seemed to feed the
Godsoul’s hunger, and it summoned another surge of Aetheric energy
to Marcella’s hands as it stepped up onto the elevated stage.
Marcella’s hand flicked to the side, smashing the altar with
another burst of telekinetic force that ripped it out of the floor
like a tree torn from the ground by a hurricane.

“You don’t even understand the nature of
what you carry inside you,” the Godsoul sneered. “You honestly
believe you’re the chosen vessel for some goddess of whores?”

The girl’s face twisted, and she finally
squared her shoulders as she realized there was nowhere to go. “I
am a priestess of the Eternal Lady,” she said defiantly. “When she
returns, she will purify this world of evil and—”

The Godsoul laughed: a harsh, hollow sound
that echoed unnaturally. “The ‘Eternal Lady?’ If only you could
hear yourself. You are a tether to this world for a shattered soul,
nothing more. I can feel her consciousness inside you, broken and
twisted and corrupted from an eternity locked inside the Betrayers’
prison. Only I can restore her mind and her memories—only I
can make the gods whole again.”

The girl shook her head. “You’re mad.”

“Madness is a world that grants mortals the
power to rule without cost or consequences,” the Godsoul said.
“Madness is allowing sorcerers to reign unchecked. Do you not
understand? These knights you empower—they owe you their
unquestioned fealty. If they misuse their magic, you can strip it
away. You can ensure their righteousness and punish their sins.
That is the world I am going to rebuild—a world of justice and
temperance where the virtuous rule and the wicked suffer.”

“But the men you’ve butchered were honorable
and just!” Tahira growled. “And you slaughtered them!”

The Godsoul scoffed. “The Silver Fist has
been a blight upon the Reaches for generations. Do not mistake
their lust for power as virtue. Their Order is decadent and
corrupt, and they know as little about the being they claim to
serve as your pathetic sisterhood. These ‘paladins’ must be purged
in righteous flame.”

The girl shook her head and set her jaw.
“No. I will not let you destroy them. I will not let you destroy
this city!”

The Godsoul paused and smiled. Even trapped
behind her own eyes, Marcella couldn’t help but appreciate the
priestess’s resolve. She had expected a weak, waifish whore, and
the girl certainly looked the part. Her slender arms had clearly
never lifted a sword, and she had the pale, unblemished skin of a
noblewoman who rarely set foot outside. Yet somehow, she had
defeated two Senosi Huntresses, and she was showing more backbone
in the face of death than most of the paladins Marcella’s forces
had killed these past few months.

“If you had lived in Vorsalos, you might
have made a worthy Senosi,” the Godsoul said. “You are stronger
than I expected. It’s almost a shame the harvest will kill
you.”

“Stay back!” Tahira hissed.

The Godsoul stretched out Marcella’s left
arm and opened her hand. Aetheric energy crackled across her claws.
“I doubt it’s much consolation, but your power will save more lives
than these knights ever could. I will try to make this as painless
as—”

The Godsoul never finished the sentence. The
red tattoo on the priestess’s bare stomach began to glow angrily,
and her feet suddenly lifted off the ground. She hung suspended in
the air, the Aether swirling around her like an invisible tempest.
Her eyes exploded in green light as if she were a Senosi—

And then she struck. Two brilliant beams of
energy erupted from her eyes and blasted Marcella’s body. The
Godsoul controlling her barely had time to conjure a barrier before
the scorching rays could incinerate its mortal vessel, but the
blast was so powerful that it still struck the magical shield with
the force of a ballista bolt. The Godsoul planted Marcella’s feet
and tried to hold its ground, but her boots still slid across the
stage inch by inch…

Just as the barrier threatened to shatter,
the beams vanished. The priestess dropped to the ground in a
breathless heap, and when her eyes returned to normal and locked
onto Marcella, they widened in existential dread.

“Impressive,” the Godsoul said, lowering
Marcella’s arm and dismissing the glimmering barrier upon it. “I
can see how you defeated the Huntresses. You have more control than
I expected.”

Marcella’s body strode forward and
approached the priestess again. Despite the fear in the girl’s
eyes, she didn’t sob or whimper or beg for mercy. She simply raised
her chin and waited for the inevitable.

“If the soul your sisters recovered had been
more than a mere fragment, you would be formidable indeed,” the
Godsoul said. “But the time has come for my brethren to be made
whole once again. Your power will allow me to avenge an injustice
thousands of years in the making…”

Marcella’s right hand lifted, and a radiant
golden beam erupted from her palm and blasted the helpless girl.
The priestess shrieked in agony as the light enveloped her pale
body and burned her black robe to cinders. She floated off the
ground, her screams waning into frantic gasps for breath, as the
Godsoul fragment inside her was slowly ripped away.

“The Reckoning has come…and the world shall
be born anew.”

 


***

 


Tahira was dying.

Julian Cassel could feel her torment burning
through the Aether, and he knew he was nearly out of time. Every
paladin in Highwind except him had already lost his or her
channeling abilities. The Wasting Echo had swept over the Order
with a vengeance, though it wasn’t as if any of the knights would
live long enough for it to kill them. The Inquisitrix and her
soldiers would see to that.

Not if I get to her in time. Not if I save
her!

Cassel’s pulse pounded in his ears as he
sprinted through the gate to the Redwater District. His lungs
burned from inhaling the freezing air for so long, and his legs
throbbed from running across half the damn city. Tahira’s power
still flowed through him somehow, but it was her pain that pushed
him farther beyond his limits than magic ever could.

He half expected a platoon of enemy soldiers
to be waiting for him in front of the Silver Temple, but the
courtyard was practically empty aside from a handful of corpses
lying in the gathering snow. He didn’t look at their faces; he
simply couldn’t afford to be distracted, not with the fate of the
whole Order—perhaps even the whole fucking world—at stake.

Cassel sprinted through the shattered
doorway and adjoining foyer into the main hall. Even more bodies
greeted him inside, including the still-smoldering corpse of
Commander Crowe.

He’s dead. They are all dead! Gods, I never
should have left the temple. I never should have agreed to—

Tahira’s agonized cry snapped him back into
reality. He could feel a gathering vortex of Aetheric energy within
the sanctuary at the end of the hall, and he knew he was out of
time. He pulled Retribution from his back, charged through
the sanctuary’s blasted door—

And was immediately struck by a bolt of
lightning.

Without Tahira’s power shielding him, Cassel
would have died. The jagged current of electricity obliterated his
barrier in the blink of an eye, but the shield dampened the blast
enough that the residual charge shocked him without killing him. He
froze in place, momentarily paralyzed with pain, before a wave of
force slammed into his side and hurled his body into the statue of
Shalassa along the sanctuary’s eastern wall.

“Curious. Only a single spark of power
remains within the girl, and she chooses to share it with you…” The
voice was that of a woman, cold and calculating, but left a
disturbing echo in its wake.

Cassel clenched his teeth and tried to
ignore the pain shooting down his right arm as he studied his
attacker. He wasn’t sure what he had expected here—a Huntress,
perhaps, along with a Crimson Flame channeler or two?—but he found
himself looking upon a lone human female clad in an elaborate suit
of silver plate armor with broken blades jutting from her back. One
of her claw-tipped gauntlets crackled with electricity while the
other clutched an immaculate rune-covered blade. Her scarred face,
left exposed without her infamous mask, belonged to a woman
everyone in the Northern Reaches feared yet almost none had ever
met.

Gods, it’s her. It’s actually her!

“She is stronger than she appears,” the
Inquisitrix said, her blue eyes narrowing as she glanced back at
Tahira. “In a different age, she would have made a worthy vessel
indeed.”

Grabbing onto the edge of the statue, Cassel
slowly pulled himself back to his feet. Tahira was lying in a heap
behind the altar on the opposite side of the sanctuary, her black
robe seared to embers. He could feel her pain in the Aether, though
it was tempered by her raw determination. Time and time again, she
had proven more resilient than her appearance would suggest, and
today was no exception.

“You will pay for what you’ve done here,”
Cassel said, reaching down to retrieve Retribution and
lifting it protectively in front of him. “Escar’s justice comes for
you!”

The Inquisitrix snorted. “Escar’s
justice…you mortals have no idea what you’re even babbling about.
It would almost be amusing if your ignorance hadn’t blighted this
world for so long.”

Cassel paused and frowned. He had never
actually heard the so-called Raven Queen speak, obviously, but
there was something strange about her tone and cadence.

“Your people don’t remember the past—how
could they?” the Inquisitrix asked. “Your lives are motes of dust,
there and gone in an instant. Even the descendants of the Avetharri
have forgotten who and what they truly are. Their ‘histories’ are
little more than fables, told and retold a thousand times until
nothing remains but the rotting carcass of the truth.”

Cassel took a step closer, his blade still
clutched tightly in both hands. He could feel the Aetheric energy
surging through the Inquisitrix; her body teemed with power just
like when Tahira had blasted the Huntresses back in Hastien’s Fall
and again at the Silver Tower. This woman really was another
Conduit…but there was something different about her.

“Mortals?” he asked. “What, you believe
you’re some kind of god now?”

“Not some kind of god,” the
Inquisitrix said. “The true god. The one god. The only
god.”

Cassel’s breath caught in his throat, and
his mind flashed back to the Silver Tower when Tahira had also
spoken with a different voice. He may have been standing in front
of the Raven Queen, but he wasn’t speaking with her. Not
anymore.

“You’re not the Inquisitrix,” he whispered.
“You’re…”

“I am Dathiel,” she said, her eyes suddenly
glowing a brilliant gold. “And I have returned.”

She thrust out her left hand. A searing beam
of golden light erupted from her outstretched palm, blasting Cassel
with the force of a meteor. Acting on pure reflex, he lifted his
sword defensively as if it were a shield. The light splintered over
the blade like the rising dawn breaking over the Shattered Peaks,
but the heat was still so intense he couldn’t believe it didn’t
incinerate him outright. He slid backward across the floor, his
knees buckling and his grip faltering…

And then Retribution changed. The
assault was almost blinding, but Cassel watched through squinting
eyelids as the metal blade shimmered and transformed. At first, he
thought it had simply melted, but then it abruptly reappeared—not
as a length of silver metal, but as a sword-shaped beam of
brilliant blue energy.

“What?” Dathiel breathed, the golden beam
dissipating as she lowered her hand. “Impossible…”

Cassel swallowed, paralyzed in awe, as he
stared at the blazing blue blade held before his eyes. A heartbeat
earlier, Retribution had been so heavy that no one could
have possibly wielded it without the Aether bolstering their
strength. But now…now it was as light as a feather. He had never
seen an enchantment like this before—even Serrane’s elven swords
and bow didn’t contain this kind of raw power.

“A wraithblade?” Dathiel gasped. “Where did
you get a wraithblade?”

Cassel’s gaze was still lost in the glowing
weapon. The enchantment wasn’t merely incredible—it didn’t make any
damn sense. He couldn’t feel the Aether swirling around the blade.
It didn’t feel magical so much as…otherworldly.

This sword was once wielded by the
Knights of the Last Dawn, Crowe had told him. They claimed
that such blades had the power to strike creatures living outside
the physical world, including the demons of the Pale.

“You must have stolen it from the Tel Bator
like everything else your wretched Order possesses,” Dathiel
snarled. “Their Templar are noble servants of the gods. They
sacrifice everything to defend their people and do not taint
themselves with stolen power!”

Cassel lowered the blade enough to look upon
the woman standing before him. Her expression and body language had
completely changed. She wasn’t just angry at the sight of the
weapon.

She was afraid.

“You are unworthy to hold such a blade,”
Dathiel hissed though his mortal vessel. “You will suffer for your
sacrilege!”

The Inquisitrix’s hand flashed with another
burst of golden radiance, but this time Cassel didn’t give her an
opportunity to strike. He lunged forward, Retribution
sweeping in a wide arc in front of him. The sudden change in the
weapon’s weight threw off his movements—it almost felt like fencing
with a rapier despite its size and length—but he still forced the
Inquisitrix to leap back. When she tried to use her sword to parry
his attacks, the wraithblade burned cleanly through the steel and
cut the blade in half. She stumbled away, staring in horror at the
broken weapon in her hand, and Cassel lunged in for the kill—

Too late. Dathiel rolled away just before
the wraithblade carved through the Inquisitrix’s neck. The blazing
beam still clipped the remaining blades jutting out of her shoulder
armor, sending the smoldering tips clattering to the floor.

“Enough!” she snarled, thrusting out both of
her hands. An invisible wave of force crashed into Cassel, hurling
him back into the statue of Shalassa hard enough that the stone
shattered around him. The air rushed out of his lungs as he fell on
his side, and the blistering pain in his gut warned him that he had
broken at least one rib.

“I will tolerate your insolence no longer!”
Dathiel said, pivoting back around to face Tahira. Another beam of
energy shot from her palms and enveloped the priestess, lifting her
from the floor, and her agonized shriek echoed through the
temple.

Cassel vaulted back to his feet and began to
charge—

And then he lost everything. Another spike
of pain jabbed into his stomach as if he had just been impaled, and
he immediately dropped his sword and collapsed to his knees. It was
the same full-body agony that had crippled him at Hastien’s Fall
the moment of the Shattering.

“You mortals have stolen our power long
enough!” Dathiel spat. The golden beam vanished, and Tahira’s body
crashed to the floor, completely limp. “I don’t care what sword you
wield. I have returned to reclaim what is ours, and no mere paladin
will stand in my way!”

The pain of the Wasting Echo was so intense
that Cassel could barely breathe, let alone speak. In a single
horrifying instant, all his failures flashed before him. He had
failed to rebuild the Order. He had failed to protect Tahira. He
had failed to protect his unborn child…

But then, just before he was overwhelmed by
the pain, he heard a deep, thunderous roar from outside the temple.
A knowing smile tugged at his lips.

“I…I may not be able to stop you,” he said,
his teeth chattering. “But I know someone who can.”

The Inquisitrix’s face twisted. “What are
you—?”

The sanctuary’s domed ceiling didn’t so much
crumble as explode. Cassel glanced up just in time to watch as a
massive red dragon smashed through the stone vaulting as if it were
a sandcastle. One of his mighty talons smashed down upon the stage
while the other crushed the pews like kindling, and a rush of cold
winter air blasted through the remnants of the temple.

The Dragon of Highwind had arrived.
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Dragons and Gods

 


Piles of dust and stone fell from Jorem’s
scales as he reared back and unfurled his wings. The Silver Temple
had been devastated even before he had crashed through the
ceiling—the corpses of fallen knights were strewn about the floor
in the adjoining hall, and the sanctuary’s altar had been ripped
from the floor and tossed into a corner. Commander Cassel was still
alive, thank the gods, but the Eternal Priestess was lying slumped
near the wall, her body sizzling.

“You are too late, Wyrm Lord. The Age of
Sorcery is over!”

Jorem swiveled his long neck to glare at
Inquisitrix Marcella as she dragged herself out of the rubble. Her
mask was nowhere to be found, but her infamous bladed armor and
clawed gauntlets dragged a thousand repressed memories from the
darkest recesses of his mind. He had spent most of his life in
mortal terror of this woman and her regime, yet somehow, now, when
she was on the cusp of conquering the Northern Reaches, she seemed
incredibly…small.

“The walls of my prison are broken!” she
spat. “There is nothing you can do to—”

Jorem swatted her with the back of his claw,
launching her tiny human body across the sanctuary and into one of
the few remaining walls, collapsing it on top of her. He knew the
impact wouldn’t kill her—she was far too powerful for that—but it
still felt unbelievably fucking good. After all the pain and
death and terror her regime had wrought, after fighting to survive
her assassins for most of his life, it was finally time for this
bitch to face justice.

Marcella screamed something unintelligible
as she pulled herself from the rubble, her body sheathed in a
glowing Aetheric barrier, but Jorem wasn’t interested in hearing
her petty taunts. Highwind, Nol Krovos, even Vorsalos—they all
demanded justice only a dragon could provide. He reared back,
sucked in a deep breath, and spewed forth a cleansing gout of
flame.

Her barrier was strong, but not that
strong. Jorem watched as the flames seared through her shield, her
armor, and then her flesh itself. By the time he stopped, there was
nothing left of the Raven Queen but an ashen husk of smoldering
bone. The unmistakable stench of brimstone flooded the sanctuary
despite the flurries of freezing wind and snow, and Jorem slowly
leaned back on his haunches and allowed the gravity of the moment
to wash over him.

She was dead. Inquisitrix Marcella, scorned
amazon and butcher of the Broken Sea, was finally dead. Without her
power to sustain them, the Crimson Fist channelers would succumb to
the Wasting Echo, and her Sanctori and Senosi would—

Impudent mortal wretch!

Jorem couldn’t tell if the words were spoken
aloud or if they seared themselves directly into his head, but a
moment later, the smoldering bones of the Inquisitrix began to
move. At first, he assumed his draconic eyes were playing
tricks on him, but then the corpse hauled itself back to its feet.
Its cracked, charred bones snapped back into place, and its hollow
eye sockets began to glow with a brilliant golden light.

“Escar protect us…” Commander Cassel
gasped.

Jorem refused to believe what he was seeing.
The skeleton in front of him, completely scoured of blood and flesh
mere moments earlier, began to heal. Blood, organs, flesh…in the
span of a few seconds, they had all regenerated. Power swirled
about the living corpse unlike anything he had ever sensed before,
even at the Fount beneath Nol Krovos. He wasn’t just looking upon
the trapped essence of an ancient god.

He was looking upon the god itself.

“The boundless arrogance of the Wyrm Lords,”
the corpse said with a deep, masculine voice that no longer sounded
anything like Marcella. The male body that had taken her place was
tall and hairless with smooth russet skin and a bald head. Jorem
had never seen this man’s face before, yet from everything Selvhara
had told him, he knew exactly who it was.

Dathiel the Watcher.

The reborn god held out his arms, and a
mantle of gold-white energy materialized around his body like a
suit of shining armor. Glimmering, ribbon-like strands sprouted
from his pauldrons and slowly merged until they formed a pair of
ethereal wings.

“Your miserable kind tried to destroy us
once,” Dathiel said. “Their arrogance drove them to assault the
very throne of the gods, and we nearly eradicated them then and
there. But some of my brethren insisted your kind could still be
redeemed, and their misguided mercy nearly doomed this world.”

The One God opened his right hand, and a
spear of golden light flashed into existence in his palm. “I will
correct their mistake.”

Dathiel hurled the spear. Jorem, still
paralyzed with shock, barely had time to unfurl his wings before
the glowing weapon struck him in the belly and hurled him backward
as easily as he had swatted Marcella just moments ago. He crashed
through the remnants of the temple, the courtyard wall surrounding
it, and at least two other buildings before his momentum finally
stalled. His chest burned as if he were still impaled even though
the spear had already dissipated back into the Aether. He roared in
pain and protest, furious and frightened all at once, and it was
only then that he saw the massive black scar marring his
scales.

Before this moment, he had started to
believe that he might be invulnerable in his dragon form—arrows,
swords, and even spells hadn’t been able to faze him. But the pain
in his underbelly was so intense that he couldn’t believe he hadn’t
reverted to his human form…

Another flash of energy caught his
attention, and he craned his long neck up to see Dathiel floating
out of the temple, his body still suffused in a mantle of brilliant
golden light as his wings effortlessly carried him through the
air.

“You don’t even understand the blood legacy
flowing through your veins,” the One God snarled, his voice echoing
like a pounding drum. “The fools of this age see you as their
sovereign when you are nothing more than a slave. But like
all servants given a taste of freedom, your kind were all too
willing to become oppressors.”

Jorem growled deep in his throat as he
rolled over and pulled himself back to his full height. He tried to
summon more draconic flames to his maw, but the pain in his belly
made it impossible. He was finding it more and more difficult just
to breathe in enough of the freezing air to satisfy his lungs…

“The lies and treachery of the dragons
will be punished!” Dathiel shouted as he floated toward
Jorem. “You stole our power, you sullied our legacy, and you dared
to sit upon our throne! But I told you before, Wyrm Lord: the Age
of Sorcery is over. Your tyranny is finally at an end!”

Dathiel’s entire body burst with energy, and
a wave of golden light exploded from him and rippled through the
streets of the Redwater District. There were no strokes of
lightning or billowing clouds of flame; the energy simply washed
over Highwind like a cool, cleansing wave. Jorem let out a guttural
snarl, wondering what this monster had done. Everything went quiet
and still, as if time itself had come to a halt…but then the air
around him began to hiss and pop as if it had been set aflame.

“You will no longer wield our blood as if it
is your own!” Dathiel said, the radiance engulfing his body
becoming so bright the entire city looked as if it were suddenly
bathed in daylight. “Return to me, my brothers and sisters. Allow
me to make you whole once again!”

Jorem roared and lifted his claw to swat
Dathiel…but then a fresh spike of agony suddenly ripped through his
entire body and bowled him over. He reflexively tried to weave a
healing spell, and it was only then that he discovered the
impossible truth.

The Aether was gone.

At first, he refused to believe it. The
Aether was as omnipresent as the wind or the sky. It may have been
invisible, but it was as fundamental to the world as gravity. No
one, not even the avatar of a Fallen God, could simply snap his
fingers and remove it.

And yet…

As Jorem tried and failed to channel the
Aether’s power, an all-encompassing agony flooded his body as if he
had just triggered the full wrath of the Flensing. After the
Shattering, he had seen the suffering wrought upon the Knights of
the Silver Fist and other channelers who had been unknowingly
connected to the Fount of Velhari. Jorem had assumed that sorcerers
like himself and Kaseya would never be forced to endure such
torment. The Flensing could at least be avoided by not
overchanneling. But the Wasting Echo…

This was like one of his organs had been
brutally ripped out of his chest. Even in his nigh-invincible
dragon form, the pain was excruciating. He rolled onto his side,
stunned by torment, and realized that the scales on his arm had
faded into pale flesh. He felt every snapping bone, every twisting
ligament, as he slowly reverted back to his human form. Within mere
seconds, he was lying naked in the wreckage, gasping for breath and
surrounded by fog and snow and rubble. He had no magic. He had no
power. He had absolutely nothing at all except despair.

“What was once stolen has now been
reclaimed,” Dathiel declared, stretching out his arm and summoning
another spear of light into his hand. He pointed the blazing tip at
Jorem’s throat. “And the judgment wrongly deferred by my brethren
shall finally come to pass.”

 


***

 


“Tell me…again,” Valuri said between huffing
breaths as she continued jogging toward the Redwater District.
“Why…didn’t we just…fly?”

“Because Jorem was not convinced he could
protect us in the saddle, especially you,” Kaseya replied. “The
Inquisitrix can control your Senosi tattoos and—”

“It was a rhetorical question, Red,” the
Huntress bit out. “Let’s just hope he knows what he’s doing.”

Selvhara followed behind them silently, her
elven eyes and ears on the lookout for any signs of enemy soldiers.
She didn’t expect to find any—she had seen enough of Dathiel’s plan
to know that the southern wall would face the brunt of the
Vorsalosian attack, ensuring the northern part of
the city was virtually undefended. The only question was
whether Jorem could reach her old master in time…

“This way!” Kaseya called out, pointing and
turning down a nearby alley. Unlike the Huntress, the amazon didn’t
seem the least bit winded. Her sheer athleticism was truly a sight
to behold, even for a thousand-year-old Faetharri like Selvhara.
She wasn’t winded either, of course, though the call of her cursed
blood was getting harder and harder to ignore.

Harder, but not impossible. Her new bond
with Kaseya was keeping it in check, at least for now. Hopefully,
the amazon’s iron will could replace her former master’s
control.

The Silver Temple was near the edge of the
Redwater District, and they could all see its spires and bell tower
before they reached the gate cordoning off the district from the
rest of the city. The heavy oak doors were closed, unsurprisingly,
though that didn’t stop them. Valuri turned and kissed the amazon
on the mouth, which still seemed strange to Selvhara even though
she knew the other woman’s intent. Valuri’s green eyes began to
glow as she fed upon the amazon’s sorcerous energy, and her labored
breaths almost immediately steadied.

“Hold on,” she said, turning to the gate and
vaulting into the air. Thanks to her tattoos, she leapt far higher
and farther than any normal human ever could. Once she was on the
parapet above the gate, she tossed down a rope for the other women
to climb.

“Zor kalah,” Kaseya breathed when she
reached the top, her blue eyes open wide. “The devastation…”

Selvhara grimaced when she pulled herself
up. A brief gap in the fog allowed them an unobstructed glimpse of
this part of the district, and it wasn’t pleasant. The streets
surrounding the temple looked like a tornado had struck, and there
were several bodies strewn about the courtyard. But all of that was
secondary compared to the massive hole on the northern side of the
building—and the red dragon wings sticking out of the gap.

“Is he in trouble, Red?” Valuri asked.

“No,” Kaseya said. “He
seems…calm.”

“Calm? How is that even—?”

“Wait,” the amazon interrupted, lifting her
hand. “Something is wrong.”

Selvhara could feel the echo of Jorem’s
confusion through her bond with Kaseya. She was still trying to
understand what it meant when a deafening roar bellowed across the
district—followed by the seemingly impossible sight of a dragon
flying backward out of the temple and crashing through several
adjacent buildings.

All three women froze, wondering what in the
bloody void they had just witnessed. But then Jorem’s pain lanced
through Kaseya’s collar, and Selvhara soon felt it as well.

“Maskari!” the amazon breathed,
grabbing the rope and leaping down from the gate. In the same
instant, Selvhara and Valuri leapt down beside her. The moment they
landed, they all saw a single figure wrapped in golden Aetheric
energy float out of the ruins of the temple in pursuit of the
dragon.

“What the f…?” Valuri trailed off and shook
her head.

“The Inquisitrix,” Kaseya breathed. “Her
power has grown.”

“Obviously!” the Huntress blurted. “You two
go and catch up with him—I still don’t want to risk getting
close.”

Kaseya turned, her eyes narrowing. “Then
what—?”

“I’ll check on the priestess and the
knights,” Valuri said. “Go!”

The amazon watched as the Huntress dashed
toward the temple, her face creased in concern, but her attention
quickly snapped back to her Maskari. Kaseya and Selvhara
sprinted as fast as they could through the frozen streets, though
the druid couldn’t ignore the terror tickling its way down her
spine. She couldn’t actually feel her master’s presence anymore
without his tethers binding her, but she knew what he had intended
to accomplish here today. And if he had already harvested the
Godsoul fragment from the Eternal Priestess…

Another draconic roar rumbled through the
streets as the two women bounded through the trail of devastation
left in Jorem’s wake, and an instant later, Kaseya cried out as if
she had been shot by an invisible arrow. She stumbled and fell, her
sword and shield clattering across the street. Selvhara dove down
to help her…but then she felt the amazon’s pain ripple through her
Dal’Rethi collar. Felt it—and recognized it.

“Faarea,” she gasped. “No…”

“I cannot…” Kaseya grimaced in pain as she
tried and failed to prop herself up on an elbow. “The Aether…it
is…”

“Gone,” Selvhara said, a wave of dread
crashing over her. She refused to believe it. She refused to
accept it. Everything she had suffered—everything this human
girl had risked to save her—would mean nothing if the One God had
truly escaped the Pale and consumed the Aether. Without it, there
would be no more sorcery…and without sorcery, there would be no
more dragons.

“The pain,” Kaseya gasped, her fingers
digging into the frozen stones around them. “I cannot…”

“It’s all right,” Selvhara soothed,
squeezing the amazon’s arm. The Wasting Echo was already hitting
the girl hard despite the fact she had only ever channeled a tiny
fraction of the Aether’s power. Growing up in the presence of the
Fount must have left her particularly vulnerable.

“Jorem,” Kaseya said through clenched teeth.
“He…he needs our help!”

Selvhara turned her head when she heard
another roar from somewhere within the fog. Taking a deep breath,
she allowed her cursed blood to flow freely once again, and within
seconds her willowy elven frame had been overtaken by the wolf.

“I will aid the Wyrm Lord or die trying,”
she promised in a low, guttural voice. “Stay here.”

 


***

 


“Get up, Golden Boy!”

Cassel clenched his teeth as a familiar
leather gauntlet grabbed his arm and helped pull him from the
rubble. Valuri was crouched over him, her eyes glowing an eerie
shade of green. The dragon and the Inquisitrix were gone, though
Cassel still couldn’t bring himself to believe what he had seen.
Jorem’s fiery breath had completely annihilated her, yet she had
somehow survived.

Or at least, the Godsoul inside her had.

“Can you move?” the Huntress asked once she
had dragged him free.

Cassel nodded and reached out to retrieve
the blade lying next to him. Retribution looked like a
normal sword again, and without the Aether, he could barely lift
the oversized blade.

“Mostly,” he rasped, wincing as another
spike of pain shot through his body. The sanctuary’s walls were
almost completely collapsed at this point, though the falling
rubble hadn’t hurt him nearly as much as the Wasting Echo. If he
didn’t know better, he would have sworn someone was reaching inside
his chest and trying to crush his heart.

“We shouldn’t stay here,” Valuri said,
helping him to a crouch. “Red and wolf girl are trying to help
Jorem, but I can’t afford to get close.”

Cassel coughed as he tried and failed to
take a deep breath. He knew he wouldn’t survive much longer—the
Echo was burning through him far more quickly now than back at
Hastien’s Fall.

“I’m not going anywhere,” he whispered.

The Huntress scowled. “We need to—”

“Tahira…” Cassel said, pulling away and
dragging himself to his feet. He could barely see three feet in
front of him thanks to the frozen fog, rising dust, and lingering
smoke, but he still limped through the rubble until he spotted her
red hair and tattered black robes splayed over a pile of
stones.

“Shit,” Valuri hissed, diving past him to
check on the priestess. “She’s alive…barely.”

Cassel sank down next to her and helped
Tahira lean up. Her green eyes fluttered weakly, and her cheeks
were covered in soot…yet when she looked upon his face, her lips
curled into a faint smile.

“Julian…” she breathed.

“I’m here,” he said, holding her against
him. Her body felt as fragile—and cold—as a wilting leaf. “We’ll
get you out of here.”

“No,” she said, shaking her head and gently
caressing his face with her fingertips. “You can’t.”

“What do you mean?” Cassel said as he
examined her body. Aside from a few burns and scrapes, he didn’t
see any actual wounds…

“I hid it from him, Julian,” she said, her
smile brightening. “He never found it.”

“Found what?”

“The last spark of her power. I hid it
away…for you.”

“What? I don’t—”

“The sword,” Tahira said. “Give me the
sword.”

Cassel shared a confused glance with Valuri,
but the Huntress shrugged. He laid Retribution down in front
of Tahira, his arm wobbling from the weight.

“I understand now,” the priestess whispered.
“I understand why he fears this blade.”

Cassel stared into her eyes, his head
shaking. “Tahira, I don’t—”

“Take it,” she said, grabbing his free hand
and lowering his fingers to her belly. He watched, mesmerized, as
her tattoo began to glow a brilliant red.

“Please, talk to me!” he gasped. “What is
happening?”

“Take the spark,” she told him. “Take it…and
use its power to start anew.”

A surge of power crackled between their
bodies and coursed through him, sweeping away the pain of the Echo
like a cleansing tide. Cassel inhaled sharply as he felt the Aether
return, but the energy didn’t stop inside him. It raced through his
limbs and into his sword, and he watched, stricken with awe, as the
runes on the flat of the blade disappeared…only to be replaced by a
single familiar symbol identical to the tattoo on Tahira’s
belly.

Cassel stared down at the symbol, still
stunned, when the steel blade exploded into a brilliant beam of
energy once again. Retribution hummed in the freezing air,
its eerie luminescence bathing the entire sanctuary in soft blue
light.

“Escar’s mercy,” Valuri gasped. “What
is that?”

“The past,” Tahira breathed. “And the
future…”

Cassel swallowed heavily as he glanced
between her and the blade. The tethers that had once connected him
to Tahira were gone, but he could feel new ones forming between him
and the sword. Crowe had told him that the Bâl Frohim blades
had allegedly sheltered the divine souls of the gods at one point,
but he still didn’t understand how such a thing was possible…

“You can still stop him, Julian,” Tahira
whispered. “Spill his blood, and the dragon…the dragon will…”

Her voice became so brittle it fluttered
away on the wind, but she continued smiling up at him even as the
light faded from her belly…and then from her eyes. Cassel stared
down at her, trembling with pain and sorrow and rage.

Tahira, the last Eternal Priestess, was
gone.

“Shit,” Valuri swore. “I’m sorry…”

Cassel brushed a lock of red hair from
Tahira’s face and gently closed her eyes. An ocean of grief crashed
over him, threatening to drag him under. This girl—this
woman—had shown more courage in the past month than many
knights did in their entire lives. She had known from the beginning
that the enemy would come after her from the moment the truth about
her powers was revealed, but she had never begged Julian to take
her away and hide her. She had saved the lives of dozens of
knights, and she had stood her ground against assassins, armies,
and now a living god.

And at the end, she had given up her life to
grant them one last chance in this war. And he was not going to
waste it.

“This isn’t over,” he said, turning to stare
into the blazing blue blade. “She gave us the weapon we needed. All
we have to do is figure out how to use it.”

 


***

 


“The last of the Wyrm Lords reduced to a
helpless, quivering heap,” Dathiel sneered. “If only the Avetharri
could have lived long enough to see their treacherous bloodline
finally come to this.”

Jorem’s fingers clawed at the freezing
rubble as he tried to pull himself upright. His arms trembled as if
all his muscles had atrophied, and he barely even noticed the cold
wind on his naked flesh thanks to the inferno of agony blazing in
his chest and lungs. He had watched other sorcerers overchannel
themselves to death before, and it was always horrific. A part of
him wished that Dathiel would impale him on the spear in his hand
and be done with it.

“Your cursed kind can never suffer enough
for what they did to my brethren,” Dathiel seethed. “To be forced
to watch for countless millennia as ignorant barbarians siphoned
our power and spun lie after lie about their ascension—to be forced
to wither away, trapped and helpless, as our faithful servants
failed time and time again to free their masters…”

He shook his head, his ethereal wings
fluttering behind him and holding him aloft. “Sadly, much of the
blame belongs with us. We are the ones who warred amongst
ourselves, and it was our spilled blood that gave you power you did
not deserve.” He pointed his spear at the sickening latticework of
purplish veins now covering Jorem’s arms. “We tried to taint it. We
tried to make it so poisonous that only a fool would risk its
touch…but even the Flensing wasn’t enough to stay your
avarice.”

Jorem’s arms finally gave out, and he fell
flat against the ground. His vision filled with spots as if he were
trying to see through a snow globe, and his lungs burned every time
he tried to draw breath.

“Mortals crave power no matter the price,
you see,” Dathiel said, his golden eyes glittering pitilessly, “and
the more you gain, the more you desire. You are stubborn and
gluttonous by your very nature. That is why your kind must
be brought to heel. You simply cannot be trusted to forge your own
destiny.”

The One God smiled as he drifted forward and
kicked Jorem onto his back. “But do not worry yourself, sorcerer. I
shall not make you suffer as I have suffered. I will not force you
to languish in a prison while the rest of your kin are tortured
before your eyes. Instead, I shall grant you the swift mercy of
oblivion.”

Dathiel placed the tip of his spear against
Jorem’s throat—

And was suddenly tackled by a growling blur
of brown fur.

Jorem blinked and raised his head. He was
barely able to see through the spots clouding his eyes, but he
would have recognized Selvhara from the guttural sounds alone. She
ravaged the glowing god with a frenzied flurry of teeth and claws
that would have ripped any normal living creature to shreds in a
heartbeat.

Dathiel didn’t even bleed. Even laid out on
his back, the One God caught one of her wrists as it came at his
throat, then tossed her aside like a ragdoll. When she crashed into
the remnants of a shop across the street, he hurled his spear
through her chest and pinned her to the wall.

“The Sarodihm lives,” Dathiel said,
his glowing wings lifting him back to his feet. “I should
congratulate you, elf. After a thousand-year litany of failure, you
have found yet another way to disappoint me.”

Selvhara’s howls of pain mingled with bitter
snarls as she tried to break free of the spear impaling her, but
the glowing weapon didn’t budge—nor did her wounds heal. The fur
around the spear sizzled as if it were about to catch fire.

“I promised the dragon mercy, but you do not
deserve peace,” the One God spat. “I warned you time and again,
Sarodihm—you are forever bound to my will in this life and
the next!”

Dathiel stretched out his left wing, and the
ethereal feathers shifted until they looked more like glimmering
tendrils of raw energy. They stretched out and curled around
Selvhara’s body, and her wolfish muzzle let out a pained cry when
the tendrils began to constrict her like shimmering serpents.

“Perhaps I should make you destroy your
precious Wyrm Lord,” Dathiel taunted. “It would be a fitting end to
your pitiful existence, don’t you agree? The Faetharri concubine
who unwittingly betrayed Tir Lanathel…yes, perhaps you should be
the one to destroy the dragons once and for all!”

“Leave…her…alone!” Jorem snarled. It took
every ounce of strength he could muster to pull his head off the
ground again.

Dathiel snorted. “A Wyrm Lord who
doesn’t revile the lowborn peasant? Well, Sarodihm,
it only took you a thousand years to finally seduce a dragon.
Congratulations.”

The glimmering tendrils squeezed Selvhara so
hard she audibly gasped for air. Her eyes fastened upon Jorem, and
he expected them to be filled with a millennium of despair and
torment and misery…but instead, he saw hope.

“Destroy him, and I will finally set you
free,” Dathiel said. “No curse, no tethers, no Wasting Echo…the
only burden you will carry is the knowledge that you alone
destroyed the dragons you so desperately wished to serve. You will
not find a more generous offer, Sarodihm.”

“You…you are not a god,” Selvhara snarled.
“You are a monster!”

“I am the Watcher,” the One God declared. “I
am the last light shining upon this broken world. I am the God of
Vigilance!”

Selvhara’s wolfish muzzle twisted into a
smile. “Then perhaps you should turn around.”

Dathiel’s glowing golden eyes narrowed.
“What are you—”

It all happened so quickly that Jorem wasn’t
convinced it was real. A tall human clad in dust-covered Silver
Fist armor sprinted out of the fog farther down the street, a sword
made entirely of blue energy blazing in his hand. Jorem had never
seen anything quite like it; the air hissed and popped in the
blade’s wake as if it were on the verge of being set aflame.

The instant the knight spotted Dathiel, he
charged with the fearless zeal that only a true paladin could
muster. The One God turned at the sound, the feathery tendrils of
his other wing lashing out to swat his attacker away…

The knight didn’t even try to dodge. He
simply raised his blade and hewed through the tendrils like
underbrush in the forest. Dathiel screamed—a deep, horrid sound
that literally shook the ground like an earthquake—then tried to
move before he was cut down. The knight’s blade still clipped the
One God’s glowing armor, and another horrific scream of godly pain
shuddered across Highwind.

“Miserable wretch!” Dathiel growled so
loudly Jorem wanted to cover his ears.

“You will pay for what you’ve done, demon,”
the knight, Commander Julian Cassel, said through clenched teeth as
he lifted the blazing sword high.

The One God snarled and pulled back the
broken, sizzling remnants of his wing. “Fool,” he spat. “You cannot
kill a god!”

“I don’t need to kill you,” Cassel said. “I
just needed to spill some of your precious blood.”

Dathiel’s eyes shot wide as he glanced down
to the gash in his glowing armor. Tiny streams of shining liquid
hemorrhaged from the wound and splattered beneath him like droplets
of molten gold. They congealed into a smoldering pool and seeped
into the ground…

And then, suddenly, the Aether returned.

Jorem inhaled a deeper breath than he had
ever taken. His arms, no longer weak, lifted his body off the
ground, and the pain crippling his limbs and squeezing his heart
vanished as if this had all been a fleeting nightmare. His bones
swelled, his flesh hardened into red scales, and in the span of a
few heartbeats, he was staring down at the glowing man in front of
him as if he were an annoying insect rather than a Fallen God.

“No!” Dathiel hissed, clutching at his side.
“I will not allow you to steal my—”

Jorem whirled around and slapped the One God
with his mighty tail. Dathiel sailed through the air like he had
been fired out of a ballista, and his golden figure crashed through
the northeastern wall of the Redwater District and vanished beneath
an avalanche of rubble.

With a bellowing roar, Jorem unfurled his
wings and launched into the air in pursuit. Wyverns screeched
behind him as they continued ravaging the now-defenseless city, and
he even spotted a few flaming boulders in the distance as the
catapults on the Vorsalosian warships began their bombardment. He
wanted to turn around and roast them—he wanted to strafe the length
of the Reachwend and incinerate every bloody ship in the damn river
while he still had the chance. But if history was right and the
Wyrm Lords had defeated the Fallen Gods once, then perhaps he could
do so again.

Snarling, he plunged down toward the
shattered wall at his prey. Dathiel was already rising above the
rubble near Highwind’s northern wall, still unharmed aside from the
weeping wound on his flank. He conjured and hurled another spear,
but this time Jorem was ready—he rolled onto his side, narrowly
dodging the attack, and his mighty maw spewed forth another cone of
his searing draconic breath. The flames broke harmlessly over the
One God’s impenetrable defenses, but the attack still held his
attention long enough for Jorem to reach out and snatch him in his
talons as he streaked past.

He squeezed as hard as he could, hoping he
might crush the annoying godling into paste. But when Dathiel’s
armor refused to crack, Jorem soared high into the air and simply
threw him back at the ground instead. The One God streaked down
from the heavens like a meteor, and when his luminescent body
crashed into the hills outside the city, the explosion showered the
plains in a hail of dirt and stone.

Jorem didn’t relent. He plummeted back to
the ground and landed in the hills with a thunderous crash,

I may not be able to kill this bastard, but
damn if it doesn’t feel fucking good to try.

A surge of light rolled over the hills as
the One God leapt out of the crater he had dug. His wounded wing
had yet to heal, and trails of golden light still dripped from his
side. But somehow being thrown into the mountains hadn’t even
dented his breastplate.

“The arrogance…” he fumed as another spear
materialized in his hand. “You are nothing without our power!”

He hurled the spear. Jorem lunged out of the
way, a tremor shaking the hills as he shifted his enormous weight.
He sucked in a deep breath and unleashed another blazing cone of
flame, but Dathiel didn’t even flinch when the inferno broke over
him.

“I can still reclaim what has been lost,” he
said once the flames abated. Stretching out his hands, he pulled
the droplets of golden blood beneath him back into his body. “I
am the Aether, don’t you see?”

Jorem could feel his power starting to wane
again. He reared back to take another breath—

Maskari!

He heard Kaseya’s call as clearly as if she
were standing next to him. He could feel her presence back in
Highwind, and he knew that she, too, had felt the Aether’s sudden
return. He couldn’t speak with her, but he could feel her
relief—and her resolve.

You cannot kill him, Jorem, but you do not
have to. Focus on me…see what I see…and then you will
understand.

A flood of thoughts and images poured into
him. The amazon—his amazon—had always been able to perceive
things that no one else could, from the gaps in the defenses of the
Senosi to the strange tethers that had bound Selvhara to her dark
master. And just like she had done so many times before, Kaseya
revealed the critical weakness of their new enemy.

You know what must be done, Maskari. This
battle has raged for millennia, and it will not be resolved
today.

“You cannot destroy me, wyrmling!” Dathiel
sneered as the wound in his side healed over. “Rip apart this body
and I shall merely build a new one in its place!”

Jorem knew with absolute certainty that the
Fallen God was right. If the full fury of the Avetharri Wyrm Lords
hadn’t been able to destroy him outright, then a single dragon
didn’t stand a chance. But the ancient elves had still
defeated Dathiel once, and after what Kaseya had shown him,
there was no reason Jorem couldn’t do it, too.

“Is that fear I see in your eyes, dragon?”
Dathiel said, another spear flashing into existence in his hand.
“Do you finally understand your place?”

Jorem rushed forward. His wings unfurled as
he snatched Dathiel up in his maw and leapt back into the sky. His
jagged teeth couldn’t pierce the One God’s divine armor, but
Dathiel’s spear had no such trouble. A fresh spike of anguish
burned through Jorem’s body as the weapon stabbed into the side of
his neck, and blood spewed from the wound as he dropped his left
wing and banked around for another pass over the city. For a
moment, he feared the agony would overtake him…but then he felt
Kaseya calling him home.

We are here, Maskari. We are ready!

Jorem soared back over the city walls and
above the Redwater District. The fires and rubble were like beacons
in the fog, but the strongest light of all was cast by Commander
Cassel’s strange blade. He was standing outside the ruins of the
Silver Temple with Kaseya and Valuri, and when the girls spotted
Jorem approaching, the paladin turned and thrust his sword outward
as if he were trying to slay the air itself.

Instead, he was stabbing the very wall
between worlds.

Jorem never would have been able to see what
was happening without Kaseya’s aid. But thanks to her bequeathed
vision, he could perceive a shimmering tear in the very fabric of
reality. It was a small gap—little more than a crack beneath a
door—but the risks of such dark magic were the stuff of legend…and
nightmares. The Pale was a realm of demons, shadows, and death…but
it was also a prison from which even the gods could not escape.

“No!” Dathiel growled as he grabbed Jorem’s
jaw and tried to pry himself free. “This world cannot survive
without me!”

Jorem dove straight at the rift. The air
seemed to ignite around him as he gained speed, and when his talons
finally crashed into the ground, the sheer force of the impact tore
apart half the street in a shower of stone and dirt. He opened his
mouth at precisely the moment he hit, allowing the raw inertia to
carry Dathiel toward the rift. The One God tumbled through the air,
his wings unfurling in a last desperate attempt to halt his
momentum, but the rift seemed to have a pull of its own. He
roared in defiance as he drew closer and closer to the yearning
maw, unable to escape—

Until he conjured yet another spear and
plunged it into the ground like an anchor. Dathiel clutched onto
the shaft of the weapon with both hands, his wings fluttering
straight backward behind him as the rift pulled with all its
might.

Dathiel screamed, his golden eyes blazing
like twin suns as a shockwave of force rippled out from his body
and slammed into the others. Kaseya, Valuri, Cassel—they were all
sent tumbling across the street, chased by the snow and fog. Jorem
had to dig his claws deeper into the shattered ground just to hold
himself steady.

“I. Am. Free!” The One God’s bellowing
declaration shuddered across all of Highwind. “Only I can
bring order to chaos! Only I can redeem the worthy and cull the
weak! Only I can…can…”

Dathiel turned when one of the glimmering
tendrils from his wounded wing went taut. An instant later, a
familiar bestial figure stepped out of the clouds of dust, her
claws clutching at the tendril and curling it around her arm like a
rope.

“You told me that we were forever bound
together in life and death,” Selvhara rumbled. “Maybe you were
right.”

The werewolf yanked on the tendril with all
her bestial might. Dathiel howled in denial as he clutched his
anchor, but it seemed steady…right up until Selvhara violently
twisted around as if she were throwing a giant hammer. The ground
beneath his spear began to give…and then it cracked. Dathiel flew
backward again, clawing helplessly at the air until he reached the
rift—

“Sarodihm!”

The instant the One God touched the Pale,
the flesh and bone of his mortal shell dissolved in midair
as if he had suddenly been plunged into a pool of virulent acid. A
haunting, tormented scream echoed across the entire city, the
entire world…and then fell silent.

But the rift didn’t close. It still had one
more victim to claim, and it pulled at Selvhara with ravenous
hunger. She had wrapped Dathiel’s tendrils around her arms to give
her the leverage she needed, but she had bound herself to the One
God’s fate in the process. It all happened in the blink of an eye:
Dathiel being pulled into the rift, Selvhara being tugged right
behind him, her lupine head craning around to look at Jorem one
last time as she lurched toward oblivion—

And then a red blur slammed into the
werewolf’s flank, altering her trajectory a split second after
Dathiel vaporized. Selvhara crashed to the ground just a few yards
from the rift, still holding ethereal tendrils that were no longer
connected to a body…and dissolved into nothing an instant later.
Kaseya was lying on top of her, pinning her flat against the
rubble-strewn ground, as the tear between worlds hissed and popped
as if in anger…and then collapsed.

For a long moment, the only sound was that
of heavy, desperate breathing. Jorem stretched out his draconic
hand near Kaseya and Selvhara as the druid returned to her willowy
elven form and smiled up at her savior.

“You pledged yourself to me, elf,”
Kaseya said. “An amazon does not take such vows lightly.”

Selvhara smiled and then laughed, and Jorem
swore he could see a thousand years of pain and self-loathing drain
from her face. The two women kissed deeply, passionately, before
they turned in unison to look upon the face of the dragon they
shared.

“He is gone,” the druid breathed. “He is
finally and truly gone…”

Cassel stepped up beside them, his eyes
still heavy and focused upon the air where the rift had been. His
humming blade slowly shifted back into solid metal. “For Tahira,”
he whispered. “Escar guide your soul.”

Valuri strode up beside him, placing one
hand on his shoulder while the other wiped a layer of soot from her
cheeks. “Serrane is still out there, and the battle’s not over,”
she said gravely. “The Sanctori and Senosi have no idea what just
happened. Fuck, I don’t even know what just happened.”

“The end of one age,” Kaseya whispered as
she leaned back and helped Selvhara up. “And the beginning of
another.”

“Right…” Valuri muttered. “All I’m saying is
that the battle is still raging. We need to give Marcella’s forces
a reason to surrender.”

“Jorem will think of something,” Kaseya
said, placing her hand upon Jorem’s massive snout. “And we will be
there to fight alongside him. Always.”
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Turning of the Age

 


A fresh layer of snow had gathered
overnight, concealing the full extent of the lingering devastation
wrought upon the Silver Temple. The scorched rubble looked almost
serene when covered in a blanket of pristine white, and Julian
Cassel resisted the urge to dust off the shattered statues still
strewn across the courtyard. The surviving aspirants had long since
sifted through the wreckage and recovered the bodies of the fallen,
and he had led the memorial ceremony himself two days ago. Every
man and woman who died in Highwind’s defense—paladin, ranger,
guardsman, and Darkwind soldier alike—was now buried in the Sanctum
of the Guardian where they belonged.

“I still believe the temple can be repaired,
sir,” Kerth said from behind him. “The western wall is in decent
shape, and the building’s foundation is perfectly solid. We
could—”

“The foundation is anything but
solid,” Cassel said. “If there’s a lesson we needed to learn about
ourselves these past few months, it’s that.”

The other man fell silent. Cassel understood
his frustration, given how badly everyone else in the city wanted
to rebuild. Less than a week had passed since the battle with
Dathiel and the Vorsalosian fleet, and laborers were already busy
at work repairing the ravaged Iron District. The nobles here in the
Redwater District had called in favors from Darenthi, Galvia, and
even Talisham; they wanted their estates restored as quickly as
possible so that they could wall themselves off from the rest of
the Northern Reaches again.

Across the city, people were desperate for
everything to return to normal. They wanted to pick up their lives
and carry on; they wanted to believe that nothing had changed.

They were wrong.

“My mind is made up,” Cassel said, turning
and sweeping his eyes across the length of the ruined temple. “The
heroes of the Order will not be forgotten. The Sanctum will stay.
We shall build a simple shrine above it—a place where anyone can
come and honor the memory of those who died so that everyone else
could live. The fallen deserve no less.”

Kerth shuffled across the snow, the morning
sunlight glinting off his armor despite the many dents and scorch
marks still marring its surface. “Then where are we going to live,
sir?” he asked. “How can we rebuild without a temple?”

“We’re not going to rebuild,” Cassel said.
“We’re going to start over.”

He crouched down low enough to slip through
one of the many holes in the temple walls and stepped into the
remnants of the sanctuary, Kerth close behind him. There wasn’t
much left in here besides a few shattered pews and piles of rubble,
though the memories it evoked were as sharp and brutal as ever…and
he suspected they always would be.

Take the spark, Julian. Use its power to
start anew.

Every time he set foot in here, he swore he
could hear Tahira’s voice as clearly as if she were still in his
arms. He had plunged his old sword into the ground as a temporary
monument where she had drawn her final breath, but he planned to
erect a proper memorial once he had the resources at his
disposal.

Closing his eyes, Cassel slowly reached back
and unclasped Retribution from his back. The blade hummed
faintly at his touch. Ever since Tahira had placed the last spark
of her power within the blade, it had felt almost weightless to him
despite its size. The gemstone embedded in the handle seemed to
glow brighter by the day, and there were times when he swore he
could see her face within, smiling out at him.

“The Knights of the Silver Fist are gone,
and they aren’t coming back,” Cassel whispered. “Honestly, the
Order died a long time ago…we just didn’t realize it.”

“But we still have the sword, sir,” Kerth
pointed out. “For all we know, we could use it to empower a new
generation of—”

“No,” Cassel said. “I will not bind another
generation of young men and women to a power we barely
understand.”

He sighed and twisted Retribution in
his grip. Thanks to the Godsoul fragment stored within, Cassel
could still call upon the Aether…but the rest of the knights
weren’t so lucky. Most of the paladins who had survived the battle
had succumbed to the Wasting Echo in the days thereafter. Only
Kerth and a few other fortunate souls had endured. Somehow, the
sword had quelled the Echo without restoring their ability to
channel. Cassel didn’t understand why or how, and that was the
fundamental problem.

“The Inquisitrix was right about one thing,”
he said. “Power without temperance is dangerous. There was a time
when the Order denied power to all but a few aspirants. True
paladins were rare, and they had to prove themselves worthy of the
responsibility. But then the Council decided that the city didn’t
really need an army if it had us, and we started promoting more and
more squires every year. The Winter War made it even easier to
justify the rapid promotions.”

Cassel took a deep breath. “Well, now we
realize that all power has a price. We need to be judicious about
who is allowed to drink from the well—and everyone who takes the
oath needs to understand that once they touch the Aether, there is
no going back.”

Kerth nodded solemnly and swept his eyes
across the rubble. He remained silent, though Cassel knew precisely
what the younger man was thinking. He was scared—everyone in the
city was, and for good reason. The Inquisitrix may have been
defeated, but her Sanctori and Senosi minions had retreated to
Vorsalos. It wasn’t as though Highwind lacked for enemies
elsewhere, either. The great kingdoms of the south like Ebara and
Talisham had always looked upon the Northern Reaches as backwater
city-states just waiting to be claimed, and the covetous tharns of
Darenthi to the east would surely be tempted to expand their
territory as well.

Rumors of a new Wyrm Lord might keep the
jackals at bay for a while, but it wouldn’t last. Jorem’s power was
as much of a lure as it was a deterrent. Ambitious sorcerers across
Torsia might wish to challenge him, and noble families the world
over would almost certainly try to manipulate him into siring new
dragons…

“It’s time for us to return to our roots,”
Cassel said after a moment. “I’ve been reading the Highlord’s books
on the knightly orders of the old world, and there’s a lot we can
learn from them. The Knights of the Last Dawn defended Varellon
with honor and dignity for thousands of years, and there’s no
reason we can’t do the same here.”

Kerth set his jaw and nodded. “I will follow
wherever you lead, sir, and I know the others will, too. But
Highwind still needs us, perhaps now more than ever.”

“I know,” Cassel said.

Cassel smiled down at Retribution and
the symbol now inscribed at the base of the steel blade. He didn’t
claim to understand much about the Godsouls, especially after their
battle with Dathiel. But whether or not the Eternal Lady was real,
Tahira’s faith certainly had been. Her sisters would have believed
that she was a vessel chosen for their goddess’s return. Perhaps
they were right, just not in the way they had envisioned.

“It’s only a matter of time before someone
tries to take advantage of the chaos,” Kerth warned. “Our list of
enemies will grow.”

“Let them come,” Cassel said. “The Knights
of the Eternal Dawn will be here waiting for them.”

 


***

 


“All right, admit it,” Valuri said, planting
her hands on her hips and sweeping her gaze across the ruins of
Highwind’s city hall. “You’re secretly happy this building was
destroyed, aren’t you?”

“It isn’t much of a secret,” Serrane
muttered. She strode up to the pile of stone and broken timber
blocking the main entrance and tried to peer through the gaps. Even
her elven eyes couldn’t see much in the darkness except more rubble
and dust.

In theory, her rangers could eventually
clear out the debris and recover any important documents that had
survived the collapse. Most of the scrolls were kept inside
reinforced steel containers, so they were probably fine. The only
thing the city had truly lost was the symbol of the Council’s rule,
and she doubted that mattered much now since she was literally the
only survivor. In the span of just a few months, Highwind had lost
almost every single authority figure: the Highlord, the Archmage,
the Constable, the liaison to the commoners. They had even lost the
leader of the once-legendary Academy. Headmistress Telanya had
vanished without a trace over a month ago.

“I suggest you build yourself a palace
instead,” Valuri said with a grandiose wave. “You should
specifically design the throne room so you only ever have to meet
with one idiotic petitioner at a time.”

Serrane snorted softly. “I’m not a
queen.”

“You could be, easily enough. If you and
Golden Boy decided to declare yourselves royalty, do you honestly
think anyone in this city would try and stop you?”

“Yes.”

“Okay, then let me rephrase,” Valuri said.
“Do you think anyone could stop you? You’re the heroes of
Highwind! And to be perfectly blunt, you’re both annoyingly
gorgeous. Everyone secretly loves the idea of being ruled over by a
beautiful queen and handsome king.”

“Not everyone,” Serrane murmured. “Without
the Academy or the Silver Fist, the nobles are going to want a much
larger say in how the city is governed. They’re already pressuring
me to reform the Council.”

“You’re the one who actually risked her life
to defend their homes. Half of them sailed up the river and skipped
out on the whole battle!”

“I realize that, but we’re going to need
their coin to rebuild the city.”

“Yeah, well, fuck them,” Valuri spat.

Serrane’s mouth twitched as she turned
around to face the other woman. “You wouldn’t make a very good
politician, you know that?”

“I don’t just know it—I’m proud of
it,” the Huntress said. “You hate dealing with this shit, too.
That’s one of the reasons we get along so well.”

Serrane smiled wearily and glanced down the
long steps to the plaza below. Most of the damage from the battle
had been contained to the Iron and Redwater Districts, but there
were plenty of exceptions. Statues had been toppled, homes had been
burned, businesses had been destroyed…it would take years to fully
rebuild, and some of what was lost could never truly be
replaced.

Great change was upon them, whether anyone
liked it or not. Perhaps it was time for her to try and make the
most of it.

“All I’m saying is that the Council didn’t
really give much of a voice to the people,” Valuri added after a
moment. “If the nobles want to play a part in the reconstruction,
you could always invite them into your royal court. That’s how it
works in Nelu’Thalas, isn’t it?”

“More or less,” Serrane admitted.

“Darenthi does the same thing with its dukes
and tharns,” Valuri said. “And here in the Reaches you won’t even
have to deal with insane religious zealots like the Tel Bator.”

A long silence settled between the two of
them until Valuri sidled close and wrapped her arms around
Serrane’s slender waist. The Huntress gently kissed the elf’s neck
and pointed ears from behind.

“I don’t know, maybe I just get hot
at the notion of fucking a queen,” Valuri teased. “You could build
a little side chamber next to the throne room where I could bend
you over between petitioners…”

Serrane chuckled and allowed herself to
relax in the other woman’s firm embrace. “I don’t think you’d be
happy living in the shadows of the palace. Besides, aren’t you
planning on returning to Vorsalos?”

“For a while,” Valuri said. “It’s only a
matter of time before the Sanctori and the Senosi consolidate
control of the city. I doubt they’ll be able to hold Graygale or
Ostvara without the Inquisitrix’s channelers, but they still have
the fleet. And it’s not like there’s anyone left to seriously
oppose them.”

“Except for you and Jorem,” Serrane
said.

“And Red and wolf girl, as odd as that is to
say.” The Huntress sighed softly. “Kaseya wants to return home and
aid the amazons, but Jorem and I…it just doesn’t feel right to
finally dethrone the Inquisitrix but then leave the people of
Vorsalos at the mercy of her minions. We have to do
something.”

Serrane placed her hand on top of Valuri’s
and turned in her arms to face her. “I know,” she whispered.
“There’s so much going on…I had a feeling we’d be saying goodbye
sooner or later.”

“Only until we tear down the Castarium.
Besides, what’s a few months to a highborn elf who will live for
another few hundred years? I’m the one who has to worry about her
tits starting to sag in another few decades.”

“Eloquent, as always.”

Valuri shrugged. “You also promised that you
would introduce me to your friend soon.”

“Another reason for you to return as quickly
as you can,” Serrane said, smiling. “Aluriel’s letter said she’ll
be back in Highwind early next week. Thank the gods her unit
survived…”

“After fighting a god, I’m past the
point of thanking them for anything,” Valuri muttered. “But if this
girl is as fun as you say…fuck it, maybe I’ll just let Jorem handle
Vorsalos all by himself.”

Serrane laughed. She kissed the Huntress
softly on the lips, something she never would have considered doing
in broad daylight just a few days earlier. But at this point, she
didn’t particularly care about keeping up appearances.

“I still can’t believe you’re pregnant,”
Valuri said, placing both her hands on the elf’s bare belly again.
“You’re not showing at all. How do you—”

“I am a sorceress, you know,” Serrane
replied tartly. “And there are…other signs.”

“I thought your tits seemed a bit bigger.
And you have been a bit of a bitch recently…”

Serrane rolled her eyes. “You’re lucky I
needed your help to take out that wyvern hatchery, otherwise I
never would have learned to put up with your charming
personality.”

“I’m an acquired taste, I know,” Valuri
said, squatting down low enough that she could tenderly kiss the
elf’s navel. “Like fine wine or bitter fruit, take your pick.”

“Definitely the second one.”

The Huntress grinned. “You have no idea how
much I want to fuck you right now.”

“I can guess,” Serrane snickered. She
allowed the other woman to nuzzle her stomach for a few more
minutes before she leaned away and pulled Valuri back to her feet.
“There’s just too much work to do. My rangers are still out there
trying to stop looters, and I’m worried about the Darkwind
soldiers. Without Constable Mannick, they don’t have an appointed
leader. It’s only a matter of time before fights start breaking
out. They need a purpose—soon.”

“Well, queens need soldiers,” Valuri said.
“You don’t have time to wait for a new Council to form and start
making decisions—someone is going to have to take the reins, and
Highwind will be far better off if that someone is you.”

Serrane sighed. As usual, the Huntress
wasn’t wrong. The days after the battle had been an indecipherable
blur of celebrations and sorrow, but now that reality was finally
starting to set in, choices had to be made—difficult, gut-wrenching
choices that might literally determine the fate of the entire
Northern Reaches.

“After everything that’s happened, the
people want to believe that Jorem will always be there to protect
them,” Serrane whispered softly. “The Dragon of Highwind…the bards
are already singing about him like he’s a legend.”

“I’ll be sure not to tell him that,”
Valuri said. “Trust me, his ego is already getting large
enough.”

“He’s always seemed humble to me.”

“He is, but I like to mock him anyway. It’s
good for him.” The Huntress smiled tiredly. “Look, I’m supposed to
catch up with the others in Hastien’s Fall tonight. They’re still
out there near the mountains where Jorem can keep an eye on
Vorsalos.”

Serrane nodded. “If you need any supplies,
please take them.”

“I’ll have plenty of food between Jorem and
Red, don’t worry,” Valuri assured her with a wink. “I just didn’t
want to leave without saying goodbye. You, uh…you know how bad I am
with this emotional nonsense. I really don’t like to—”

Serrane reached out and pulled the Huntress
in for a hug. Before this war had started, Highwind’s
Ranger-General never would have believed she could ever become
friends—let alone lovers—with a Senosi Huntress. Then again,
she never would have believed that she could fall in love with a
human paladin, either, or that she would be so gleeful at the
prospect of bearing his child.

Few elves embraced rapid change; one of the
virtues of their long lives was the privilege of patience. But she
had joined the world of humans when she had left Nelu’Thalas
behind, and perhaps it was time to embrace the uncertainty of a
brave new world.

“Whatever happens in Vorsalos…whatever
happens here,” Serrane whispered, “I know we’ll see each
other again soon.”

“You can count on it,” Valuri said, leaning
away and flashing one of her irresistible impish smirks.
“Especially once I steal the phallus back from Red.”

 


***

 


“Steady breathing is the most important part
of this technique,” Kaseya said. “A true warrior must be calm and
focused in battle.”

Selvhara nodded as she drew in another long,
deep breath. Her balance remained steady even though only one of
her feet was still planted atop the tree stump. Her left leg was
extended out perpendicular to her body while both of her arms were
pointed in the opposite direction. With her eyes closed, she
couldn’t see how ridiculous she must have looked, but she had to
admit that the long stretch felt incredibly relaxing, especially
with the afternoon sun warming her skin.

“Very good,” Kaseya said. “Your natural
flexibility is very impressive.”

Selvhara grinned but kept her eyes closed.
She knew that most humans wouldn’t be able to balance themselves
this precariously for long, though as usual, the amazon was a clear
exception. Earlier, Kaseya had held this pose for what seemed like
hours, and that was after doing countless pull-ups on one of the
low branches of a nearby tree. Her body was practically a temple to
human perfection.

“I remember watching the Dal’Rethi Blade
Dancers practice similar techniques,” Selvhara said. “They were
capable of moving in ways I can scarcely fathom.”

“If what we have learned is correct and the
amazons were meant to be the stewards of Dathiel’s prison, it is
not surprising that our techniques are similar to those of the
ancient elves.”

Selvhara arched a brow without opening her
eyes. “Are you calling me an old woman?”

“I was…I did not mean to—”

“I forgive you, Maskari,” the druid
replied with an impish smirk.

Kaseya snorted softly. “I am still not
certain that term is appropriate. You are not an amazon warrior,
and I am not moshalim.”

“You are a sorcerer, and I have pledged
myself to you. Is that not the core of the relationship?”

“I suppose, but…” The young woman paused in
thought for a moment. “I prefer to think of us as equals…or perhaps
even sisters. We are both bound to a dragon now, after all.”

A tingle of delight rippled through
Selvhara’s body, nearly causing her to lose her balance. Even now,
several days after the One God’s defeat, she still had trouble
believing what had happened.

Dathiel is gone. I am free. And after a
thousand years of longing and anguish, I am finally able to serve a
true dragon…

“Breathe,” Kaseya said, an unmistakable hint
of amusement in her voice. “A warrior must learn to keep her focus
despite distractions.”

Selvhara swallowed and took a deep breath,
though the excited tingle continued building in her core. At least
her curse remained under control, though it admittedly had far less
power in broad daylight. Without Dathiel’s power to contain the
wolf, she was more reliant on Kaseya’s strength of will than ever.
That was the real reason they were here training in this grove
while Jorem soared over the Shattered Peaks. Selvhara was going to
have to learn a warrior’s discipline if she wanted to contain the
beast within.

“Focus,” the amazon repeated, snow crunching
as she circled around the tree stump. “Just remain steady a little
longer…”

Selvhara’s balance was starting to waver
after holding herself in such an awkward position for so long, but
she was determined to see this through. She held her concentration
even when she sensed the amazon climbing up onto the stump behind
her. Kaseya’s breath tickled the nape of her neck, but Selvhara
still didn’t move—

Until the amazon abruptly reached out and
tickled the sides of the druid’s belly.

Selvhara yelped, tensed up, and completely
lost her balance. She would have tumbled off the stump and fallen
flat on her face if Kaseya hadn’t caught her and held her
tight.

“That was not fair!” the druid protested,
opening her eyes and planting both her bare feet on the stump.

“No, but it was quite amusing,” Kaseya
snickered, spinning the other woman around in her arms until they
were facing one another. “And I wanted to give you this.”

She leaned in and kissed Selvhara on the
lips. The human girl was so warm, so passionate, that Selvhara’s
toes curled in anticipation of what might come next. She hadn’t
enjoyed the company of a female lover in many, many years, and she
was eager beyond reason to spend many long, relaxing days exploring
every inch of the amazon’s exquisitely sculpted body.

“Perhaps we should continue the discipline
training later,” Selvhara said when their lips finally parted. She
ran her slender fingers through Kaseya’s long red hair. “There are
many other ways we could spend the afternoon.”

“That is true,” Kaseya agreed with a
coquettish smile. “And Valuri did loan me something I have been
wanting to use on you.”

Selvhara rose up on her tiptoes to bring
their eyes more even. “Is that so?”

“Yes, and I think—”

Kaseya paused when they heard the heavy,
distant flapping of Jorem’s wings. He appeared in the sky over the
grove a few moments later, and he began to slowly circle the area
in preparation to land.

“There is something else we need to do
first,” Kaseya said, her blue eyes glittering mischievously.
“Something we have been putting off far too long.”

The amazon lifted the willowy druid up into
her arms and hopped down from the stump. Selvhara still couldn’t
believe how strong this girl was, both in body and spirit.
She could sense Kaseya’s brimming excitement through her collar,
and it was incredibly…stimulating.

Jorem swept around and landed in the
clearing just outside the grove. A tremor shuddered through
Selvhara’s bare feet, and she watched in fascination as the
awe-inspiring red dragon transformed into a man. For a moment, she
was back in Tir Lanathel, watching from the streets as the Wyrm
Lords landed upon the palace aviary before massive crowds of their
eager supplicants…

“We really need to find a tailor who can
weave some magical clothes,” Jorem said when he stumbled naked
through the trees and into the grove. “I don’t suppose the
artificer who crafted that retractable robe of yours is still
alive?”

Selvhara glanced down at her loose-fitting
garments. “Ostensibly, these robes were woven by Shalassa herself.
I doubt that is true, but I also doubt that there is an artificer
capable of replicating the technique anywhere in Torsia.”

“I’m still tempted to look,” he murmured
tiredly as he glanced over at his pack in their small campsite.
“That, or I could try and learn some illusion magic.”

“We both prefer you this way,” Kaseya said
as she strode over to him and gave him a kiss. Selvhara could feel
the echo of their lips meeting through the collar, and she had to
touch her own face to remind herself it wasn’t real.

“It wouldn’t be so bad if it weren’t the
middle of winter,” he said, shivering. The sun was especially
bright today, but it was still uncomfortably brisk. “I’d settle for
a pair of warm boots right now.”

The amazon slowly dragged her hand down his
chest. “We have plenty of other ways to keep you warm,” she teased,
stopping her hand when it reached his belly. “Did you find anything
out there?”

“Nothing new, really,” Jorem said, glancing
back over his shoulder to the mountains. “The remnants of the fleet
are still trickling into the harbor, and there are plenty of
wyverns in the sky. Honestly, I bet the Sanctori and the Senosi
haven’t even told the public what happened yet.”

“They will learn, sooner or later,” Selvhara
said. “Without the Conduit to sustain them, the Crimson Fist will
wither and die just like the Silver Fist.”

“I know, but the Sanctori and the Senosi
don’t need the Aether—at least, not directly. They’ll probably
fight amongst each other for power…or maybe they’ll all rally
behind a single figure. Honestly, I’m not sure what’s worse.”

“Whatever wicked path they choose, they will
not rule Vorsalos for long,” Kaseya told him. “Valuri is determined
to return home and stop them, and we both know she always gets what
she wants.”

Jorem smiled, but Selvhara could tell it was
half-hearted at best. He was genuinely worried about the future of
his home city, and that worry seemed to be growing every day. His
concern was not misplaced—she had borne witness to a thousand years
of war and struggle in Varellon, and the death of a tyrant rarely
led to a peaceful transition of power. Defeating evil was seldom as
simple as stabbing it with a blade…or even pushing it through a
rift into the Pale.

“Marcella’s armies are still holding firm in
Ostvara and Graygale, and it’s not like we can just conjure an army
to drive them out,” Jorem said. “Highwind may be safe, but the
Reaches are a different story.”

“The enemy will relent when they realize
they are no match for a dragon,” Selvhara told him. “You have the
opportunity to rebuild this entire region however you see fit!”

He grunted softly. “I don’t want to rule
anything.”

“That choice is no longer yours,” she told
him. “The Aether itself has selected you as its champion. It is
your destiny to rule…just as it is our destiny to serve you.”

He looked at her, his eyes solemn. “You’ve
served someone long enough.”

Selvhara smiled. “Because I had to,
not because I wanted to. This is different. Everything is
different.”

She knew that such talk made him
uncomfortable, but she enjoyed the sudden flush of red in his
cheeks. His humility was charming…but it was also misguided. The
sooner he learned to accept his destiny, the better. Rumors of his
victory would spread far and wide across Torsia and even Varellon,
and ambitious men across the world would begin mustering their
forces to challenge the dragon’s power. She had seen it countless
times before.

“We can discuss the future when we
rendezvous with Valuri in Hastien’s Fall tonight,” Kaseya said.
“But it is a beautiful day, and we have put off the ritual long
enough.”

“Ritual?” Jorem asked. “What ritual?”

The amazon’s eyes sparkled. “A vitally
important one we will all enjoy.”

“I see,” he murmured, his eyebrows lifting.
“Well, my feet are freezing. Can I get dressed first?”

“Absolutely not,” Kaseya insisted. She
smiled and kissed him on the lips again, then gracefully sank down
onto her knees in front of him. His manhood stiffened at her touch
despite the cold, and he moaned softly when she swallowed the
swollen tip.

Selvhara had to brace herself against an
adjacent tree when the echo of arousal sang through Kaseya’s collar
and then into hers. The druid’s lips parted, and she swore she
could feel his hardening cock swelling in her mouth…

Once he was at full length, the amazon
eventually leaned away and glanced back at the elf. “Come,” she
said. “Share him with me.”

Selvhara didn’t hesitate. She slid down onto
her knees next to the amazon, and her quim tingled in anticipation
when Kaseya guided the dragon’s stem through her waiting lips.
Staring directly into his brown eyes, Selvhara took his manhood
deeper and deeper into her mouth. She hadn’t tasted Jorem since
before they had returned to Highwind—probably only two weeks, yet
it felt like a small eternity. She yearned to feel his heady seed
flood over her tongue; she yearned to taste the power of his
ancestral memories.

Before, she had been trying to seduce him in
service of her dark master. But now…now she was here only for
Jorem. She was ready and eager to serve the Wyrm Lord whenever—and
however—he saw fit.

“Open up,” Kaseya said, sliding a hand
through the druid’s brown hair and planting it on the base of her
skull. “He prefers it deep.”

The amazon took complete control as she
shoved Selvhara’s head forward and forced Jorem’s cock all the way
down her throat. Another tingle of delight rippled through the
druid when she saw the euphoria on his face. Knowing that the sight
of her body kneeling before him was bringing a dragon
pleasure—knowing that the heat of her mouth would soon cause
him to erupt—was enough to ignite her quim. Her hands slid into the
folds of her robe, fingers moving down in the hopes of putting out
the flames…

But Kaseya beat her to it. The amazon
slipped a finger inside her, curling it against Selvhara’s front
wall and instantly triggering a full-body climax. Selvhara twitched
in place, unable to move with Kaseya’s hand on her head and the
dragon’s cock lodged in her throat. Her eyes rolled back, and her
joyous gags and gurgles quickly pushed him over the edge.

“Oh, shit,” he breathed. “Here it
comes!”

“No!” Kaseya said, yanking Selvhara’s head
away. The druid gasped for air, her entire body still tingling.
“The ritual has only just begun.”

The amazon tenderly slid her finger from the
elf’s quim and tapped her anklet. Selvhara’s robe immediately
retracted, leaving her stark naked in the bright sunlight. She
watched and waited, wondering what Kaseya planned to do with her
next. The amazon was completely in control, and Selvhara was loving
every second of it.

“Come,” Kaseya said, reaching out and
hoisting the druid’s sleek body up into her arms. She carried
Selvhara over to their camp and gently laid her down upon one of
the soft fur bedrolls, then beckoned Jorem over with her chin.

“Do you pledge to serve this dragon?” Kaseya
asked.

Selvhara nodded eagerly, heart racing.
“Yes.”

“Do you bind yourself, body and soul, to his
power?”

“Yes!”

“Then repeat my words,” Kaseya said.
“Moshalim salah, v’morth kraan Maskari.”

Selvhara grinned as Jorem knelt at the end
of the bedroll, another surge of excitement crashing through her so
hard she nearly climaxed again. “Moshalim salah, v’morth kraan
Maskari.”

Kaseya brushed the druid’s collar. “The
tan’ratha symbolizes your submission. You are forever the
dragon’s companion…and my loyal sister in arms.” She glanced back
over her shoulder to Jorem. “Do you accept her pledge of service,
in this life and the next?”

Jorem nodded and grinned. “Yes. Yes, I
do.”

“Then what are you waiting for?” Kaseya
asked. “Take her, Maskari. Make her ours!”

The gentlest touch of his hand on her thigh
was all it took for Selvhara to spread her slender legs for him. He
quickly crawled on top of her, and the amazon guided the tip of his
still-throbbing manhood to the slick, smoldering entrance to the
druid’s quim. Selvhara was a thousand years her senior, yet she
knew she looked as breathless and eager as a young maiden. It was
as if she were about to be entirely reborn.

“Please,” she begged, her voice as delicate
as glass. “I have been waiting for you my entire life…”

Jorem brushed a lock of brown hair from her
eyes. She knew for a fact he had never gazed upon a woman who
wanted him—who needed him—more than she did right now. Her
lust was a thousand years in the making.

The tip of his manhood pressed up against
her sodden folds, and the walls of her cunt, slick yet tight beyond
comprehension, invited him deeper. Selvhara swore that a bolt of
lightning struck her when he thrust all the way inside, and her
legs instinctively wrapped around his back as he took her. Their
lips touched, their tongues swirled together, and a climax stole
her breath for so long she nearly passed out.

“Harder,” Kaseya said, panting. “Just like
back in the Underworld!”

Selvhara’s hands clawed into Jorem’s back as
he slammed into her. Her thoughts flashed back to the first time he
had transformed—and how savagely he had fucked her in the
aftermath. Just imagining him holding her face down and pounding
into her nearly set her off again…

But this was different. Jorem wasn’t merely
fucking her; he was making love to her in a way few others ever
had. She could feel the echo of his joy through Kaseya, and she
knew how close he was to spilling inside her. Selvhara’s quim
burned and her breath stalled when she imagined his seed taking
root…

“Jorem!” she cried out. “Please!”

He exploded with a cry of triumph that
echoed through the grove and across the Shattered Peaks. A thousand
years of frustration and torment were banished in an instant when
she finally felt the dragon’s legacy flooding into her. She gasped,
she wept…and then she fell silent, her arms and legs still locked
around him.

“Tanya nae elemendiya,” she breathed
when his manhood stilled inside her. “Maskari…”

Kaseya’s hand touched her cheek. The amazon
was still panting, driven to climax by her collar, but she leaned
forward and kissed Selvhara on the lips.

“Welcome,” she breathed. “My sister.”

 



Epilogue

 


The morning air was brisk and clear when
Jorem strolled out onto the aftercastle of the merchant galley.
Most of the ship’s crew and passengers were still below decks,
though he expected that to change this afternoon once they drew
closer to Ostvara. The ship’s captain had hired on a dozen Darkwind
soldiers for extra protection, including several half-orc archers
who had demonstrated exceptional skill during the battle a week
ago.

In many ways, this ship was a preview of an
uncertain future. Desperate merchants in the Reaches, starved of
opportunities for trade over the past few months, were willing to
take considerable risks to move their cargo out to the Broken Sea.
And many of the soldiers who had defended Highwind, cast aside by
the woman who had liberated them from slavery in the Underworld,
were willing to pounce on any opportunity to make a new life for
themselves on the surface. Jorem sincerely hoped that everything
worked out for both groups.

None of that had anything to do with why he
was here, of course. The gray-brown robe he was wearing was itchy
and uncomfortable, but in theory it would allow him to blend in
with the rest of the passengers—and to land in Ostvara without
immediately getting attacked by the Vorsalosian forces still
occupying the city. He and the girls had all taken great pains to
board separately and in disguise.

Valuri still wasn’t convinced that any of
this subterfuge was necessary, but Jorem preferred to play it safe
for once. In theory, he could fly over the Reaches and torch anyone
who stood in their way; with the Crimson Flame channelers defeated,
there wasn’t a single force in the region capable of stopping a
dragon. But Jorem wasn’t interested in burning Ostvara or Graygale
or even Vorsalos to the ground. He wanted to know precisely what
they were up against before he made any drastic moves. He was a
sorcerer, after all, and the Senosi were still a threat.

“It is odd to be moving so slowly given our
other available options,” Kaseya said from behind him.

Jorem turned to see the amazon walking
toward him, a warm smile on her face. He still hadn’t gotten used
to seeing her in a thick traveling cloak and plainclothes. The
entire time he had known her, she had either been wearing her
amazon armor…or nothing at all.

“Sometimes it’s good to stop and take in a
sunrise,” Jorem told her. “If anything, life has been moving far
too quickly recently.”

She sidled up beside him and leaned against
the railing. The river was relatively calm at the moment, though he
didn’t even want to imagine how cold the water must have been.

“I feel strange without my sword and
shield,” Kaseya told him. “Like I am missing a vital part of
myself.”

“You’ll have the chance to wear them again
soon, don’t worry,” Jorem assured her. “But for once, I’d rather
have an uneventful journey.”

He could feel her blue eyes upon the side of
his head. “You are worried about repeating the mistakes of the
past.”

“All of us should be,” he said. “We made so
many of them these past few months.”

“That is not what I mean. You are concerned
about repeating the mistakes of the dragons.”

Jorem turned to face her. The naïve
warrior-woman he had met on this very river less than half a year
ago was still standing there in front of him, but she was wise
beyond her years in so many ways. Perhaps it shouldn’t have
surprised him anymore. After all, she was the one who had been able
to perceive the weakness in the defenses of a god. Reading the body
language of her Maskari was nothing in comparison, especially with
the aid of her collar.

“You heard what Selvhara said about
Dathiel’s original plan,” Jorem said. “He thought he could twist me
into destroying Highwind all by myself. I don’t know if the
Avetharri Wyrm Lords were as arrogant as history claims, but what
if it’s true? I’ve felt what this power can do…I’ve felt the way it
yearns to be unleashed.”

He sighed and closed his eyes. “I want to
make things better, not set the world aflame. Besides, there’s
still so much I don’t understand about the Aether or my abilities.
We can afford to be subtle once in a while.”

Kaseya paused for a heartbeat before she
reached out and pulled him in for a warm, gentle kiss. Jorem only
reopened his eyes when she finally leaned away.

“Valuri insists there will never be a better
time to strike at the Senosi,” Kaseya said. “I do not think she
will be happy until she personally tears apart the Castarium.”

“Even then, happiness isn’t really her
thing,” Jorem replied dryly. “But don’t worry, I know how much you
want to get back to Nol Krovos. And I promise, I won’t make you
take a boat back home.”

“The appearance of a dragon over the island
will certainly cause a stir.”

“A good one, I hope.”

“I do not know,” Kaseya admitted. “But we
will find out together.”

Jorem grinned and kissed her again. The sun
was surprisingly warm on his skin, and he took a moment to enjoy
the serenity of the rushing waves and gentle breeze.

“There are times I still can’t believe I met
you on a ship like this,” he said eventually. “You were so exotic
and…well, unapproachable.”

“Then you are fortunate that I approached
you.”

“I thank the gods every day for that little
miracle.” He pulled back the hood of her cloak and brushed a hand
through her red hair. “When you took me into that cabin, a part of
me thought you were going to kill me.”

Kaseya grinned. “Instead I sucked your
cock.”

He smirked. “You certainly did.”

She chuckled and slid her hand through his
robe and down into his trousers. He began to swell the instant her
fingertips brushed against his manhood.

“Speaking of,” she said, nibbling at her
lip. “Dawn is breaking, yet I have not performed my morning
ritual.”

“That’s true,” Jorem said with a soft moan.
“Though this may not be the best place for such a…ceremony.”

“Valuri suggested that I make a few other
changes to my daily regimen.”

His eyes rolled to the cold, clear sky.
“She’s a glutton by nature, so she obviously wants to share.”

“Not precisely,” Kaseya said as she began
gently stroking him. “She expressed concern that I was merely
consuming the seed of a dragon rather than putting it to…other
uses.”

Jorem’s manhood turned so stiff he took a
quick glance around the deck to make certain they were still alone.
“Such as?”

Kaseya touched the ruby in her collar with
her free hand. “As you know, the tan’ratha is a symbol of my
submission. But it has another function as well—the magic within
shields my womb so that my Maskari can enjoy my body whenever he
likes without fear of conception.”

“You, uh…” he managed between pants as she
pumped him even harder. “You mentioned that before.”

“She suggested that it might be time for me
to remove those protections,” Kaseya said, her eyes twinkling.
“Unless my Maskari would prefer that I keep them intact.”

Jorem reached out and cradled her face in
his hands. She was so beautiful, so loyal, so perfect in every
way…he may have been a dragon, but he still wasn’t convinced he
deserved her. But he had her regardless, bound to him by the
amazon’s pledge, and he vowed that he would do everything it took
to honor it.

“Maybe Val is right,” he breathed, sliding
his hands down the sides of her face to the collar around her neck.
“Maybe it is time for a change.”

His fingers circled around the tan’ratha.
With his brown eyes locked upon her blue ones, he found the clasp
and slowly unlatched it. A soft, eager gasp escaped her lips.

“Then we should return to our cabin as soon
as possible,” Kaseya said, her fingers squeezing his manhood tight.
“I am eager to begin this new ritual.”

Jorem smiled. “So am I.”

 


***

 


The door to the small hovel swung open, and
the shadowy silhouette of a tall, slender figure stepped inside.
The candles were so dim that Solemi never actually saw the woman
enter, but she wasn’t worried. They were safer here than they had
ever been in the lightless prison of the Underworld.

“Our scouts have still not been able to
locate my treacherous sister,” the figure said in a dark, husky
voice with an unmistakable drow accent. “I fear that given time,
she will rally the remaining loyalists.”

Solemi smiled and sipped at her tall glass
of wine. Her chair rocked slowly as she kept her eyes fastened upon
the wicker cradle in front of her. “And then what?”

Her guest took another step forward and
pulled back her hood, though she remained at the fringes of the
candlelight. Her luminescent blue eyes were still having trouble
adapting to the searing brilliance of the surface.

“My sister is petty and spiteful,” the drow
said. “She will not rest until she has found us.”

“Then she will be quite exhausted indeed,”
Solemi replied mildly as she set her empty glass down upon the
nightstand. “Soon we will be beyond reach, just as I promised. Our
children will be safe.”

The drow remained silent, even when she
began pacing back and forth in the darkness. Her adamantine armor
didn’t even clink when she moved, nor did the metallic wings upon
her back. Even her heeled boots were quiet, thanks to the lingering
enchantment within them. Dark elven artifice was often as
impressive as it was terrifying.

“You do not believe me?” Solemi asked.

“I have my doubts,” the drow said. “This
land is even more averse to sorcery than the Reaches!”

“Not all of it. Darenthi may be ruled by the
Tel Bator, but the Kingdom of Stars is not.”

“Nelu’Thalas? You cannot be serious! I am
still a drow, in case you have forgotten.”

“The only thing that has been forgotten is
history. The Ilwetharri and the Vaetharri have not always been at
each other’s throats. They both fled here to Torsia to escape the
corruption of the old empire. Your peoples should be allies, yet
they live as enemies.”

The drow stopped pacing and paused for a
long moment. “What is your plan, mistress?”

“Everything is about to change, Laetharys,”
Solemi said. “The Founts have all been opened, and now the dragons
are about to return. A new world is coming whether the old one
realizes it or not. You and I have a chance to mold events in a way
we never could have imagined. We can shape history rather than be
crushed beneath its heel.”

“But why must we attempt to shape it
here?”

Sighing, Solemi stood and reached down into
the cradle to gently lift the infant within. The baby was still
sleeping, though every once in a while, she could coo and briefly
open her beautiful violet eyes.

“You have foreseen a great future for your
child, and I have foreseen a great future for mine,” Solemi said,
tenderly touching the spider-shaped mark upon the infant’s belly.
“It is up to us to ensure their destiny is fulfilled.”

Laetharys finally stepped into the
candlelight. It glinted off her long mane of white hair as she eyed
her infant daughter. “You know that I will do anything to keep her
safe from Varassa and the rest of the loyalists. But the highborn
of Nelu’Thalas will destroy her the instant they see the gray in
her skin.”

“That is why we will not rely upon the
highborn to protect her,” Solemi said, smiling as the child cooed
again. “You know my plans. You know what must be done. While the
Dragon of Highwind brings order to the Reaches, you and I must
prepare the rest of the north for a new era.”

Solemi carefully handed the child over to
her mother. “Jorem’s victory bought us time, but the Watcher and
the rest of the Fallen Gods have been defeated by the Wyrm Lords
before. They always find a way to return. You read the books in the
Spire of Sorcery—you know what is at stake if they escape
again.”

“Too well,” Laetharys whispered gravely. “My
sister still believes that the Spider Queen gains power by the day.
To think how many years I wasted in her service…”

“We’ve all made mistakes. This is our chance
to atone.”

Solemi stepped over to the candles on the
fireplace mantle as she touched her own swollen belly. “We must
ensure that our children are prepared for the battles ahead,” she
said, smiling. “The War of the White Throne is about to begin.”

 



Jorem and the girls will return (sooner or
later). In the meantime, the story of the Highwind universe
continues twenty years later with the War of the White
Throne series! The first two installments—Queen
of the Pale and Spire of Shadows—are already
available!
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